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Introduction

George Elton Mayo is generally considered one efrtiost influential theorists in the
history of management thought. His name appearsladyg in lists of the most

important texts on the theory and practice of manant (e.g. Wren & Bedeian, 2009
Wren & Hay, 1977). Even more notable is his legactyhe field of organizational

behavior, where he is often considered to havettedtheoretical foundations for this
emerging discipline (O’Connor, 1999b, 223; Roetidigier, 1977; Whyte, 1987). Part
of that heritage has been transmitted through #st ¥mpact (Gillespie, 1991) of the
legendary Hawthorne studies of the practice andryhef organizational management
(Mayo, 1933; Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939). Yeayd has not only been cherished
as a key scholar in the history of organizatiorotiiebut his work has also been the

target of extensive historical review and criticiéiood & Wood, 2004).

Despite the burgeoning literature on Mayo, thera fsndamental problem in most of
the reviews and historical analyses conducted soTtae main bulk of these studies
tend to evaluate Mayo from the perspective of theellectual and discursive
conventions of the present environment. Accordm§kinner (1969), this is a common
mistake in the history of ideas, where a historagonsciously or unconsciously —
interprets a particular author as an “early adwcat a theoretical program or doctrine
that in reality emerged after the historical wigtim question. To say that Mayo was the
father of the human relations approach to managetheary fails to appreciate the fact
that no such school or field existed at the timemvhe was working within industrial
and social studies. Instead of inserting Mayo itite prevailing narratives of the
unfolding of management thought over time (e.g.l8a& Kunda, 1992; Wren &

Bedeian, 2009), or even into the institutionaligestiplines of sociology or psychology



(e.g. Dingley, 1997; Moore, 1948), a more histdycapecific inquiry would try to
locate Mayo in the particular temporal and spat@htext within which his concepts

and arguments took shape.

Many evaluations in the history of management thouniss the fact that Mayo came
to America in 1922 as a well-formed political plsipher already in his early forties.
He was well acquainted with the contemporary cusr@nBritish political thinking and
already had a long career as an adult educatomdbetim (Trahair, 1984). Most
important, he had been a member of an influentralecof scholar-activists promoting
an ldealist form of social liberalism in Australianciety (Bourke, 1981; Sawer, 2003;
Walter & Moore, 2002). Despite recent historicalalgses (e.g. Griffin, Landy &
Mayocchi, 2002), this aspect of Mayo has so fanldegated as a marginal curiosity in
his overall contribution to organizational and waldce studies. When Mayo is treated
as a social philosopher, his work is typically assel with the implicit assumption that
he worked in a dialogue with particular texts freotial theory (e.g. Bendix & Fisher,
1949; Moore, 1948; O’'Connor, 1999b) or psychologyg( Dingley, 1997; Hsueh,
2002), without a systematic inquiry into the actoahtexts influencing his thinking and

writing during the formative years (Sawer, 2003;[¥&a& Moore, 2002).

In order to remedy these shortcomings in the hisibappraisal of Mayo, this paper
undertakes a reading of Mayo as a scholar embeunidéte intellectual and societal
contexts of his historical time. Following broadhe contextualist “intellectual history”
approach as advocated by Quentin Skinner (19698)1%& purpose is to reposition
Mayo in the discursive and conceptual milieu of lyedwentieth century British
Commonwealth political philosophy, taking into cmesation the intellectual

movements within his local surroundings in AustaliThe material used in this



historical re-reading of Mayo’s work includes sedary literature explicating the
scholarly discourse of the British Idealists aneirthpolitical counterparts, New or
Social Liberals (Armour, 2006; Brink, 2003; Tyl@006), and reviews of the activities
of the Australian group of Idealist Liberals (BoarkKl981, 1982; Sawer, 2003; Walter
& Moore, 2002). Mayo’s main publication from the #talian period, the book
Democracy and Freedom (Mayo, 1919), is closely scrutinized to reveal dsbt to

Idealist Liberalist concepts, accompanied by othaevant theoretical texts from
different periods (e.g. Mayo, 1920, 1949). Somehef Australian period publications
obtained from the archives of the Baker Library Magollection have served as

background material in the conceptual and philosplanalysis.

The paper is structured as follows: the next sactakes a brief look at the typical
reception of Mayo in the theory and history of ngeraent studies. This is followed by
an analysis of elements of the intellectual contexfustralia, firstly focusing on the
philosophical and political program of the Idealisberals in Britain and in Australia,
then proceeding to a reading of Mayo’s 1%émocracy and Freedom as conceptually
embedded in the Idealist vocabulary, and finallgyeasing the more concrete societal
situation in the later 1910s as an ideological antitical challenge to the Idealist
Liberalist cause. The paper concludes with a dsonsof the lessons of the contextual
analysis of the “Australian Mayo” for a revised degtion and assessment of Mayo’s

overall project in the theory and practice of sbarad organizational issues.



A brief overview of the role and reception of EltonMayo in management studies

Over the years, Mayo has been interpreted andratesdy into the evolving canon of
management theory in many ways. The initial andtrabsious positioning has been to
see his work as intimately connected to the Hawih@tudies and to the articulation of
the theoretical implications of the findings frolmetexperiments and fieldwork at the
Hawthorne plant (e.g. Moore, 1948;). A second cative is to assign Mayo the role of
the leader of the Human Relations movement andfdbader of the discipline of
organizational behavior (O’Connor, 1999b; Whyte870 Thirdly, in a more general
history of science, various historical commentatiois Mayo to the intellectual context
of Harvard University in the late 1920s and 1938specially to the activities of the
Pareto circle and associated attempts to devekyst@ms perspective on the study of

social organization (Heyl, 1968; Keller, 1984).

While there are sympathetic assessments of hicyefamith, 1975, 1998), critical
interrogations seem to dominate the evolving corplisdMayo studies. Bendix and
Fisher (1949) opened the critical stream of reviewan article that became a landmark
reappraisal. Bendix and Fisher try to reconstrhetdore argument of Mayo’s thinking
by visiting his social theory publications from Bt 1947. They find that “there is a
consistency in the writings of Mayo” (Bendix & Feh 1949: 312), which is found
throughout his career. Bendix and Fisher list Wwalbwn themes, such as Mayo’s
emphasis on spontaneous cooperation and dislikgatd intervention and trade unions,
as well as his focus on the role of enlightenedides in the building of workplace
harmony, to summarize Mayo’s philosophy. Criticisfrthis assumed view of Mayo is
based on the observation that “it is evident thyo] prefers cooperation to conflict”

(p. 318). That this is problematic is related te ithea that:



most people in modern society express their sehsectal responsibility by
their participation in such associations as theiddat Association of
Manufacturers, the Chamber of Commerce, or the @ssgof Industrial

Organizations. These and other associations wilflico. (p. 318)

Mayo is thus seen as restricting the emergenceatdral conflicts that are
necessary for the resolving of tensions in the piade. Mayo’s apparent avoidance of
conflict implies for Bendix and Fisher that Mayoildato define “the ethical
presuppositions of his scientific work” (p. 319ythinstead, passes as “a technical
prophet” (p. 319) whose moral values are not laid ia an explicit manner in his

articulations of the role of civilized social commnities.

To what extent this kind of critique is grounded Mayo’s intentions within the

intellectual and conceptual environment where he aréiculating his views is open to
debate. Bendix and Fisher (1949) make a relatiygdy assessment of Mayo’s main
themes, but at the same time it can be arguedhbwgtfall short of trying to understand
in more depth the philosophical, discursive andallamontext into which Mayo was
originally embedded as an emerging Australian avécleinstead, they consider Mayo
as a student of industrial relations conflict whoseciological theory remains
alarmingly vague about its ontological presupposgi Mayo’s contribution is

represented as a case of integrationist sociahseiwithin a frame that identifies only

two main categories of paradigm: conflict and caapen.

The analysis of Bendix and Fisher (1949) is soméwnachronistic (Skinner, 1969).
Mayo was not originally writing as an industrialations specialist, because neither

industrial relations nor industrial sociology haetybeen established as separate



disciplines during his formative years at the bagig of the twentieth century. Mayo
had the title of Professor of Philosophy in Aus&taPsychology was still included in
the philosophical subjects at that time and way gnhdually establishing itself as a
separate scholarly discipline (Griffin et al., 2D03ociology was also in its infancy, as
was organizational sociology. The first sociologsofpssor was appointed to the
London School of Economics in 1907, with Austrakaeiving its first sociology chair
in 1917 (Bourke, 1981). Mayo was working in the diedof the transformations that
led to the development of the academic fields of/cpslogy and sociology
(anthropology, economics, etc.); hence he could abthe time, have employed the
types of disciplinary concepts that later commemgahave used in their subsequent

assessments of his project.

Bendix and Fisher (1949) operate with the nasceaibkgical vocabulary that takes
inspiration from sociological classics such as ¢hosWeber and Marx. Mayo, instead,
was primarily operating with terminology influenceloly contemporary political
philosophy of the turn of the century (e.g. May®19). Sociological schools of thought
were not yet clearly formed as scientific paradigasing his Australian years. For
Mayo then, the concept of moral responsibility esshdhe concepts of the Idealist
philosophical discourse, where morality has a djgeantological meaning, as the level
of being at which citizens develop self-control andstery over nature (Brink, 2003).
For Bendix and Fisher (1949), in contrast, “socrasponsibility” equates to
participation in political organizations and otlessociations that express the interests
of various societal groups and classes. BendixFaslder articulate responsibility in a
fashion that emphasizes the primacy of the orgéoizaof political activity into

institutions that then control the staging and kgeg of societal contradictions and



conflicts. Their vocabulary is closer to those bé tMarxist political economy and
Weberian class analysis than to the classical iste@pertoire characteristic of Mayo’s

social theory discourse.

Let us next analyze in more detail the intellegteainceptual and societal context of

Mayo’s theoretical work in Australia in the firsecade of the 20th century.

The context of Mayo’s work in Australia

Elton Mayo was active as a student, adult educalorician and university faculty
member in Australia between 1907 and 1922 (Trah&i84). During that time, he was
part of a group of academic intellectuals influahbg the Idealist philosophy of Social
Liberalist political thought, and a commitment teetsocial scientific and political
agenda of the activities of the Workers’ Educatiodssociation in Australia.
Concurrently, this was the time of World War 11 aihé rise of the trade unions and the
prominence of the Australian Labor Party in the #alg&an political scene. All of these
can be seen as playing a role in the way Mayo'sreteeal and political-practical

thinking took shape.

The influence of British Idealism and Social Libeligm

Mayo’s university training immersed him in a phibpical scene dominated by the
British Idealists. Trahair (1984: pp. 53-54) detaihe influence of scholars such as
Green, Bosanquet and Sedgwick on Mayo’s educationearly teaching. The Idealist
school in Britain emerged from a particular intetption of Greek and German
Idealism that de-emphasized the idea of the Statdhe@ embodiment of an Absolute

Spirit and focused more on the conditions of freeddf individual citizens. It was an



amalgam of the Idealist writings of Hegel and therenagent-centered approach of

classical Liberalism.

Perhaps the most important scholar in the Ideatistement was T. H. Green, an
Oxford philosopher, idealist, moralist and politiceformist (Brink, 2003). Green based
his ethical and political theories on a distincttapdysical view. As Armour (2006)
argues, reality, for him, “consists of an eternahsciousness and a number of finite
consciousnesses, which develop over time, whileggaaiting in and being individuated
from the eternal consciousness” (Armour 2006: 173)e proper purpose of finite
selves is to realize their potential by cooperativith other finite selves and to take
responsibility for global self-development. A gosakciety is one in which everyone is
free, “in the sense of being able to participatenaglly in this process” (Armour 2006:
173). For Green, our very nature depends on a ssittainderstanding of the process

of moral co-evolution.

Yet as Tyler (2006: 59) notes, although Green waalssolute idealist believing in the

existence of a spirit that seeks its self-realaratn the world:

Green differed from Hegel, however, in that ... h&hbat his version of
the absolute, which he called ‘the eternal constiess’, was individuated
as a potential of each particular human consci@ssregher than as a single
spirit that realized itself in some sense througmmunities of particular

consciousnesses.

Green’s idealism sees the State and its individuahan subjects in a more
reciprocal relationship, in which the State emp®a@nd supports individuals in their

pursuit of higher faculties, but in which, on thaer hand, individuals with their moral



sensibilities constitute the State as the ethigality. The powers of the State are
limited in the sense that they are restricted tintaming favorable external conditions
for citizens to be able to realize their moral pbit through aiming at the higher states
of being. The State philosophy has license to wetee in public action whenever
external conditions for the pursuit of moral citizbip are in jeopardy, but it does not
have permission to participate in the inner proegss the individuals following the
higher principles for moral standing. Thus, theitpl role of the State is, for Green,
that of a moral authority whose task is to inteev@rhenever external conditions are not
favorable to the pursuit of moral citizenship irrieas domains of action (Brink, 2003).
The State may use negative force, but only in otdesffer citizens the possibility of

practicing the kind of moral life that leads todrsocial harmony (Green, 1895/1999).

One of Green’s most well-known contributions toificdl philosophy is his concept of
“positive freedom” (Wempe, 2004). The classicaetddist tradition of Hobbes, Locke,
Mills and others entails a broadly negative viewreedom, in which liberty is equated
with the absence of various political, social armwremic obstacles (Berlin, 1969).
Political liberty then, is “simply the area withimhich a man can act unobstructed by
others”, while “if | am prevented by others fromintp what | could otherwise do, | am
to that degree unfree” (Berlin, 1969: 120). In heformulation, Green looks at the
concept of freedom from the Idealist perspectivehaspursuit of self-realization and
mastery over nature. Green (1906: 370) emphashadiberty is not taken to “mean

merely freedom from restraint or compulsion”. Ira&te

When we speak of freedom as something to be sdyhigized, we mean a

positive power or capacity of doing or enjoying sbhing worth doing or

10



enjoying, and that, too, something that we do goyeiin common with

others. (Green, 1906: 370)

Freedom for Green is the consequence of realizivgg higher potential in
individuals and transforming actors into moral sabg freed from the shackles of self-

interest and material desires.

The Idealist legacy is visible in the central cqriseadvocated by Mayo in his main
philosophical writings. At a general level, Mayoedsldealist concepts in several
contexts during his academic career. His two mbjarvard-period books include in
their titles the word “civilization” (Mayo, 1933,989). The choice of the word
“civilization” resonates with ideas about advansedial forms and the importance of
higher purpose, morality and culture within the diiit discourse. The concept of
civilization can be seen as the English equivatdrthe German term “Kultur”, which
denotes culture not only in its conventional sesfséne norms, values and meanings of
a particular community, but also in the more speaénse of enlightened civilization

(e.g. Markus, 1986).

A related concept in Mayo's vocabulary is “educatio Education equals

simultaneously the processes of knowledge acquisitharacter development and the
building of a moral community. “Education” in Mayo’'sense comes closer to the
German concept of “Bildung”, which has traditioyateferred to the formative nature
of educational processes in the holistic maturihthe human person (Geuss, 1996). In
its broadest sense, education is seen as a pratessby an individual becomes a
civilized moral being, or a fully human person. Edtion here covers the totality of

one’s developmental experiences and passages,samat ilimited to formal learning

11



contexts. To put this in another way, formal ediacabr expertise do not guarantee true
progress towards the ideal of a morally civilizestgon. Civilization and education are
closely related in that to achieve a high levetioflization individuals need to embark

on a journey of educating themselves, while atstmme time, education in its German
Idealist sense becomes understandable when viesvéldegprocess whereby concrete

individuals develop fully realized human personhooditizenship.

The conceptual context of “Democracy and Freedom”

Mayo’s Democracy and Freedom (1919) is a commentary on the contemporary palitic
and industrial changes in the advanced Westerretsegi It is fundamentally a critical
treatise on the phenomenon of parliamentary pseldéitd the rise of the organized labor
movement. As the title suggests, Mayo wishes ttajpose democracy and freedom in
the book. However, on closer reading, it becomesoois that the two concepts are not
at the same level in the way they are semioticatyned. “Freedom” is the meta-
concept that refers to the type of community whHarenan moral properties are being
put to the best possible use. Achieving this stdtéreedom requires that there is a
“civilized” community whose members are continuguskeducating” themselves

toward higher purposes and moral values.

Mayo does not explain his usage of “freedom” ireaplicit manner. The synonyms he
uses for freedom, however, reveal an underlyingtstavard Idealist vocabulary, where
liberty is a project of civilization and moral b&tinent. Recurring phrases used by
Mayo include “social growth” and “traditions”. Theoncept of social growth refers to
evolution toward a distinct goal in the developmeha human community, broadly in

the Hegelian sense of striving in the directioracfynthesis in the form of “the end of

12



history”. On this journey, the accumulated culttabwledge of previous generations
operates as a pool of experiential wisdom, embedidgtde habits and beliefs of the
prevailing social traditions. The accumulated wisd@s stored in social traditions, is
the actualized manifestation of the more absti@rh fof civilizing wisdom, or, as Mayo
puts it, “civilization makes itself concrete anduwad in social traditions” (Mayo, 1919:

7).

Another key concept is “social will”, which denotest so much the historical journey
of the community from the past toward perfectiont more the collective political
mood of civil society. This is the liberalist sid# the Social Liberalist thinking
inherited from British Idealism. The concept of éthwvill of the people” as used by
Mayo refers to the notion that the legitimacy of @overnment is always, in the last
instance, dependent on the popular consent of Gwomety. This is where Social
Liberalism differs from the more State-centereditjwall philosophy of the German
Idealists (Brink, 2003). The “social will” of Mays, however, treated as a less abstract
notion than in the classical liberalist depictidrioe political subjectSocial will is the
popular pursuit of political and moral ideals, emibed in the context of the existing
traditions. It is an expression of the desire far tlevelopment and ultimate realization
of the human potential in any given community. Thke of the State and its public
institutions is to support this endeavor by enaplimdividuals and groups to use their
human potential in the best possible way and agoatticipate in the quest for moral

growth, the State setting itself as an exampletatal conduct.

In sum, Mayo’s concept of “freedom” can be intetpdeagainst the Idealist notion of a
moral community, with emphasis on the uninhibiteatspit of human perfection, and

the enabling and supporting role of the State &t firocess. Freedom is possible only
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when a community has progressed toward human perien the form of the
cherishing of higher moral purposes. Central tg ikithe readiness of the actors to
leave the material empirical world behind and tmtinstead to the perfection of the

innate human-ethical qualities of the social person

“Democracy”, on the other hand, is a secondary ephin Mayo’s 1919 vocabulary. It
has a narrower meaning, of the activities of thdtipal parties and the societal
outcomes of party tactics in electoral campaignsmbcracy is treated primarily as a
form of government that has its place alongsidermthodes of governing (autocracy,
monarchy, etc.). Mayo is particularly concerneceheith the unintended consequences
of the new representative democracy associatedthathintroduction of general voting
rights and the emergence of organized politicaliggrPolitics within this system tends
to be reduced to the manipulative maneuvers oftipali parties and their leaders.
Parties are organized around class identities @&sdnaed material interests and are
prone to sustaining and affirming various societslides instead of promoting the
development of moral perfection and social harm@wgmocratic politics tends to lead
to adversarial methods in order to ensure the gsegtopular support in an electoral

situation.

In this context, the State cannot fulfill its rod¢ promoting the moral growth of its
citizens. The divisive politics of party-orientedactics hinders the civilizing
development of the body social. Mayo uses the notib“positive freedom” (Berlin,

1969) as the background against which the sucdedsnoocracy as a form of political
culture is to be evaluated: “Government’ ... is ordype aspect of a wider social
cooperation” (Mayo, 1919: 66). The conclusion iattdemocracy in its current form

severely limits the civilizing process. Democrasybiased on a “misunderstanding of
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the facts of human nature and social organizat{iMdyo, 1919: 13). Democracy is not

a guarantee of the possibility of pursuing humaediom.

Industrial democracy

The secondary argument B&mocracy and Freedom, often observed with more interest
in management and organization history (e.g. O’@onth999a, 1999b), concerns the
question of industrial democracy. Mayo attacks dperation of the recently formed
trade unions and their political counterparts, @kt labor parties. Given the Idealist
striving toward social harmony and the centralify avercoming materially based

divisions, this exclusive focus on the failures wbrkers to follow the perfection

program seems at first contradictory. Mayo doeddrigalance his treatment by making
passing notes about the limited visions of empledrthe beginning of his evaluation
of the industrial situation. He argues that thevailleng “class consciousness” of
employers obscures the “social responsibility” efners and managers (Mayo, 1919:

41).

The discussion that follows, however, centers elytion the harmful effects of trade
union collectives on the civic enlightenment of t@mmercial world. The utilitarian

and egoistic ideology of the capitalist class it amwalyzed with the same philosophical
rigor as the situation of the politically mobilizedrkers. This selective attention within
the analysis of industrial relations reflects theduler trend in the Australian adoption
of British Idealism in regard to the social and usttial problems of the day. The
Australian Social Liberal intellectuals took a merapirical or sociological approach to
the question of human perfection in the promotidrthe human moral community

(Bourke, 1981; Walter & Moore, 2002).
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Similarly, the journey toward social harmony isrs&y Mayo as being implemented in
the pursuit of cooperative efforts between disciggtmups of skilled professionals. A
moral community is to be achieved by recognizing distinct specialisms of various
occupational groups in a way that leads to respedialogue and the fusion of
sectional interests in the name of the common gblayo blends here the actual degree
of professional skill with the potential to parpeie in the shaping of organizational
power structures. He is concerned about the coesegs of industrial democracy in
cases where an unskilled but politically empoweredker is capable of controlling the
conduct of a skilled craftsman. At the root of ghblem is the incapability of the
unskilled worker-activist to enable moral growthtire form of a civilizing dialogue
between enlightened professionals. The argumentgengefrom the discussion is that
occupational knowledge and skill enable an inhéyeésbcial” input for the promotion
of industrial harmony, and that, conversely, thekilled worker cannot contribute in

the same fashion to the process of moral commimitgding (Mayo, 1919: 50-51).

Workers’ Educational Association as the practicaalm of Idealist policies

Apart from the particularistic interpretation givém the application of British Idealist
metaphysics in the realm of industrial relatiortse {Australian promoters of Social
Liberalism were intensively engaged with the adedfucation initiative called the
Workers’ Educational Association (WEA). Originalgnglish, the WEA was a direct
off-shoot from the Idealist program of civic devahoent. Its roots lie in the Settlement
movement that was inspired by the charity work ofHT Green (Sawer, 2003). The
WEA was designed as a platform for the meetingroversity teachers and industrial
workers. The idea was to build a moral communiterehboth groups would learn from

each other and embark on a social process of sed#ldpment. The teaching method of
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tutorial discussions reflected the underlying pélphy of mutually affecting interaction

In an open environment.

The WEA's role in Australia went beyond that ofa@ltfor societal reform. It became
the prime institutional context through which theademic activities of the Idealists
spread to society in general and the universiiié® WEA introduced the scholarly
field of sociology to the Australian university see(Bourke, 1981). At a time when
social sciences were just starting to take shapedependent scholarly fields, WEA
intellectuals tried to define sociology as the tiyeand practice of coping with the social
and political problems of the day. This was a mieoéistic and speculative form of
sociological practice than the contemporary resebeased activities of empirical social

science.

The advancement of the new fields of sociologychslogy and economics took place
in the 1910s and 1920s in Australia via the pubibbcaof a series of books analyzing
the current situation of the local society and w@tfrom the vantage point of the
Liberalist Idealist program developed within WEAdhectual circles (e.g. Atkinson,

1920). The books were intended as reading matdoalthe tutorial classes and had,
hence, a primarily educational function as aduitiieoks. On the other hand, they were
also targeted at a wider audience consisting oftrAlisn and international political

actors and academic commentators.

Mayo’s Democracy and Freedom was the first pamphlet-textbook published in the
Australian WEA series. It was written for the adaitdience that was assumed to be
hesitating between the new political mobilizatiafishe trade unions and the Australian

Labor Party on the one hand, and the WEA messageadtial reform through personal
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and communal enlightenment on the other. Mayo @mibtured inDemocracy and
Freedom as talking to his tutorial attendees, trying tospade them to see the human
shortcomings of the materialist class-based steuggld the associated confrontational

party politics of the day.

There were several imminent threats to the WEAJigteproject at the time of writing
Democracy and Freedom. In 1919, World War 1l had severely affected tlopylarity of
German nationalist thinking and its cultural legacythe British Commonwealth. For
example, the British Royal Family changed its ndram Hanover to Windsor in order
to downplay the German background of its ancestdegielian philosophy was not a
particularly suitable candidate to become a leagmigical theory in the country in the
aftermath of the disappointments of the war, sihogas interpreted as supporting a
nationalist and aggressive political doctrine thed been one of the primary ideological

causes for a devastating international war (Skiye2007).

Secondly, the British Liberal Party was in declinghe face of the ascent of the Labour
Party and the new class-based political landscB@ele unions had emerged as a new
actor in the industrial realm, and were uncomfddatith the WEA tradition of middle-
class academics having a direct educational analagieal channel for molding the
identity of the workers. In Australia, Labor hadrfeed the first left-wing government in
the world in 1904, and was consolidating its powesition in the emerging national

structures (Griffin et al., 2002).

Thirdly, sociology as espoused by WEA academics hatl been successfully
incorporated into the university mainstream. Thees just one designated sociology

chair in the whole of Australia, meaning that acame career opportunities were
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relatively thin. When the leader of the WEA groieredith Atkinson, resigned from
his University of Melbourne post in 1922, there veasotal of 40 applicants for the
vacancy, including Mayo (Bourke, 1981). Not longeafthat time, sociology began to
develop into a more rigorous empirical science,hmg the interdisciplinary and
action-oriented project of the WEA intellectualsther into the academic margins.
Other social science fields also took rapid leapsatd professional and scientific
autonomy. Taken together, the wider shifts in tbktipal situation and climate, as well
as the advancement of scientific disciplines, wesponsible for several cracks in the
cohesion of the WEA-Idealist controlled assemblagemetaphysics, politics and

industrial and social development (Sawer, 2003).

It becomes apparent, then, that one can sensghé déigree of desperation in the voices
of the WEA intellectuals, evident in the relativelgmagogic style obemocracy and
Freedom and other WEA publications of the time (e.g. Adan, 1920). Within a
couple of years, the Idealist Liberalist projectl Hargely been dissolved in Australia.
Several of the leading figures had resigned fromirthiniversity posts and left the
country (Bourke, 1982). Mayo famously embarked oroand trip to the USA from
which he never returned. Another major figure, €tae Northcott, emigrated to the
UK, eventually becoming the father of British persel management theory (Northcott,
1950). In the ensuing years, elements of the Sdgimsralist program were carried
forward in various ways in economic and social @glas well as in the social sciences,
albeit without their unifying links to the philosiejgal and moral-educational activities

of the core Idealist Liberalist group (Sawer, 2003)
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Discussion

The starting point for this paper was the relaabsence of studies explicating the role
of the formative Australian years in the work otdél Mayo. Mayo’s contribution to
management theory has so far been historicallysasdemainly through the prism of his
activities and publications in the USA, where hedl 1922-1945. These reviews have
highlighted his role in the theoretical interpregatof the Hawthorne studies and laying
the ground for the Human Relations School and thsequent field of organizational
behavior (e.g. Bruce & Nylund, 2011; Gillespie, 19®'Connor, 1999a, 1999b). This
paper has taken a different perspective and apipedadlayo’s thinking from the
influences and circumstances that surrounded aageshhis academic work in the
Australian context, broadly following the contextstaischool of the study of the history

of ideas (Skinner, 1969, 1978).

Apart from occupying a chair in philosophy and pggjogy, Mayo was integrally
linked with a local circle of intellectuals who skd a commitment to the metaphysical
and political views inherent in British Idealism.hdse New Liberals or WEA
intellectuals were responsible for introducing aarlye form of sociology to the
Australian academy, as well as contributing to thider efforts of political and
industrial nation-building. Mayo’s main publicatiomn his Australian period,
Democracy and Freedom (Mayo, 1919), was written for a WEA series as ®rial
textbook that also carried a wider message abauttinrent problems of national and

industrial development.

As the analysis above has demonstrat@ednocracy and Freedom is conceptually

aligned to the program of Idealist Liberalism. Tdugestion of liberty is framed in the

20



book from the viewpoint of “positive freedom” ongiting from the work of T. H.
Green and the Idealists (Berlin, 1969). Followinggel, freedom is pictured as the state
of individuals and groups who have raised themselabove immediate material
conditions and interests through self-realizatiod enoral growth. Throughout the text,
Mayo uses words such as “civilization”, “harmon$€ducation” and “higher purpose”,

which are all part of the political-philosophicalcabulary of the Idealist Liberals of the

early twentieth century.

The Australian version of Idealist Liberalism dieat its political attention to the
industrial realm, and especially to the morally sfignable trends inherent in trade
union mobilization and the associated ascent of Lthleor party. While the Social
Liberals of the 1910s and 1920s generally advodiiedtance of Green, where the aim
was to overcome material and empirical divisionsaay of human perfection and the
emergence of moral communitarian subjectivity (BfiR003), in practice they pointed
their critique exclusively toward the failure oktlworkers to pursue the ideal of ethical
citizenship. Managers and capitalists were se€fheas sinful” in this respect (Mayo,
1919: 59). With the rise of the trade unions, waskieecame more powerful in their
material demands, but started at the same timedtect the need for occupational and
civic education. Workers had become morally lazye WEA intellectuals argued

(Walter & Moore, 2002).

It is this formative context in Australia that latg defines the broader philosophical
vocabulary to which Mayo returns in his later workishe psychological part of
Democracy and Freedom is primarily concerned with the way in which neade union
agitators are engaged in the manipulation of thedsof the workers. Mayo animates

the ideas of Freud, Jung and Janet to demonswateahe political activists of the labor
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movement succeed in firing up fears and prejudar@®ng the proletariat. The new
political leaders do not want their followers tekaeasoned dialogue or education of
their human faculties, but arouse primitive emdiiotinat reinforce, rather than
smoothen, the disharmony brought about by divergiatgrial interests and class-based

identities (Mayo, 1919: 12-30).

This unusual interpretation of the role of psyclgidal and unconscious processes in
contemporary industrial life became the trademaelatuire of the commentaries
retrospectively constructing Mayo’'s Human Relatigrasadigm (Griffin et al., 2002;
O’Connor, 1999a, 1999b; Wood & Wood, 2002). In tlgerpretation, Mayo is
considered to have argued that unrest in workirig i a consequence of the
psychological maladjustment and neurotic patholofythe employees (Bourke, 1982).
Mayo continues the psychological theme in his earlyanizational writings in North
America (Mayo, 1923a, 1923b, 1923c, 1924), leadioghis participation in the
Hawthorne studies and, subsequently, to publicrieitoas the pioneer of a new line of

thinking in the theory and practice of management.

The psychological approach to work organizationasyits has more or less come to
dominate the evaluation of Mayo’s work. The gerieeal image of Elton Mayo in the
current historical consciousness within organizastudies tends to picture him as the
“psychoanalyst” or “psychiatrist” of early managerhéhought (e.g. Dingley, 1997,
O’Connor, 2011; Sarachek, 1968). Yet there are mgisuto challenge this type of
description of his profile. Mayo developed his vgeat a time when the social sciences
were not yet institutionalized into the disciplinescognized today as sociology,

anthropology, psychology and so on. His project wherently interdisciplinary, and
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may appear undefined or fragmented to a contempaaalyst accustomed to clearly

identifiable scientific disciplines with a lineaistorical narrative.

Mayo’s activities also spanned academia and adidicaion, and later spread to
practical workplace experiments in a fashion thatynbe difficult to grasp, given
today’s separated realms of research and normptactice. Yet in the early twentieth
century, university intellectuals were often actimeother domains of public activity,
participating in national political life and inaugding institutions in various social and

economic domains (Sawer, 2003).

To better understand the particular context in WiNtayo was embedded, and where he
developed his social and organizational theoriésisinecessary to consider the
intellectual and political environment of his Awdtan years. Mayo emerged from a
group of Idealist Liberals who worked across acadethe economy and politics with a
philosophical program borrowed from the conventiohthe British Idealists. The New
Liberal intellectuals integrated selected insightsn early sociological, anthropological
and psychological writings into their overarchirdgdlist vision of the role of human
perfection for social and human harmony. In thisingrtion, Mayo’s interest in
psychoanalysis and the psychology of the workerbmgeen as a particular extension
of the general program of the Idealist Liberalistgher than as a separate stream of
inquiry. He also returns to the broader social tbgcal questions of the relationship
between human growth and the advance of industoalety in his later writings
(Mayo, 1949). By locating Mayo in the conceptualdapractical context of the
Australian movement in Idealist Liberalism, it iggsible to uncover a general theme in

his writings and activities across the decades asd perhaps to do justice to the
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possibilities and limits of the dream of moral humtga that was implicit in much of

Mayo’s work.
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