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Global Praise for

THE (Delicate) ART OF BUREAUCRACY

Reviews from the USA, Ireland, UK, Nigeria, Colombia, Singapore, Brazil, Cyprus, Switzerland, and Denmark


“Bureaucracy has never been discussed in such an entertaining and educational way before. Learn how to clean out the organizational ‘scar tissue’ that is slowing you down.”

—Adrian Cockcroft (USA), VP Cloud Architecture Strategy, Amazon Web Services




“What do ancient Egypt, Louis XIV, Napoleon, Thomas Hobbes, Moby Dick, and the very-often-referred-to Max Weber have to do with digital transformation? A great deal, because bureaucracy is a permanent guest in history and a necessary evil. So whether you have fallen in love with bureaucracy or hate it, you should read this book. Bad bureaucracy can dehumanize, promote blind spots and stifle innovation. But good bureaucracy can introduce fairness and provide efficiency through scalability and predictability, e.g., in regulatory compliance. Once again, Mark manages to combine exciting storytelling with tangible analogies from history and daily life.”

—Chris Russ (Switzerland), Program Director and Senior Lecturer, ZHAW School of Management and Law




“My brain continues to turn around quantum bureaucracy. How to get the right amount of it at the right time and in the right place, but no more and not there unless you look. Maybe Schrodinger’s Bureaucracy is something I need to work on and think about…. Great read, and I’m so thankful to Mark for writing this book to reform bureaucracy. With his insight into razor-bearing sumo monkeys, we can progress toward a more modern way of managing. Like Jonah, I felt trapped with no way to determine my own direction. Mark provides great tools for guiding the whale.”

—Josh Seckel (USA), Specialist Leader, Deloitte Digital 




“Mark has done it again: with his usual wit and verve, he has cut past normal lazy blather about ‘bloated bureaucracies’ to get to the truth about their place in the world. In doing so, he outlines not only why bureaucracies are necessary, but how they are best fought through a deep understanding of their internal logic and weak points. [The (Delicate) Art of Bureaucracy] serves as a handbook on how to fight the good fight not just for IT, but for the world too.” 

—Ian Miell (UK), Cloud Native Consultant, Container Solutions




“A must read for leaders trying to break the vicious circle of ‘it can’t be done’ in complex organizations. Based on history, sociology, and his own experiences, Mark Schwartz explains the different perspectives on bureaucracy and how to bust it with practical steps. The perfect handbook for transformation under constrained circumstances.”

—Renato Garcia Pedigoni (Brazil), CDO, Grupo Boticário




“My organization launched an internal program called ‘Kill Bureaucracy’ (Kill B). Reading this book made me realize the obvious: One does not simply kill bureaucracy. Following the guidelines and practical examples in this great book, one will understand that he has to simply transform from ‘Homo bureaucraticus’ to a monkey, a sumo wrestler, or a razor!”

—George Chr. Georgiou (Cyprus), Enterprise Architect, Bank of Cyprus




“The (Delicate) Art of Bureaucracy is so creative, clever, and enlightening, it will help me remove digital transformation headwinds for years to come. It’s a must read for government and business leaders as they embark on digital transformation. It will make you a better digital leader by giving you the knowledge to use bureaucracy as a digital accelerator, and it belongs on your office desk today.”

—Chris Radich (USA), VP Digital Strategy, Salesforce




“A shrewd and entertaining account of how bureaucracy becomes entrenched in social organizations and of its encumbering effects on the process of change. But its greatest value is in the sharing of strategies and tactics for knowledge workers trammeled by bureaucracy to—like Sumo wrestlers—turn the weight of the red tape to their advantage and become innovator-makers.” 

—Renata Brogan (UK), Solutions Architect, Women in Tech, Women in IT




“It takes great curiosity to deeply understand organizational bureaucracy, great courage to challenge it, and pure genius to know how to bend it to your will. In this book, Mark delivers a razor-sharp analysis on all of the above and then shares with us a comprehensive roadmap to a better future, where bureaucracy finally becomes the organizational enabler it was always intended to be.”

—John Walsh (Ireland), Business Relationship Manager, PepsiCo




“Mark Schwartz has written a classic on bureaucracy that will always be relevant. A very readable, insightful, playful, useful, and enjoyable book that will help readers who are bureaucrats of any flavor—and any of us who think we don’t need bureaucracy but do—as long as it is a lean and learning bureaucracy. Mark provides the techniques of the Monkey, the Razor, and the Sumo Wrestler to effect the required change. As always, a bonus in Mark’s books are enjoyable mini-lessons in literature, philosophy, mythology, and pasta!”

—Tom Michelli (USA), Former Acting Department of Defense Principal Deputy CIO, CIO US Coast Guard, and CIO US Immigration and Customs Enforcement




“Need ideas to accelerate change and disrupt bureaucracy? This book brings analogies that will relate to your world. Mark uses three levers as themes, each with usable playbooks, that will give you the confidence and early wins to maintain momentum as you break through the barriers most organizations face.” 

—Chris Richardson (USA), Deputy CIO, IT Development, Mobility, Smart Cities, Arizona State University




“Mark Schwartz turns the tables on bureaucracy, offering a practical guide to stripping out a labyrinth of rules and replacing them with simplicity, ease, and automation. His version of a benevolent bureaucracy paves the path for digital transformation and facilitates creativity and innovation.”

—Kimberly Johnson (USA), COO, Fannie Mae




“I identified with every chapter. Although we tend to think that bureaucracy is a disease and there are no magic recipes to change our way of thinking, we can always think of leaving it on the light side of the force.”

—Laura Caceres (Colombia), Operations Director, DevOps LATAM




“This fascinating book will make you rethink bureaucracy and give you actionable tools to manage in increasingly complex environments. Mark’s ability to weave philosophy, history, and humor throughout his reflections on real-life experiences puts important concepts in a completely new and important context. His playbook for addressing bureaucracy is compelling and clear—I look forward to adopting many of his recommendations. Hooray for the intersection of Liberal Arts and Computer Science!” 

—Rich Seltz (USA), CIO, CDO, Cabot Microelectronics 




“Informative, interesting, and thought provoking piece that raises the veil on bureaucracy. It elucidates bureaucracy’s history, evolution, practices, approaches, perceptions, and learnings. This book comes with a great deal of objectivity that propels the mind to seek innovative ways to create an enabling bureaucracy!” 

—Ikoabasi Akpan (Nigeria), Sales Manager, Air France-KLM




“A remarkable and eye-opening journey on bureaucracy written with spark and wit. It will give you a completely different perspective on bureaucracy—particularly entering the next normal. A must-read for all who want to realign and shift bureaucracy towards learning instead of using it as a Schimpfwort (a great word)!”

—Eveline Oehrlich (Germany), Chief Research Director, DevOps Institute




“As someone who has been a cog in large, faceless corporations, I found bureaucracy stifling enough to abandon the heavy-handed rules and processes of large enterprise for the startup world. But even startups can become victims of senseless and unbending rituals. I discovered that bureaucracy has no preferred host. You may not come to love bureaucracy, but you will appreciate the wisdom in Mark’s sage advice. In his battles with the Leviathan that is the USCIS, he brings levity and plenty of Moby Dick references as he deftly avoids the traps set by the devilish MD-102 by channeling the ways of the Monkey, the Razor, and the Sumo Wrestler and becoming a force for positive change.” 

—Mark Birch (Singapore), Founder, Enterprise Sales Forum; Founder DEV.BIZ.OPS




“Bureaucracy has long been a major impediment to transformation. With his usual style of complementing his progressive thinking with a variety of literary references and wit, Mark provides an engaging, insightful, and balanced view on a topic that could easily make one’s eyes bleed! In this book you will find a practical guide to busting bureaucracy and turning it into a force for good, all while staying true to the modern techniques of Agile and DevOps—with the help of a Monkey, a Razor, and a Sumo Wrestler.”

—Keith Madsen (Ireland), SVP, Cloud and Advanced Technology, Bank of America




“Mark is to bureaucracy as Sun-Tzu is to the art of war. Read this book to capitalize on the good intended from bureaucracy and have the scissors you always hoped for to reshape it to be enabling, learning, and lean. Leverage the weight of bureaucracy to your advantage like a champion organizational Sumo wrestler.”

—Jamie Scott Berniker (USA), Executive Director, Corporate Development, Global Bank




“Mark has done it again, giving us IT professionals insights into how we, with our software and our creative software development processes, can change heavy, unproductive bureaucratic corporations into adaptable, human-friendly, value-driven bureaucratic corporations that we all love to work for. Red tape is here to stay; it’s a matter of being smart about it. This book for sure will be one I am going to refer to when meeting my colleagues and peers.”

—Allan Nyland Christensen (Denmark), Senior Transformation Manager, LEGO






[image: The (Delicate) Art of Bureaucracy]




[image: IT Revolution]

25 NW 23rd Pl, Suite 6314

Portland, OR 97210


Copyright © 2020 by Mark Schwartz

All rights reserved. For information about permission to reproduce selections from this book, write to Permissions, IT Revolution Press, LLC, 25 NW 23rd Pl, Suite 6314, Portland, OR 97210.

First Edition

Printed in the United States of America

25 24 23 22 21 201 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Cover and book design by Devon Smith

Library of Congress Catalog-in-Publication Data

Names: Schwartz, Mark, author.  

Title: The (delicate) art of bureaucracy : digital transformation with the 

monkey, the razor, and the sumo wrestler / by Mark Schwartz.  

Description: First edition. | Portland, OR : IT Revolution Press, LLC, 

[2020] | Includes bibliographical references. 

Identifiers: LCCN 2020021721 (print) | LCCN 2020021722 (ebook) | 

ISBN 9781950508150 (Trade Paperback) | ISBN 9781950508174 (eBook) | 

ISBN 9781950508181 (Kindle)

Subjects: LCSH: Bureaucracy. | Organizational learning. 

Classification: LCC HD38.4 .S48 2020 (print) | LCC HD38.4 (ebook) | 

DDC 658.4—dc23 

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020021721

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020021722

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases or for information on booking authors for an event, please visit our website at www.ITRevolution.com.

THE (DELICATE) ART OF BUREAUCRACY




To the bureaucratic trolls, tasked with the endless,
thankless work of keeping us chaos monkeys in line.
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A NOTE FROM THE PUBLISHER

As you can imagine, we are exhausted here at Exothermic Press, having   finally wrangled Mark Schwartz’s new book into the space between two covers. If you know Mr. Schwartz’s writing, you will not be surprised to hear that this book’s ideas kept expanding along all nine known dimensions of the universe (I speak of those posited by string theory), so this task required hearty geometric exertions. We had to cut the chapter on “Bureaucracy and Ballet” and an unfinished one on “Quantum Bureaucracy,” but perhaps they’ll turn up in a later book.

You will notice something new in this book comparari prioribus: I have done my best to annotate some of Schwartz’s more far-flung leaps of imagination to make sure they are accessible to those of us without philosophy degrees or who just want to get right to the meat of Schwartz’s ideas on how to endure the torments of bureaucracy and thrive despite them. Without wishing to spoil the ending, I can tell you that the alliance of the Monkey, the Razor, and the Sumo Wrestler proves a potent one.

The annotations seemed necessary because, as I pointed out in my conversations with Mr. Schwartz, few readers have as much as noticed his favorite devices in earlier books; to wit, the “fortune cookie” self-referential (he calls it recursive) footnote on page xviii of The Art of Business Value, or the dozen or so references to obscure types of pasta he employed in A Seat at the Table to avoid the IT cliché of “spaghetti code.” He responded as he usually does: with a giggle.

There are several things you should know before you enter the world of The (Delicate) Art of Bureaucracy: Digital Transformation with the Monkey, the Razor, and the Sumo Wrestler. The first is that you might be challenged to figure out what Mr. Schwartz really thinks of bureaucracy. We were when first we read the manuscript. At times, he seems almost to be arguing that bureaucracy is a good thing, which for a DevOps and Agile proponent seemed, frankly, mystifying. In other instances he speaks of its crushing soullessness, the burdens it placed in his way as he tried to reform government IT, and the alienation and hopelessness it engenders. So, I asked him. Here’s his response, verbatim:


You can’t fight bureaucracy if you see it as an existential condition, a nightmare, an agent of dread and loathing. It’s strange how viscerally people react to the mention of bureaucracy. The word is almost shorthand for evil, the way “Satan” might have been in the past. And no one thinks of themselves as a bureaucrat—it’s always the person in the next cubicle over. Now bureaucracy is, of course, evil, hey, but let’s laugh rather than tremble before it.



In other words, I still don’t know whether Mr. Schwartz stands pro or con, or what he wishes us to think.

Another thing to keep in mind as you make your way through The (Delicate) Art of Bureaucracy is that in Mr. Schwartz’s books, motifs tend to surface in odd ways. You will find that Moby Dick plays an important part in this volume. In Herman Melville’s book, Captain Ahab monomaniacally pursues, with murderous intent, a tremendous albino sperm whale that once chewed off his leg. Every omen informs Ahab and his superstitious crew that they will not succeed. Moby Dick is the leviathan of the Bible, a tremendous, angry force of nature, far more powerful than his tiny human opponents who float helplessly in small, unstable boats in a churning, limitless ocean. Fighting Moby Dick is fighting nature, but Ahab tries anyway. His fight is an expression of his freedom.

Similarly, Mr. Schwartz says, bureaucracy is a powerful monster, a force of nature, much larger than us, and largely undefeatable. Cut off a tentacle and another grows in its place. Or as Kafka says, it merely restabilizes and becomes ever more malevolent. Just how powerful is the leviathan of bureaucracy? Mr. Schwartz’s description of the bureaucratic Physeter macrocephalus MD-102 with its eighty-seven required documents and twenty-one oversight roles echoes Melville’s description of a sperm whale:


Between eighty-five and ninety feet in length, and something less than forty feet in its fullest circumference, such a whale will weigh at least ninety tons; so that, reckoning thirteen men to a ton, he would considerably outweigh the combined population of a whole village of one thousand one hundred inhabitants.1



Big whale, big stack of bureaucratic documents. Harpoon him and red tape spouts from his arteries. Accidentally slip into the area where his brain should be, as one of Ahab’s harpooners does, and you can drown in his slippery, oily, shifting essence.

Nevertheless, Schwartz illustrates how to fight the leviathan and tame it. He teaches us how to ride the whale to successful business outcomes, peel off its blubber, and even train it to do tricks. At the same time, he offers us an adventure story about fighting the bureaucratic whale, a surprising analysis of its physiology, and a guide that will prepare you to harpoon any blubberous bureaucracies that happen to get in your way.

For months now, we at Exothermic, in trying to tame this leviathan of a book, have been dragged along helplessly by it. Nevertheless, like Ahab, we try. Through the book you will find my harpoon-thrusts here and there, which perhaps will slow the monster down just enough so you can get a good look at it.

—Professor Ishmael C. Tollogous, 

Visiting Professor of Sceniology,

University of Strozzapreti, Bologna; 

Capo Di Tutti I Redattori, Exothermic Press




A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

To produce a mighty book, you must choose a mighty theme. No great and enduring volume can ever be written on the flea, though many there be who have tried it.

—Herman Melville, Moby Dick

As for the metaphysical thoughts, my dear sir, allow me to say that any brain is capable of producing them, it’s just that we cannot always find the words.

—José Saramago, All the Names

Someone must have been telling lies about Mark S., because one day, without having done anything wrong, he woke in his bed to find himself suddenly transformed into a giant insect—a bureaucrat.* Crawling through government office buildings, his exoskeleton examined by puzzled security folks; burrowing through great piles of bureaucratic waste; propping himself upright in meeting-room chairs never designed for creatures with more than two legs; learning to tell his I-90s from his I-485s and his SF-86s from his TPS reports;† peeling off the paperwork that stuck to him like flypaper, he flapped his antennae helplessly—for the first few years at least—but with an insect’s sniffing curiosity.

Over time, he realized that everyone else around him, private sector and public, while railing against bureaucracy—who doesn’t?—was also beginning to grow antennae and take on the shape of bureaucrats without noticing it. Upon leaving the federal bureaucracy he found the insect apocalypse well underway: banks, insurance companies, educational institutions, and even those tech companies that are admired for their agility and speed had long since settled into that energetic languor that makes a bureaucracy busy on paper and sticky and gooey on execution.

Yes, I, Mark S., had become the CIO of US Citizenship and Immigration Services, a part of the Department of Homeland Security. By definition, a bureaucrat. By inclination, an iconoclastic, playful, get-things-done ex-software-developer who imagined he could sit down at a keyboard and change the world. By chronology, an incoming government employee at precisely the moment when it had finally become interested in agile ways of working and wanted to stop manufacturing huge, monolithic IT projects that went over budget, fell behind schedule, and were featured on the front page of the Washington Post. But the government couldn’t help itself. Agile was a word, and the bureaucracy could not rest until it had redefined it and formalized it and surrounded it with rules and constraints—in other words, until it had drained Agile of its agility.

My colleagues and I spent some years trying to convince policymakers to accept the dictionary definition of agility. We looked for ways to nudge the bureaucracy in the direction of what we were all calling digital transformation. After we’d banged our little insect heads against the wall for several years, the wall slowly began to move. Where before we’d only been able to release IT capabilities once every eighteen months or so, we found we were delivering new software as often as three times a day. Our multibillion-dollar, five-plus-year projects shrank to a size where we could actually execute them. We became a case study in the IT buzzwords of today—DevOps, microservices, cloud, containers, kombucha. And we did it as bureaucrats.

Somehow, along the way, I thought I’d begun to understand bureaucracy. Don’t get me wrong, I hate sluggish officialdom as much as the next Homo sapiens. But it turned out that the evil trolls of bureaucracy—the ones who lived in a cave somewhere and only popped out now and then to shout “No!” and hand the public more forms to fill out—well, they were human too, trying to do the right thing. And much of what we see as wasteful government bureaucracy, it turned out, had been put there deliberately to accomplish social or political goals that you and I supported. There was a frightening beauty to the way the bureaucracy worked once you cleared away the red tape and got a good look at it.

These days I meet with executives from about 120 companies a year and speak with enterprise leaders at conferences, at dinner roundtables, and while waiting to use the restroom at industry events. And, amazingly, my stories of bureaucracy light them right up. They tell me about how their companies’ bureaucracies are pinning them under mountains of red tape‡—ironically, in many cases bureaucracies they’ve set up themselves. Sometimes they say they need “cultural change”—but what they mean is they need to break free of their companies’ rigid rules and rigid authorities, the controls that control innovation and change by making sure they don’t happen.

It’s strange to be writing a book on bureaucracy. Who’d want to read such a thing? I’m inspired by a couple of books I’ve read over the last year. One was Death, by Shelly Kagan, a great philosopher and professor at Yale. For Khepri’s§ sake, who’d want to read a book on death? Well, I heartily recommend it. Kagan will make you think and rethink and puzzle and wonder why you’ve never read one before. The other book was Gut: The Inside Story of Our Body’s Most Underrated Organ by Giulia Enders. Who’d want to read such a thing? But she just seems so excited about digestion that the book is hard to put down. I’m hoping that my fascination for bureaucracy will similarly shine through, and that I’ll be able to make bureaucracy as interesting as she makes human excrement. Or Kagan makes death.

I figured I’d drop a few stories throughout the book from my experience in the big bureaucracy. I left a few good ones out too. Like the time I was in a contentious government meeting and one of the participants suddenly leapt up and excused himself, saying, “I have to go move a supercomputer!” I wasn’t sure if that was a sly way to say that he badly needed a bathroom break, a reference to some new government bloat, or just a “dog ate my homework” excuse for shutting down my ideas on bureaucracy-busting.¶

Anyway, I have reason to think that we all have a secret fascination with bureaucracy. Take the universal appeal of Kafka’s writing. We know that Joseph K. is not going to be acquitted and we know that the Land Surveyor will never make it to the Castle. Yet we read of their adventures with some kind of compulsion to see how bureaucracy inevitably triumphs. We replay to ourselves the mechanism of Catch-22 and want to scream at the officials of the Ministry of Circumlocutions as they circumlocute.** We laugh as the good soldier Svejk makes his way through a military bureaucracy filled with buffoons and mortal danger.††

Bureaucracy moves us, mystifies us, and represents something deep about the human condition. It has something to do with the tension between freedom and constraint, order and chaos, accountability and authority, and how humans organize socially to accomplish common objectives. In writing this book, I wanted to peel away the blubber and find its heart.

Bureaucracy is also a critical player in enterprises’ digital transformations, which, nominally, is my subject. I’ve written a series of books on leadership in the digital world: The Art of Business Value, A Seat at the Table, and War and Peace and IT. In them I’ve tried to help leaders of large enterprises “unstick” their organizations so that they can become digital. My books have described how new ways of delivering technology are also changing how leaders lead, and how digitally inspired techniques can be used to succeed in today’s digital economy. But when my readers try to apply those ideas, they often find themselves stymied by the roles and rules and formalities they’ve set up to bring order and control to their enterprises.

So a book on bureaucracy seems as essential today as a book on human waste, and one that you can read while you’re eating. I might ask you to think a little bit differently about bureaucracy. I will definitely ask you to join me and become a Chaos Monkey, a Knight of Occam, and a Lean Sumo Wrestler. Together we can wield bureaucracy as a superpower and bust through it at the same time.

Press 1 to bust a bureaucracy, 2 to forge a new bureaucracy, or hold the line if you wish to speak to a reader care associate. Ding dongle, the functionary’s dead. Long live the functionary!

Mark S.

Boston, 2020





	




	*

	Mr. Schwartz is conflating the opening sentence of Kafka’s The Trial with that of The Metamorphosis. -ed.




	†

	TPS Reports are a recurring bureaucratic joke in the movie Office Space. -ed.




	‡

	A reference to the Monkey King, who reappears in Chapter 12. -ed.




	§

	An Egyptian god who winds up playing a large role in this book. See Introduction. -ed.




	¶

	See Giulia Enders, Gut, above. -au.




	**

	That’s from Charles Dickens’s Little Dorrit. -ed.




	††

	A bureaucratic romp through the Czech military by Jaroslav Hašek, often compared to Heller’s Catch-22. -ed.









I own thy speechless, placeless power;
but to the last gasp of my earthquake life will dispute its unconditional, unintegral mastery in me.
In the midst of the personified impersonal, a personality stands here. 

—Herman Melville, Moby Dick




INTRODUCTION:
WE’RE BUREAUCRATS ALL

To catch hold of fleeting appearance he must shackle it with rules, tear into its fair body with concepts, and preserve its living spirit in a meagre frame of words.

—Friedrich Schiller, On the Aesthetic Education of Man

He tasks me; he heaps me; I see in him outrageous strength, with an inscrutable malice sinewing it. That inscrutable thing is chiefly what I hate; and be the white whale agent, or be the white whale principal, I will wreak that hate upon him.

—Herman Melville, Moby Dick

Bureaucracy Is Us

Homo bureaucraticus: humankind is truly the bureaucratic animal. Psychologists have watched children spend more time arguing over the rules of a game than actually playing it.1 Children learn rule-making, of course, from their parents, those power-crazy authorities who invent and enforce arbitrary decrees about bedtimes and TV watching. We all begin structuring the world bureaucratically long before we learn to develop interactive voice response systems (“Your call is important to us. Please listen distractedly as our options have never changed.”), join congressional subcommittees, or set acceptable use policies for IT systems. Someday, archaeologists will sniff out today’s humans by following our trail of bureaucracy through the zeros and ones of our big data streams.

Perhaps it’s no wonder, stamped as we are in the image of celestial beings, or vice versa. The Jade Emperor, after all, has always presided over a “celestial hierarchy” of Chinese gods that looks suspiciously like a Chinese political bureaucracy. When the Monkey King* of legend is not invited to the Jade Empress’s party, he wants to know who was. “It’s all according to rule, you know … the Venerable Immortals of the Ten Continents and Three Islands, the Mystic Divinity of the North Pole … the Star Lords of the Five Constellations, the Three Pure Ones, the Four Emperors and the Heavenly Immortal of the Great Nomad from the Eight High Caves … [sorry, not done yet] … the Immortal of the Nine Mounds, the Gods of the Seas and Mountains …” Oh yes, and also the terrestrial deities.2

Christian angelology, formalized in the Early Middle Ages, was already quite familiar with the principle of division of labor. It organized the angels into nine “choirs”: Seraphim, Cherubim, Thrones, Dominions, Virtues, Powers, Principalities, Archangels, and Angels.3 Virtues are responsible (accountable?) for miracles, Thrones for presenting the prayers of humans, and Cherubim for guarding the tree of life.

Judaism has its rabbinic law, the 613 commandments of the Torah, the pseudo-legal document it calls the covenant, and the many pages of Exodus describing exactly how to build an Ark of the Covenant and who may use it. All in the service of implementing rules and regulations laid down by the supreme parental authority—rules we must live by (laws of nature) and rules we should live by (laws of morality).

The gods of the ancient Aegean, though not big on following rules themselves, nevertheless had functional specialties, like employees in a factory: Eros for arrows, Momus for mockery, Alastor for family feuds, Chaos for Information Technology, and Morpheus, presumably, for bureaucracy.† If you wanted wind, you had to get a sign-off from Aeolus; if you wanted a hangover, from Dionysus.

Aeolus—Homer-certified wind deity tasked with air moving, reporting directly to Zeus, the chief executive deity—was surely hired into his position for his wind skills, although he generally delegated to one of his four Anemoi, depending on the wind’s required compass direction. It takes just a small imaginative leap to think of Aeolus as rather busy and needing to prioritize his workload, doesn’t it? Sure, if you have a wind need you can go ahead and pray, but if you really want service, it’s best to file a ticket and get onto his queue.

I mean no disrespect to religions or dead Greeks, because when I label something a bureaucracy, I make no value judgment. We’ve come to view bureaucracy as an evil—maybe even as evil itself since the philosopher Hannah Arendt used the memorable phrase “the banality of evil” to describe the highly bureaucratized Nazi genocide.

But in this book I suggest we step back and consider bureaucracy for what it really is: a way to impose a structure on the world so that we can link general principles to actions. I don’t want to mire you now in the precise definition of bureaucracy‡—we’ll get to that in a few chapters—but for now, let’s just say that a bureaucracy is a form of social organization with formal, rigid rules and formal, rigid hierarchies of authority. That’s not too far from the definition sociologists use.

Digital Transformation

In today’s digital economy—one of rapid change, uncertainty, and complexity—bureaucracy is an impediment. It’s the sticky stuff that prevents companies from dancing nimbly to the music of change. It’s the no-saying choir of a shrouded and inscrutable sub-sub-sub-department, the vampire forms in triplicate that drain employees of motivation, the rules that lock in yesterday’s worst practices, and the impersonal languages of corporatese, legalese, political doublespeak, and—I’m not sure why—the speech of airplane flight attendants (“This is your last and final boarding call for flight 666 with service to Inferno International.”).

As enterprises accept information technologies into the hearts of their corporate personalities, they find today’s tools for rapid change slowed by rules that seem arbitrary, their high-tech Teslas stuck on muddy, potholed rural roads. They need fast 0–60 capability and nimble cornering, but instead they get meetings, sign-offs, and email nastygrams from the guardians of expense-reporting policies. Bureaucracy is a mature company’s symptom of aging, a deteriorating condition that will inevitably lead it to aimless wandering, fits and starts, fear of new technologies, intervention by concerned shareholders, and finally assisted demise at the hands of a Dr. Icahn.§

In IT today we want fast flow. We want to deliver. And what gets in our way? Mysterious corporate rules that can’t be questioned. Signatures we need from people we’ve never heard of. Pleading requests we have to make for tools we need. Time we spend occupying a seat in meetings. Policies that suddenly land on our desks and demand our attention just when we’re on the verge of delivering business value for the company that auto-deposits our paychecks.

At the same time, IT leaders must confront their own bureaucratic instincts. We speak of IT governance—the word just drips with bureaucratic goo, doesn’t it?—and IT standards. We work and breathe within the constricted space allowed us by compliance acronyms—GDPR, SOX, HIPAA, PCI-DSS. Our security engineers, overwhelmed by constant taunting from nation-states and professional hackers, slam rules on the enterprise to protect it. IT organizations balance centralization with decentralization; standards with evolving architectures; rulebooks, runbooks, and standard operating procedures with ad hoc attempts to be useful. They promote agility but only within a framework of backlogs, stand-ups and burn-downs, and sprint reviews—artifacts and ceremonies redolent of red tape.

Like the Venerable Immortals of the Ten Continents and Three Islands, we find ourselves a part of a hierarchy we didn’t invent or choose, yet we cope with it by electing to manufacture yet more bureaucracy. It comes naturally to us Homo bureaucraticuses—we have our Midas touch that turns even smiley faces into standardized icons and protocols regulating when they should and shouldn’t be used.

Modernity Is Bureaucracy

Bureaucracy has long been seen as a cornerstone of advanced industrial societies, and even as constitutive of modernity itself.4 It sounds strange, but bureaucracy has been called the “primary institutional characteristic of highly complex and differentiated societies, epitomizing ‘the modern era.’”5

For the pioneering sociologist Max Weber, whom we’ll be encountering throughout this book, bureaucracy was just the application of reason to organizational design, a way of setting up rules and accountabilities to promote efficiency.6 To John Stuart Mill, the nineteenth century British philosopher, it was a form of administration that “accumulates experience, acquires well-tried and well-considered maxims, and makes provision for appropriate practical knowledge in those who have the actual conduct of affairs.”7 In our modern age, where we’ve seen science and engineering triumph, where we like to base decisions on hard data, bureaucracy is the application of those types of rational thought patterns to structuring and running a social organization.

Modern bureaucracy developed during the nineteenth century, as science rose and the privileged aristocracy declined, and as business enterprises became larger and clashed in global markets. It so dominated organizations that management historians could say that “almost all the benefits we take for granted in today’s society—modern medicine, modern science, modern industry—rest on a bureaucratic foundation.8 To see the connection between bureaucracy and modernity, it helps to think about what it replaced: in the public sphere, the arbitrariness, capriciousness, and nepotism of monarchies or the chaos of revolutionary governments; in the business world, a lack of formal discipline and management strategies that sounded a lot like “let’s make friends with the king and hope he gives us a charter to exploit a new colony.”

There’s no more dramatic illustration of bureaucracy’s deep impact on modern society than its use by terrorist networks.


From the mid-1990s through late 2001, al-Qa’ida made every effort to become a fully bureaucratized organization, complete with employment contracts specifying vacation policies, explicitly documented roles and responsibilities for different jobs including detailed descriptions of the experiences required for senior leadership roles, security memos written by a specialized security committee, and standardized questionnaires for those arriving at training camps.9



The three-page application to join al-Qa’ida asks applicants to list their hobbies and pastimes, and asks “What objectives would you like to accomplish on your jihad path?”10 Terrorist operatives complain about the burdensome rules they face, particularly the requirements that they get targets approved centrally before striking them.11 There are even stories of would-be suicide bombers being asked to fill out forms in triplicate before being allowed to take exams to assess their suitability.12

History of Bureaucracy (Part One): Pharaoh to Sade

Despite its deep connection to modernity, bureaucracy is hardly new. In ancient Egypt the pharaohs set up a sizable hierarchy to deal with irrigation, mining, and pyramid building, with scribes as their chief bureaucrats.13 Supervisors were assigned a span of control of precisely ten subordinates, and a grand vizier (Joseph in the Bible being the most famous14) presided over the hierarchy. By planning carefully, dividing work among departments, and employing professional full-time administrators, the ancient Egyptians became experts at forecasting the rise of the Nile and coping with its consequences.15

China too developed a bureaucracy as early as 1000 bce, introduced the division of labor as early as ce 1, and, influenced by Confucian principles, began using merit exams to fill positions sometime during the Han Dynasty (206 bce–ce 220).16

Diocletian bureaucratized the Roman Empire; the heavy taxes he then needed to support the administration became one of the reasons for the empire’s fall.17 The Middle Ages saw Roman bureaucracy replaced by the feudal system, which (according to the economist and historian Ludwig Von Mises) was an attempt at governing without a centralized bureaucracy—an effort that failed miserably. “The modern state,” he says, “is built upon the ruins of feudalism. It substituted bureaucratic management of public affairs for the supremacy of a multitude of petty princes and counts.”18

At the same time, the church was evolving its own formal structure. By the third century ce it had organized into a hierarchy of bishops, presbyters, deacons, subdeacons, and acolytes, later adding a pope at the Council of Nicaea.19

Happily for our English language we were able to borrow the useful term byzantine to honor the intricacies of its namesake empire’s administration. And it was the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V of Spain who, in modernizing the administration of his empire—yes, modernizing—gave us another useful term when he bound important documents with red tape instead of plain white string.20

The intellectual history of bureaucracy goes way back as well. Plato’s Republic is an argument for government by an elite bureaucracy of philosophers.21 Aristotle’s description in Politics of the attributes of a good organization is surprisingly similar to the bureaucracy we know today: (1) specialization of labor, (2) departmentation, (3) centralization, decentralization, and delegation, (4) synergy, and (5) leadership.22

As long as there have been bureaucracies there have been people complaining about them. Well, almost as long, since the ranks of Egyptian and Roman bureaucracies were largely filled with slaves. When Diocletian expanded the Roman bureaucracy, Lactantius (c. 250–325 ce), a Christian apologist and advisor to Emperor Constantine, raged about the burden it imposed on the people:


There were also many stewards of different degrees, and deputies of presidents. Very few civil causes came before them: but there were condemnations daily, and forfeitures frequently inflicted; taxes on numberless commoditie…. While Diocletian, that author of ill, and deviser of misery, was ruining all things, he could not withhold his insults, not even against God.23



The term bureaucracy itself—“rule by offices” or “rule by desks”—was meant to be sarcastic when the French gave it to us in the mid-eighteenth century.24 No one willingly describes themselves as a bureaucrat; the sociologist Robert Merton uses the colorful German word Schimpfwort—that is, an invective or epithet25—to describe the term.

Speaking of bureaucracy and words the French gave us, there’s also the useful word sadism. In an article in Lapham’s Quarterly, the critic Lucy Ives tells us that the Marquis de Sade’s works, particularly The 120 Days of Sodom (written in 1785), are best read as narratives about bureaucracy, tales of cold, formal, and even boring implementations of rules around outrageous sexual practices. Four friends bring together a group of people and occupy an abandoned chateau to practice acts of “dispassionate intensity.” Their debauched activities are constrained by a set of laws they agree to before they enter the chateau. Roles are carefully delineated: “The four friends form an executive committee, which is overseen by the four procuresses, four duennas, and four storytellers, who operate like a toothless board of directors.”26 Bureaucracy and sadism: products of Enlightenment France.

Ludwig Von Mises has the last word on the exquisite pain of bureaucracy:


There cannot be any doubt that this bureaucratic system is essentially antiliberal, undemocratic, and un-American, that it is contrary to the spirit and to the letter of the Constitution, and that it is a replica of the totalitarian methods of Stalin and Hitler.27



Well, then.

The Keynote Story

I’ll use the following story, one that I’ve also related in my previous books, to illustrate the subtleties of bureaucracy.

I was working with a team of software developers as a product owner, charged with representing the business’s needs to the technologists. We were building a software system to help employees process applications submitted by our customers. As is typical in Agile software delivery, we divided the work into two-week iterations and held a retrospective after each to explore ways to improve our process. In one of those retrospectives the team asked me to prepare a certain requirements document—a “state transition” diagram showing all of the states a customer application could pass through as it was processed. That was a bit unusual for us; we typically preferred to flesh out requirements iteratively and face-to-face during each two-week period. But since this was a complex area of the system, they’d need to coordinate their work carefully, and having more formal documentation would make sure that all the pieces fit together well.

It seemed reasonable, but I wanted to avoid the risk of having different copies of this document floating around while we were still refining the requirements. So we agreed that I would sketch the state transition flow and pin it to the corkboard in the team room. That way we’d all be looking at the same diagram and we could easily change it when we needed to.

Two weeks later we were back for another retrospective. The diagram had been a great success, the team members agreed. But one of them complained that when she’d looked for it on the corkboard it wasn’t there. It turned out that another team member had taken it and used it at his desk for a few days, forgetting to return it.

The process improvement parts of our brains locked onto the problem. One team member suggested we pin a sign-out sheet to the corkboard next to the diagram. Whenever someone took the sketch off the board they could write their name on the sign-out sheet, the date and time they took it, and which desk they were sitting at, in case someone else needed to find it. I saw where this was going and made a counter-suggestion. “How about,” I asked, “if whoever takes the diagram remembers to return it quickly?”

Do you see where I’m going with this? The team’s solution was good—it would solve the problem. It was also bureaucratic. Yes, it would mitigate the risk that someone wouldn’t have access to the diagram when they needed it. At the same time, it would impose a cost (the effort of signing out the document) on everyone, regardless of whether they were the kind of person who would remember to return the document promptly. Later, after the incident was forgotten, team members would view the sign-out process as pointless bureaucracy. It was a solution, all right—effective, but not lean. Remembering to return the document would be leaner, as would simply writing one’s initials on the sign-out sheet and nothing else.

Process improvement had led unthinkingly to bureaucracy. This is common. The cycle of formalizing, optimizing, documenting, and then applying a process uniformly is the essence of the bureaucratic art. It institutionalizes “the surest way we’ve found to do this particular task.” Software developers are particularly adept at formalizing and optimizing processes—after all, that is what programming a computer is all about.

When something goes wrong, employees meet in a “postmortem” or “root cause analysis.” Someone asks, “How will we make sure this doesn’t happen again?” Brainstorming ensues. They usually decide to set up a process that adds more controls. Of course they do—their boss would be horrified if they decided not to take any corrective action. Errors require correction, and correction, when designed to avoid an occurrence, almost always adds constraints. But, I say, in many cases doing nothing is precisely the right solution, because the cost of new controls may be higher than the risk-adjusted cost of the error happening again.

It is the layers and layers of these rules and accountabilities, created to “improve” business processes, that make the Frankenstein’s monster we think of as bureaucracy.

A Different View

Bureaucracy, in another sense, is simply form—it’s the structure of our corporate environment, the architectural elements within which we are free to innovate and gratify our customers.28 In our everyday lives, we consider ourselves free. But we’re not free from the law of gravity. We’re not free to violate moral laws (we can, but we may be punished). We can’t tickle a sperm whale to death or eat strozzapreti while winning the Boston Marathon. We exercise our freedom within boundaries that have been set without our involvement or consent. “On one level, all this is obvious,” says David Graeber, the author of The Utopia of Rules. “We are just talking about the emergence of form. Freedom has to be in tension with something, or it’s just randomness.”29

When I write a book, I start by preparing an outline. Then I begin to fill in sections. I invariably wind up changing the outline later, but in the meantime the outline gives form to the book. Although it constrains the content I will create, “create” is still the right word—the outline also provides a structure that allows me to play with silly whale analogies and obscure types of pasta. As long as I “comply” with it, the pieces of the book will assemble themselves into a coherent whole, or in this case perhaps a combatant whale.

Form is constraining, yes, but it also keeps us safe and lets us make decisions based on a knowledge of probable outcomes. Contrast that with the ancient world, where humans were just playthings of the gods. One day you go to the woods for a little walk to clear your head, accidentally stumble onto the goddess Diana taking a bath, get turned into a stag, and wind up being torn apart by dogs. This is not what you expect when you go for a walk.¶

Bureaucracy is the inverse of science: while the latter seeks to find rules for understanding the world, the former creates rules for how we are to operate in the world. Both bring order to chaos. Because bureaucracy is concerned with how we should act, it is a form of ethics.

Bureaucracy memorializes best practices. As long as


Executive Summary, TL;DR



	We have a bizarre aversion to bureaucracy, a visceral reaction that prevents us from coping effectively with it. Bureaucracy isn’t just frustrating to us, it’s frustration itself, to such an extent that we call anything that frustrates us bureaucracy. We, and Kafka, have nightmares about it. I suggest that we stop this right now.

	In fact, we’re natural bureaucrats. We make bureaucracy to be able to act socially in the world despite its complexity. We generalize to simplify the world, and then make rules for action based on those generalizations. In particular, we bureaucratize as a way to turn our problem-solving successes into problem-solved routines.

	Bureaucracy is a way to structure organizational interactions. That’s all. Not a nightmare, not a prank by minions of Satan. Sometimes it’s even useful (when dealing with compliance and audits, for example).

	Nevertheless, the bureaucracies we encounter every day are, in fact, frustrating, Satanic, soul-destroying, and Kafkaesque. That’s because they aren’t lean, learning, and enabling, the three characteristics of good, not evil, bureaucracy.

	We can overcome bureaucracy by blasting holes in it, by shrinking it, and by forcing it to turn upon itself and become lean, learning, and enabling. We have all the devices of mythology and science available to us. We do so by employing the arts of the Monkey, the Razor, and the Sumo Wrestler. I’ll show you how.
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