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Foreword

v

A foreword is meant to be a section of introductory remarks that is 
written by someone who is not an author of the text itself. It is placed at 
the very front of the book by way of context, often analyzing the major 
streams of thought in which the book’s project might be emplaced. This 
Foreword will concentrate upon providing some sense of location in 
space, and in time, for the many diverse ideas to follow. The contextual-
ization we offer for New Ways of Working (NWW) is partly geographical 
and partly historical.

Much of what passes today for ‘new’ working practices has its origins 
in history, some of it many centuries old. It is simply that analysts have 
forgotten to look backward as well as forward. Conventional approaches 
that are ‘run of the mill’ (the unexamined output from early factories that 
was standardized and unexceptional in any way) to the central topic of 
organizations and organizing in the Digital Age assume that humanity is 
now, everywhere, facing something so new as to mark it off from all that 
has gone before. It is a form of assumed rupturism where the break with 
the past is clear, dramatic, and slightly painful. It is as if the mill went 
overnight from being water powered to steam powered with major 
consequences that were there for all to see and the event did not require 
questioning or examination. Of course, the ‘Digital Age’ (marked by ini-
tial capitals) does represent something new and transformative wherein 
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information gathering becomes very extensive and work is increasingly 
expressed as high-speed procedures permitted by the use of microprocessor-
based technology. Yet, the same attributes of work speed-up and a wider 
reach for gathering relevant corporate information have been associated 
much earlier with those previous revolutionary technologies of the 
telegraph and the telephone. These tele-technologies were claimed to 
have annihilated space in the same ways as the digital age was meant to 
usher in an era where the tyranny of distance was about to be overcome. 
One has to be circumspect about the assumption of, indeed desire for, 
organizational novelty. Indeed, it behooves us to turn to some lessons of 
history about how we should address strident claims for total newness. 
We need to constantly question just how ‘new’ some developments were, 
are, and will be.

Geographically, the role of the state is contingent. Encouragement of 
NWW might occur primarily via the state apparatus and a national 
emphasis, perhaps, upon the need for the state to modernize its sur-
veillance technologies, its capacity to supply and analyze data, and its 
provision of a command structure for its internal security forces. Here 
‘organizing’ is within a ‘regime of regulation’ which drives particular New 
Ways of Working in which centralized control figures large. In the neo-
liberal states of the world, NWW may well be encouraged more by mar-
ket forces and the desire of organizations to be competitive in the face of 
new market entrants. This would represent a position wherein NWW 
would be linked much more closely to a ‘regime of accumulation’. And if 
nation states cling to particular regimes of regulation and accumulation, 
it should not surprise us if there are differences: different ‘business reci-
pes’, different industrial strategies, and different models of how the state 
and the economy interact. Given this disparate context, we might well 
expect different types of new working practices within different 
forms of teleworking, in open offices, in the gig economy, and within 
various types of crowdsourcing and co-working. For many organizations, 
the architecture of NWW is by no means fixed.

As this foreword loses its position at the beginning of the book, and 
other chapters move into the readers’ eyeline, we are made all too aware 
of the spatio-temporal nature of all text. Writing, it has been said, is ‘a 
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machine for the suppression of time’. It passes knowledge down through 
the generations like the Dead Sea scrolls, allowing the reader to witness 
extraordinary interpretations of past events and emotions as if they hap-
pened today. But what this aphorism fails to grasp is that all writing is of 
and in its time. It cannot be anything else but contingent. Specific history 
and specific geography grasp us tightly. But within their grip, it is possible 
for committed writers to explore a little, to find the wriggle room 
necessary to learn about the past, the present, and the future and to ably 
communicate their research with us, the readers of this present volume.

Manchester, UK � Gibson Burrell
Lancaster, UK� Karen Dale
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