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Novels, and Banks, and Disciplines




‘In weakness we create distinctions, then 
Believe that all our puny boundaries are things 
Which we perceive and not which we have made.’


(William Wordsworth, c.17991)





Projects and projecting


A novel and an organization would generally be regarded as unrelated things, members of different categories. One deals in airy matters of fiction, the other in brute economic realities. This book explores the proposition that the novel and the organization share fundamental characteristics of form, function and technique. That is to say, they work in the same way. We explore this idea by comparing the emergence of an early English novel by Daniel Defoe, Moll Flanders (1722), and an early English corporation, the Bank of England (1694). It seems to us that the period from which they emerged, sometimes called the ‘Age of Projects’ (1680–1720), is inherent in, and inherited by, the form of the novel and the corporation respectively. They are projects of a projecting age. The metaphor of the ‘project’, the risky adventure, is taken from Defoe’s Essay upon Projects (1697) and is used as a lens through which to reveal the entangled relationship between the novel and the corporation. The eighteenth-century ‘projector’ would now be called an ‘entrepreneur’; but in the eighteenth century the figure had not yet gained the mythological proportions which it attains in the late twentieth century. The darker side of the projector was well recognized. This was someone who was admired and feared. A schemer who engaged in fantastic speculation in order to convince others to invest in their imaginings, to give them credit and therefore substance. Fiction and fact relied on each other then, and it seems to us that the lesson of this book is that they still do.


Now we aren’t the first people to enter this territory. There is a respected body of literary criticism and cultural history that establishes connections between the eighteenth-century novel, finance, and capitalism2, and we build on these insights. However, our specific focus on the organization, the corporation, allows us to compare the beginnings of two institutions that have shaped the modern world. Significantly, we try to avoid taking too academic an approach and instead enact or reconstitute the interdisciplinary relationship between fact and fiction in the telling of this tale. So, dear reader, don’t only approach this as a history lesson about the beginnings of contemporary capitalism, but also a confabulation about the relationship between fact and fiction. The very idea of there being separate domains of culture and of economy is challenged by the story we will tell. As the Canadian cultural studies academic Max Haiven puts it, Marx’s term ‘fictitious capital’ is more than an offhand dismissal of something he doesn’t like, but can also be understood as a description of the ontology of capitalism itself. Money is made with fiction and narrative, just as fictions and narratives can be sold for money.3


This relationship is belied by the gulfs of incomprehension that currently divide university Literature departments from Business schools. We want our readers to think about and challenge this division that assumes a matter-of-fact solidity to organizations whilst approaching novels as if they were mere commentary. This is an interdisciplinary book, in the sense that it lies between categories that are normally assumed to be discreet, comprehensible and solid. We want to show that they are actually rather dubious, puny boundaries that we have made, not things that are there in the world. Most importantly, this is a good story. A tale of risk, danger, pirates, treasure, deceit and daring-do. It’s a tale we want people to read, enjoy and marvel at. The discerning reader, and of course that’s you, might want to repeat parts of this tale to friends and colleagues, and the uncanny elements of our story will doubtless stir a sense of there being strange, accidental inevitabilities in all our lives.


Most of our tale is set at the close of the seventeenth century and the beginning of the eighteenth: a period of extreme inventiveness. The figure of Daniel Defoe, inventor, businessman, writer, politician and secret agent, characterizes the age. His first published work, An Essay upon Projects (1697), bottles this energy. It is a series of proposals for the social and economic improvement of the nation – on banks, lotteries, seamen, women’s education and many other topics. Defoe explains that the richness of ideas at this time was generated from ‘the humour of invention’, which produced ‘new contrivances, engines, and projects to get money’. One of the keenest and most thriving areas of invention was the emerging joint-stock companies. Colin Nicholson in Writing and Finance observes that there was a veritable ‘rash’ of projects in the early 1690s and that in the period preceding the collapse of the South Sea Company in 1720, ‘200 insurance companies were floated in London alone’.4 The economic historian, Sir John Clapham, reports that in 1692 ‘there had not been twenty companies in Britain’, but by 1695 there were at least 150.5


Defoe seems to have coined the term ‘The Projecting Age’. He is characteristically astute in his attempt to define a project as understood at this time:




The building of Babel was a right project; for indeed the true definition of a project, according to modern acceptation, is, as is said before, a vast undertaking, too big to be managed, and therefore likely to come to nothing.6





The ‘essential ends of a project’, he declares, in anticipation of Adam Smith’s economic philosophy some seventy years later, are that it should attempt to fulfil ‘public and private want’. A project requires good providence, he argues, for some projects, although wildly unlikely, do succeed. He gives the example of William Phips’ project to search for sunken Spanish treasure, a project that, we reveal later, proves central to the story of the Bank of England.




Witness Sir William Phips’ voyage to the wreck; it was a mere project; a lottery of a hundred thousand to one odds; a hazard which, had it failed, everybody would have been ashamed to have owned themselves concerned in; a voyage that would have been as much ridiculed as Don Quixote’s adventure upon the windmill. Bless us! That folks should go three thousand miles to angle in the open sea for pieces of eight! Why, they should have made ballads of it, and the merchants would have said of every unlikely adventure, “It was like Phips’s wreck-voyage.” But it had success and who reflects upon the project?7





Defoe himself here compares a project to a story. Phips’ risky venture is compared to the one undertaken by Don Quixote, the 1605 chivalric adventure that is a contender for the honor of being recognized as the first novel. Both Cervantes and Phips were speculators, Defoe suggests. They initiated projects that could have been part of the litter of history, but ended up having ramifications way beyond their projector’s expectations.


Defoe is clear that a project is judged, in the end, by whether it succeeds, not by whether it was a sensible bet:




Endeavour bears a value more or less, 
Just as ‘tis recommended by success: 
The lucky coxcomb every man will prize, 
And prosp’rous actions always pass for wise.8





Some projects are hazardous and deceptively presented; ‘And yet success has so sanctified’ some ‘that it would be a kind of blasphemy against fortune to disallow them’. ‘Blasphemy’ introduces a religious element to fortune, as a power that is beyond the influence of mere mortals. A project, in the end, is always subject to the whim of fortune; is lucky or unlucky, helped by an invisible hand, or not.


In summary, Defoe’s essay defines a project as something that combines public good and private advantage; is of such high risk that it is most likely to come to nothing; and is dependent upon fortune or providence for success that cannot be controlled or planned for. The only criterion of success is success itself, a tautology that grounds the act of projecting on nothing more than projections. The Bank of England, nowadays materialized as timeless rusticated stone, was originally no more than some conversations in a coffeehouse concerning a speculative merchant bank. This was a project to support merchants in their own ventures and the country in its hugely speculative bid to defeat the French. As Nicholson declares, the Bank was the foremost project of the age.9 Moll Flanders was also a commercial and civil project, an act of imagination that became material. ‘Writing’, Defoe explains, ‘is become a very considerable Branch of the English Commerce. The Booksellers are the Master Manufacturers or Employers. The several writers, Authors, Copyers, Subwriters, and all other Operators with pen and ink are the workmen employed by the said Manufacturers’.10 Langelot de Fresnay, writing in 1713, describes ‘a sort of Frenzy in writing and Reading’ of secret histories and novels. The English translator added the note: ‘This is nowhere so notorious as in England’.11 Moll Flanders and the Bank of England are early successes of this frenzy of projects and projecting, their early instabilities and indiscretions now forgotten. Success has sanctified them.


There is tremendous ambivalence expressed in the Essay towards projects, projecting and projectors. Its complexity mocks present-day accounts of the entrepreneur as a brave hero whose abilities will save the nation. Defoe offers a short history of projecting which compares it to pimping. He declares that the ‘planting of foreign colonies’ led to the forming of
 



joint-stocks, which, together with the India, African, and Hudson Bay Companies, before established, begot a new trade which we call by a new name stock-jobbing… This upstart of a trade, having tasted the sweetness of success which generally attends a novel proposal, introduces the illegitimate wandering object I speak of, as a proper engine to find work for the brokers. Thus stock-jobbing nursed projecting, and projecting, in return, has very diligently pimped for its foster-parent, till both are arrived to be public grievances, and indeed are almost grown scandalous.12





Projectors are presented as creative tradesmen and simultaneously as ‘contemptible’ tricksters: both heroes and villains. From the early seventeenth century onwards, the projector had been a very suspicious character – ‘the rentseeker who pretended public service to pursue their self-interest … a deluded dreamer advancing wild and impossible schemes, or a relentless conman defrauding others through bogus schemes’.13 Often associated with illegitimate monopolies granted by a credulous crown, and with a refusal to reveal secret inventions without substantial payments, Defoe’s essay needs to be read in this context. It is an attempt to (at least in part) rehabilitate a character who was generally regarded to be a mountebank. So Defoe tells us that projectors can themselves be honest or can employ deceptio visus and legerdemain, sleights of hand that can be seen as tricks of the trade and hence required skills for any projector. So, for example, Defoe admits: ‘All foreign negotiation, though to some it is a plain road by the help of custom, yet it is in its beginning all project, contrivance, and invention’.14 Projecting is presented as an ‘art’ but sometimes a dark art dealing in dangerous desires. The Tower of Babel, after all, challenged the authority of God who rewarded such hubris by scattering its projectors over the face of the earth. The builder of the bell tower in Melville’s short story which we used as our epigraph is eventually crushed by his bell. Defoe suggests that these ambivalences are integral to projecting, and our story demonstrates too that dark arts are a requirement of any successful project.


Our account of how Moll and the Bank emerged suggests further criteria by which to understand the nature of a project. Primary amongst these is the understanding that a project is itself a process of emergence, a pre-history before something is realized; something that comes before. The word ‘project’ comes from the Latin projectum from the verb proicere − ‘to throw something forwards’ − which in turn comes from the prefix pro-, denoting something that precedes the action of the next part of the word in time, and iacere, meaning ‘to throw’. Etymologically, the word ‘project’ thus originally meant ‘something that comes before anything else happens’. In the alchemical tradition, the ‘powder of projection’ was a version of the philosophers’ stone, a catalyst that could help turn base metals into silver and gold. In this book, we are ourselves projecting, throwing forth. We are exploring unknown territory, taking a chance on a hunch and hoping that providence, or you, gentle reader, will favor the blind and the brave. The project, will in the end, be measured by its success, this project on projects. If our dark arts are successful, and our hands stay hidden, you will be changed, and mere words will become gold.


The novel


Comparing the novel to a corporation may seem a bizarre idea, because we would normally assume that they belong to different categories, but a brief reflection brings out many obvious similarities. First, in terms of our everyday experience, being in an organization is rather like being in a novel. There are characters who can be seen as heroes or villains; there is a main plot, which may or may not be the plot first intended, with numerous subplots threatening to dislodge it; there are metaphors and images which shape perception and meaning; there is dialogue which moves the plot along or expresses character; there are narrative viewpoints which take or give power and control over the account; there are crises, adventures, risks and subterfuge. Finally, and just like the publishing of a novel, there is capital investment, distribution and a market to measure profit and loss. These are all important enough as similarities, but we want to show that there are also more profound connections here which are related to how a novel and an organization ‘work’. This has to do with the mechanisms that allow them to gain credibility through the techniques that they employ, the expectations that they generate, and the needs they create and fulfil. From this perspective the novel and the organization seem to operate in similar ways, which is the comparison that drives this book.


The literature on the early novel is fundamentally developmental in its search for origins and stages. It centers on the idea of a beginning or significant moment of transformation in the development of the modern novel, which is deemed, though not without contention, to have occurred in the early eighteenth century. Our argument takes its lead from this literature and is thus historical in its beginnings. We assume that there is a moment of alchemy or transformation in the history of the novel around the turn of the seventeenth century, and that this is related to the frenzy of projection that also happens at that time. It seems to us that the time of the beginnings of corporations, adventures and monopolies is related to the beginnings of the idea of the novel, of new ways of thinking about how fictions might become facts. Further, we think that an understanding of the processes involved has the potential to question the taken-for-granted assumptions that underpin both of these institutions at the present time. By exploring how they emerged, how they came into being, we identify fundamental or primary requirements of how they operate, and show that these are actually very similar indeed. To put it very simply, corporations are fictions, and novels create worlds.


It might be thought that our initial position here assumes that ‘the novel’ can be approached as a coherent form or genre. This is by no means certain. The godfather of cultural studies, Raymond Williams, claims that ‘the novel is not so much a literary form as a whole literature in itself’.15 Attempts at defining the novel have been fraught with controversy because – tautologically – they largely depend on how we define ‘the novel’ in the first place. To define a novel, you first have to decide what a novel is. The OED settles for ‘A long fictional prose narrative, usually filling one or more volumes and typically representing character and action with some degree of realism and complexity’. Some form of realism is a cornerstone of the novel if the novel is viewed as beginning in the early eighteenth century. If the novel is defined only as a prose fiction of some length then a case can be made, as Margaret Doody demonstrates, to locate the first novels in Greece16 . If one defines the novel as essentially a romance, a romantic adventure which ends happily, then one can locate its origins in the ‘roman’ of France. For our purposes, we will concur with the OED, and accept that the form of the novel involves some commitment to ‘realism’. Not that this is a simple view of representing a real world with blunt empirical instruments and direct language. As Williams comments, ‘The old naive realism is in any case dead, for it depended on a theory of natural seeing which is now impossible. When we thought we had only to open our eyes to see a common world, we could suppose that realism was a simple recording process’17 . Realism, in other words, is a genre too. It is a way of seeing and of representing, not an avoidance of artifice. Realism as a cornerstone of the novel was initially proposed by Ian Watt in his iconic text The Rise of the Novel. While accepting that Watt might have oversimplified the realism of the novel, we think that his characterization still has enormous value.


Watt begins by suggesting that the novel was new in that it did not rely on historical plots or characters, as Shakespeare or Milton had done, but created its own characters and plots which were then judged as ‘valid’ or ‘true’ by how realistic they were considered to be. This form of realism is achieved by detailed descriptions that place people in a particular spatial and temporal setting, and characters are given credible, contemporary names, as opposed to names that echo legend or history. Finally, the style of writing and the language used is a version of everyday speech and commentary, as opposed to the stylized structures of poetry, drama, opera and so on. Realism, in other words, is achieved through a series of innovations that produce a particular effect, and this allows Watt to present the novel as making a distinct and radical break with the past. Michael McKeon, in his Origins of the English Novel, accepts key points of Watt’s argument but balances discontinuities with continuities and so undermines the triumphalism of Watt’s vision of the novel as the defining genre of the modern age. McKeon’s more dialectical approach suggests that genre has to be seen as part of history because all new genres and styles must grow from established ones. He takes each of Watt’s key points and shows how the shift or change described is dependent for its meaning on a past form and so exists only in a dialectical relationship with an older set of ideas. So, for McKeon, the novel can be seen as a reaction to the old romances. It grew out of the traditional lives of the Saints, the accounts of Christian pilgrimage and of scientific discovery, travel writing, letter writing and so on. All this fed into the possibilities of the novel, but the old also feeds off the new, reinventing and replenishing itself, so we could just as well say that the novel can be seen as a romance which has revamped its style to deal with a more empirical age.


The debate over the exact nature of the transformation of prose fiction in the early eighteenth century nevertheless confirms a general consensus: that the English novel emerged at this time. There are several respected texts that, having reviewed the literature available, proceed with a concept of the novel as a genre developing in the early eighteenth century.18 Of course, the acceptance of this assumption carries a lot of epistemological baggage, which is summarized by Deirdre Lynch and William B. Warner:




Introducing the eighteenth century “origins” of “the novel”,we validate the assumption that what novels are now was already immanent in what they were then. We ratify geopolitical boundaries (between, for example, England and France). We legislate for a canon of exemplary, “truly” novelistic texts and legislate against popular practices of reading and writing. These are problems endemic to efforts to ascribe a distinct, essential nature to the novel.19





The idea of a genre is a limiting device, in other words. It is a way of classifying a particular practice or institution that makes all sorts of assumptions about the evidence for and limits of that practice, as well as tending to assume that we can understand the past through the lens of the present. In summary, whether the English novel ‘began’ in the eighteenth century is arguable but pretty much everyone would agree that it was a transformational moment in its development.


Literary and historical work on the development of the English novel often begins with Robinson Crusoe, which Defoe published in 1719, twenty-two years after the Essay upon Projects. It is generally understood as representing and reflecting the development of economic individualism as a major concern of the novel as a genre. Remember that Robinson Crusoe was not entirely fictional. In 1704, a Scotsman called Alexander Selkirk had been marooned for over four years on Màs-a-Tierra, in the Juan Fernandez Islands off the coast of Chile. He was rescued by a privateer, Captain Woodes Rogers, in 1709, later the author of A Cruising Voyage Round the World (1712), which Defoe read.20 In 1724 Captain Charles Johnson (sometimes also supposed to be Daniel Defoe) published the first volume of his General History of the Robberies and Murders of the Most Notorious Pyrates, and Also Their Policies, Discipline and Government. The author of the General History, published five years after Robinson Crusoe, could easily have been Defoe, or could have been the Charles Johnson who wrote the play The Successful Pyrate, first performed in 1712. No one seems to know. It could also have been the author of other accounts of piracy now commonly attributed to Defoe, since his name was almost never attached to his work during his lifetime, such as The King of the Pirates (also 1719), The Life, Adventures and Piracies of Captain Singleton (1720), Colonel Jack (1722), A New Voyage Round the World (1724) and The Four Years Voyages of Captain George Roberts (1726). As with any projectors, the mystery seems appropriate, and entirely consonant with others who have written of strange lands, outlaw bands in forests and even utopias.


As is common in the accounts of projectors, the fiction becomes the fact. Màs-a-Tierra was renamed ‘Isla Robinson Crusoe’, and ‘Captain Johnson’ became the inspiration for a thousand books and films. While recognizing the importance of Robinson Crusoe, and its many similarities with our theme, we have chosen to study Moll Flanders, Defoe’s second novel, because its subject matter meshes more closely with the backdrop of this book: the growth of London and money. We are not alone in our preference. Virginia Woolf described Moll as one of ‘the few great English novels which we can call indisputably great’.21 The introduction to the Oxford Classics version of Robinson Crusoe (1972) concedes that ‘Moll Flanders has gained in popular and critical prestige and has come to replace Robinson Crusoe as the most representative, if not the best, of Defoe’s fiction and that appealing most to modern taste’.22 Ian Watt declares that Moll Flanders ‘imposes itself as the best single work for the purpose of investigating Defoe’s methods as a novelist and his place in the tradition of the novel’.23


Moll Flanders was written to be a best-seller and it is a rollicking good read, full of adventure: sexual, criminal and financial. There are whores, thieves, pimps, highwaymen, convicts, priests and more crowded into its pages, over which the hulk of Newgate Prison presides with a dark threat. ‘Newgate; that horrid Place! My very blood chills at the mention of its Name’, cries Moll.24 Moll herself is an unforgettable character, a true survivor who, no matter what the world throws at her, comes back scheming her way out of trouble with imagination and daring. Born in Newgate itself, her early story is unknown even to Moll, but having been looked after for some time by gypsies, she is separated from them and is lucky enough to be taken on by the parish of Colchester. She determines that she will not follow the usual path from such a poor beginning into servitude but will become ‘a gentlewoman’25 and this she ultimately achieves, albeit through sexual liaisons, illicit marriages both bigamous and incestuous, and finally straightforward theft. She is caught and returned to Newgate where she apparently experiences true repentance. Having escaped hanging she is transported to Virginia where she consolidates her wealth and her relationship with her lover, Jemy.


The mature and successful Moll, we are asked to believe, wrote down her memorandums as a warning to others, and the purveyor of the tale has made these memorandums fit to be read by respectable people like ourselves, like you, gentle reader. As Defoe says in the preface: ‘None can without being guilty of manifest Injustice, cast any Reproach upon it, or upon our Design in publishing it’. G.A. Starr, editor of the most recent Oxford Classics version, observes that the number of ‘reprints, piracies, and “continuations” by other hands indicate that Moll Flanders was an immediate success’.26 Its success continues because, by any measure, Defoe’s novel has been a project smiled upon by fortune, giving rise to multiple editions, films, a musical, TV shows and a voluminous critical commentary. The projection that was Moll has prospered, just as the idea of the novel itself has prospered in the intervening three centuries.


The corporation


The same can be said of the Bank of England, a venture incorporated in 1694 and therefore of the same time period as Moll. Daniel Defoe (1660–1731) and William Paterson (1658–1719), the founder of the Bank, were friends and co-projectors, entangling their biographies and their creations. Paterson, a Scot, proposed to establish a Bank to provide funds for King William III (William II of Scotland) to fight the French and protect trade routes. His project was both straightforward and radical. £1,200,000 (more than £100 million in today’s values) was to be raised by subscription and paid to the King via the Treasury. The money was to be lent at 8 per cent interest and the subscribers would be incorporated in order to manage ‘the perpetual Fund of interest’ therefore produced. In this way the ‘National Debt’ was born, an act of imagination that continues to exist in the present day and which has grown to be the major instrument for state policy. In 1694 it was agreed that the government would pay a further £4,000 per year for the management of the fund and would allow the Bank certain privileges. The interest would be paid out of levies on ships’ tonnage and wine and beer. It proved an enormous success. The historian John Giuseppi reports that the books for subscriptions were ‘opened at “Mercer’s Chappell” in the Poultry in London on 21 June; more than £300,000 was subscribed on the first day and the whole sum was completed by 2 July’.27


The Bank was a foremost project of this projecting age. The Bank was one of the early commercial shareholder organizations. There is evidence that the Swedish ‘Stora Kopparberg’ (Great Copper Mountain) company had issued shares in 1288, but the first charted joint stock company is usual seen as the English ‘Muscovy Company’ in 1555. (It was originally founded four years earlier, as the deliciously named ‘Mystery and Company of Merchant Adventurers for the Discovery of Regions, Dominions, Islands and Places Unknown’.) The Dutch and English East India companies are well known examples from the seventeenth century, but the Bank is one of the early British corporations to offer limited liability. Historians such as John Brewer and P.G.M. Dickson have illuminated the financial revolution which took place at this time, and ‘have located the Bank at the very heart of the various economic and fiscal processes that contributed to the emergence of Great Britain as a first-rank imperial and military power, supported by unrivalled and sophisticated systems of state bureaucracy and public finance’.28 Adam Smith in his 1776 treatise on The Wealth of Nations reflects that the Bank acted ‘not only as an ordinary bank, but as a great engine of state’.29 This is an image it retains, as its website currently proclaims:




The Bank of England is the central bank of the United Kingdom. Sometimes known as the “Old Lady” of Threadneedle Street, the Bank was founded in 1694 with a founding charter that stated its purpose was to “promote the public good and benefit of our people.30





In practice the Bank sets interest rates in order to attempt to manage inflation and controls part of the money supply – coins, paper and virtual. Since 1997, it also now has renewed responsibility for maintaining financial stability, though the effect of commercial banks generating money as debt means that the Bank of England has limited control, as the crash of 2008 clearly indicated.


Inherent in our argument is an assumption that the corporation can be approached as a genre of organizing in a similar vein to the novel. This requires some justification and exploration, but is complicated by the fact that origins have not been of the same concern to organization theorists as literary theorists. It is difficult to say when the first organization was founded because it depends entirely on what we mean by ‘organization’. Would it, for example, include the arrangements that built the Pyramid of Cheops, around 4500 years ago? Or whatever form of finance, labor supply, technical expertise and coordination built a gothic cathedral? There have been attempts to define what an organization is, but all suffer from the general problem that the word can nowadays generally refer to everything which isn’t a state – including armies, churches, small businesses, partnerships, cooperatives and, of course, corporations. Take, for example, the argument put forward by the economist Ronald Coase in his much cited paper ‘The Nature of the Firm’. Coase sets out with the premise that ‘Economic theory has suffered in the past from a failure to state clearly its assumptions’. His task in the article therefore is to search for the ‘definition of a firm’ and to explore why firms exist at all. If the economic system works itself, he asks, why does it require coordination?




As D.H. Robertson points out, we find “islands of conscious power in this ocean of unconscious co-operation like lumps of butter coagulating in a pail of buttermilk.” But in view of the fact that it is usually argued that co-ordination will be done by the price mechanism, why is such organization necessary? Why are there these “islands of conscious power”?31





Coase concludes that there are costs involved in the price mechanism. If these costs can be reduced by setting up a firm, then, he argues, a firm will emerge. His account of the firm is strictly confined to an economic explanation for the emergence of the business organization as something that congeals as a result of market pressures, but it could be generalized to other forms of organization too. The metaphor of an organization as a lump of butter coagulating in a pail of buttermilk is as compelling as any definition then or since.


In general, organization theory tends to assume ‘organization’ as a precondition, rather than studying how an organization comes to be. As Jerome Katz and William B. Gartner observe in a paper discussing the properties of emerging organizations, ‘our theories and definitions about organizations assume that they already exist; that is, the starting point for our theories begins at the place where the emerging organization ends.’32 Organization is a most multiplicitous word, one that can be applied to entities as different as the University of Leicester, Walmart and the Mafia, as well as whatever built the pyramids. And this is only the beginning. It can also refer to a system of organizing, such as the economic or military organization of any particular state or territory; a process of organizing, as when describing the organization of an event; or even the organization of an organization. Commentators switch between these meanings at will and without warning. As Alison Pullen and Carl Rhodes comment, ‘What is called organization studies defies formal definition because of the breadth and incommensurability of activity that goes on under its name’.33


Organization could be understood as an umbrella term that subsumes other options such as the firm, company, enterprise, institution or corporation. Each of these terms carries its own nuances. The British Royal family is known as the ‘firm’, but the etymology comes to us from making something solid through a signature, as in ‘affirming’. The word ‘company’ suggests a gathering of people, an image played on in the title of Paul Seabright’s 2010 book The Company of Strangers: A Natural History of Economic Life. ‘Enterprise’ comes from the idea of taking something in hand, rather like the now-antiquated way of referring to organizations as ‘undertakings’. ‘Institution’ suggests the founding of something permanent; etymologically it means the founding of something that stands, and hence an arrangement that will last. Finally, ‘corporation’ invokes the body through the legal act of incorporation, the making of one thing from many. Organization, as a generic concept, embraces all of these terms for associating and solidifying human bodies and their actions, as well as various materials, but lurking in this multiplicity nowadays there is a core metaphor at work, that of an arrangement with some sort of formal rules. This necessarily conjures images of the bureaucracy, of a body of people and machines being coordinated from the desks of managers. This, we think, is the default image of the organization in the present age, despite the best efforts of theorists who have tried to claim that contemporary organizations are networked, post-bureaucratic and virtual.


Such assumptions are nicely brought out by the economist Mark Casson in his discussion of the theory of the firm. He concludes by asking:




What is an organization? An organization, in our sense, is any stable pattern of transactions between individuals or aggregates of individuals. Our framework can thus be applied to the analysis of relationships between individuals or between subunits within a corporation, or to transactions between firms in an economy. Why do organizations exist? In our sense, all patterned transactions are organized. When we ask “why do organizations exist”, we usually mean to ask “why do bureaucratic organizations exist” and the answer is clear.Bureaucratic organizations exist because, under certain specifiable conditions, they are the most efficient means for an equitable mediation of transactions between parties.34





The contemporary image of the organization has at its core this image of the bureaucracy, a large-scale hierarchically organized entity that has lots of employees and lots of rules, and probably occupies some large buildings. All our contemporary ideas about organizations are measured against this for variation, although this assumption is rarely stated. For example, popular ideas about organizations being ‘flexible’ assume the backdrop of an ideal typical bureaucracy and not the construction industry, the circus or organized crime, each of which has always needed considerable flexibility in employment practices and the spaces and times of their operation.


It is often suggested that contemporary organization theory is engaged in a long debate with the ghost of Max Weber, who pretty much defined our conceptions of what it means to be ruled by people who sit at desks and keep files, rather than people who carry swords or scepters. In his posthumously published 1922 book Economy and Society, as well as other work, Weber outlines different forms of legitimate authority, one of which is based on rational grounds ‘resting on a belief in the “legality” of patterns of normative rules and the right of those elevated to authority under such rules to issue commands’.35


Weber suggests that the legal-rational authority underlying a bureaucratic administrative structure is characterized by general obedience to a consistent system of abstract rules, as opposed to legitimacy being based on the charisma of particular individuals, or unchanging traditions which are passed down through the generations. This is rule from the desk, or more precisely, from the rule-book. The person in authority occupies an ‘office’, which means that they are themselves also subject to an impersonal order to which their actions are oriented. Importantly though, any person has authority only as a member of the organization. This means that, for all members of a bureaucracy, obedience and duty are to the impersonal order rather than the person. Weber saw the character of bureaucracy as world-changing in its capacity to produce a new form of social order, but also as something which might crush the human spirit, producing people who act like cogs in machines, and are stripped of passion and care.


The widespread application of Weber’s thought in the first two thirds of the twentieth century suggested that the development of modern forms of organization was nothing less than identical with the development and continual spread of bureaucratic administration and a Fordist economy. Early management theorists such as Taylor, Gantt and Fayol, as well as state technocrats and consultants of various kinds, described the growth and organization of commerce, corporations, the state, political parties and so on in terms of the spread of legal rational ideas. Organizations, it was suggested, were rational and ordered, and produced a rational and ordered world. Even the ‘alternatives’ explored since the 1960s – post-bureaucracy, post-industrialism, the virtual organization, post-Fordism, the information society and so on – measure themselves against bureaucracy. It seems to us that what unites all the forms of organization generally accounted for in organization theory is some sense of a bureaucratic administration to which they conform, aspire or stand against. ‘Organization’ nowadays carries the metaphor of the solidified bureaucracy, and hence limits the imagination in regard to the complexities and possibilities of organizing. Perhaps more importantly, though, it also privileges the rational as a foundational metaphor, and rationality as the prime mover. That is to say that acts of organizing – of making rules for the arrangement of humans and things in time and space – are registered as the primary and only real function of the entity, the organization.


In contrast, we think that our account of Defoe, Moll and Paterson allows us to tell a different story, one that begins not with rationalization, but with projectors, and all the moral and financial risks associated with imagination. Organizing, as a verb as well as a noun, suggests that both the novel and the organization are dynamic fictional processes that begin with hazard and deceit. Our story hence begins with the organic, rather than the mechanical, with romantic fictions and not the machineries of reason. It also allows us to emphasize a series of tensions between order and disorder, or entity and process, which are played out in this book. The suffix ‘-ization’ usually indicates that a process is at work that counters the root word. So feminization suggests that something is being made feminine which is not initially feminine. We would like to suggest that rationalization means something is being presented as rational, or made rational, which is not rational in its origins. In these terms, organization suggests an activity that is pretending to be something that it is not, that is becoming organized from some originary state of chaos. It is a noun that contains its shadow, and tries to suppress disorganization. To what does it pretend? (To employ the eighteenth-century meaning of that word.) It pretends to the instrumental, the rational and the structured, to order, and it pretends an ability to produce that order.


As we said, there is very little literature available on the history of ‘organization’ as such. There is certainly no search for origins on the scale of Watt or McKeon’s work on the beginnings of the novel. The few texts that do exist focus specifically on the history of the commercial company, or the corporation. The business historians John Micklethwait and Adrian Wooldridge in The Company, a short history of a revolutionary idea, locate the origins of the company in the mid-nineteenth century. As with the novel, the moment of origin depends on the definition. They declare that there are two ways in which this might be done:




The first is merely as an organization engaged in business: this definition as we shall see, includes everything from informal Assyrian trading arrangements to modern leveraged buy-outs.The second is more specific: the limited-liability joint-stock company is a distinct legal entity, endowed by government with certain collective rights and responsibilities.36





So joint stock companies are clearly not the beginning of commercial organization because we can find formal businesses as far back as 3000 BC in Mesopotamia. The Phoenicians and later the Athenians spread similar organizations around the Mediterranean. Indeed, the Romans can also stake a claim:




William Blackstone, the great eighteenth-century jurist,claimed that the honor of inventing companies “belongs entirely to the Romans.” They certainly created some of the fundamental concepts of corporate law, particularly the idea that an association of people could have a collective identity that was separate from its human components. They linked companies to the familia, the basic unit of society… The Firms also had some form of limited liability.37





If we take Micklethwait and Wooldridge’s second definition then companies begin with the medieval merchant empires of Italy and the state-chartered corporations and guilds of northern Europe. Anthony Sampson proposes that the forerunners of today’s corporations




were the merchant companies which grew up in the north west of Europe in the seventeenth century, supported by governments which granted them monopolies in return for taxes. The long voyages of the Muscovy Company to Russia, or the Levant Company to the Middle East, were too expensive for any single investor to finance, so they joined together in ‘joint-stock companies’ which became increasingly effective.38





But Micklethwait and Wooldridge identify the Victorian era as the true origin of the companies that they are interested in. The figures support their contention. In the period between 1856 and 1862 five thousand limited liability companies were incorporated in the UK. These emerging companies combined the original idea of a joint-stock company forged in the seventeenth century with the new unrestricted idea of limited liability to protect the interests of shareholders. Micklethwait and Wooldridge locate the revolution of their book’s title here, citing Peter Drucker’s study of the corporation in support:




This new ‘corporation’, this new Societe Anonyme, this new Aktiengesellschaft, could not be explained away as a reform,which is how the new army, the new university, the new hospital presented themselves. It clearly was an innovation … It was the first autonomous institution in hundreds of years,the first to create a power centre that was within society yet independent of the central government of the national state.39





It is clear that the origin of the organization, whether commercial or not, can no more be sought out than can the origin of the novel; organizing and storytelling have always been with us. However, we wish to place a more significant emphasis on the seventeenth century than Micklethwait and Wooldridge. We will argue that there was a moment of transformation in the nature of the modern English organization around the end of the seventeenth century which happened at the same time as a key moment of transformation in the development of the English novel. The Bank of England creates and reflects this transformation as it establishes itself as an organization that exists over and above personal and traditional authority. Its validity and credibility is established by being seen as separate from the traditional authorities of the church or monarch. It is to a large extent founded upon its own projections. These are the revolutionary principles elaborated by Micklethwait and Wooldridge and they are present in the formation of the Bank of England. The Bank established a level of independence as a Company, independent of King, clerics and Parliament, which was unprecedented. This, it seems to us, was a new form of social arrangement that established characteristics that would later be inherited by the companies established in the Victorian era.
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