
ABSTRACT
This short paper explores what lessons Critical Work and Organizational Psychology (CWOP) might learn from the rise 
of Critical Management Studies (CMS) thirty years ago. I begin by exploring the conditions of possibility for CMS, before 
providing a history of how it grew and institutionalized. Despite its ‘success’, I describe how partial, parochial and posi-
tional it was, and open a gap between its achievements within some Business Schools and its relative invisibility outside 
them. I conclude with some challenges for CWOP, in the spirit of learning from CMS.
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Positioning

I have been interested in the rise and fall of critical 
movements in academic disciplines for quite a few 
years. I suppose this is because of my experience of 
being part of ‘Critical Management Studies’ (CMS) 
since its inception in the early 1990s. It struck me 
then that CMS seemed to be rather behind the wave, 
since my background in sociology had suggested that 
the apex of ‘critical’ social science had passed some 
time previously. From the 1960s onwards, currents 
of Marxism, feminism and, later, poststructuralism, 
queer theory and postcolonialism had reshaped parts of 
sociology, anthropology, education studies, geography, 
history and even given birth to a new critical discipline 
– cultural studies (Fay, 1987). The word ‘critical’ was 
often attached to social sciences, arts and humanities 
disciplines as a shouty prefix, naming and demanding 
a new form of thought and (implicitly) describing 
such thought as itself a form of political action. The 
claim was that these disciplines had been dominated 
by old conservatives, inattentive to gender, ethnicity, 
class and so on, and that younger radicals needed to 
inaugurate a more political epistemology. The white 
hetero fathers, and some mothers, needed to be 
elbowed out of the way in order to make a new world. 
At the time, I loved that stuff, and happily participated 
in the toppling of statues.

In this paper I want to move beyond this Oedipal 
drama, and think a bit harder about what CMS has 

achieved and not achieved in its thirty years, hopefully 
in order to stimulate a bit of thought about how ‘critical 
moments’ might do something more than merely 
providing labels for academics. I hope that people who 
are interested in Critical Work and Organizational 
Psychology (CWOP) might learn something from these 
reflections, though if they are also invested in the 
toppling of statues, I might be part of the problem too. 
After all, as soon as someone proposes that I should 
learn lessons from my elders I begin to bristle.

This is a short paper, so I intend to move rapidly. 
I’ll spend a few pages outlining the conditions of 
possibility for CMS, before a short history of how it 
grew and institutionalized. The point of this is to note 
how partial, parochial and positional it was, and to 
open a gap between its success within some parts of 
the academy and its invisibility outside it. I conclude 
with some challenges for CWOP, in the spirit of 
learning from what CMS did and didn’t do.

Before I begin, the usual caveats about my history 
and location. I have spent my career in the UK, and 
consequently think I know most about the history of 
CMS in that small wet island. I am also a heterosexual 
cis man who has just become 60, so my view is of the 
last thirty years or so, and a fairly smug view at that, 
since I have been a professor for many years now. In 
other words, there are places to read CMS from, other 
locations and identities, other stories to be told. As I 
said, you should always be suspicious when old white 
men start to speak.


