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The Philosophical Underpinnings of Western HRM
Theory

Abstract As a typical American Product, the Human resource management
(HRM) system provides a strong sense of equity, of a trustworthy exchange
relationship, and alleges that assessment and promotion mainly depend on an
individual’s merits. The critical perspectives of HRM reveal that the “soft” HRM
offers a smokescreen for “hard” HRM to cover its unchanged reality, which
emphasizes rationality, individualism, control and short-term orientation. This
article analyzes the underlying philosophy of HRM, which offers the
fundamental theoretical support for it, from four aspects: individualism,
meritocracy, rationality and short-termism.
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1 Introduction

The term “Human resource management (HRM)” first appeared explicitly in the
textbook literature in the mid-1960s in the United States. Beginning in the early
1980s, HRM quickly spread beyond North America, where it originated, and was
transplanted to Europe, Asia, and other parts of the world. In the 21st century, not
only has the idea of HRM spread across the world, it is deemed to be and
practiced as a fundamental part of business and is the subject of a bulk of
academic and practitioner research literature. The rise of human resource
management can be explained by a series of economic, political, social and
technological changes in the latter part of the twentieth century (Poole 1999).
Human resource management has frequently been described as a concept with
two distinct forms: soft and hard. The two models were combined into a
normative model of HRM which incorporates the policy goals of employee
commitment to the organization’s goals based on the soft concept of HRM,
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which represents a “developmental humanism”; as well as strategic integration of
HRM with the organization’s goals, based on the hard concept of HRM, which
shows a “utilitarian instrumentalism” (Guest 1989; Hendry 1990; Storey 1993).
The hard HRM essentially emphasizes “the quantitative, calculative and
business-strategic aspects of managing the headcount resources in as ‘rational’ a
way as for any other economic factor” (Storey 1992; Legge 2005). Soft HRM, on
the other hand, while still emphasizing the importance of integrating HR policies
with business strategy, concentrates more on treating employees as valued assets,
recognizing that performance and competitive advantage are achieved by
“employees with superior know-how, commitment, job satisfaction, adaptability
and motivation” (Stone 2008, p. 7). Soft HRM stresses collaboration, which is
achieved through participation and generating commitment through
communication, motivation and leadership, whilst the hard HRM focuses on the
integration of human resource policies and practices with business strategy. Hard
HRM takes employees as a factor in the production process, so employees are
considered passive and treated as numbers and skills that need to be deployed at
the right price.

For some commentators, it is quite possible for companies to pursue both
“hard” and “soft” versions simultaneously (Keenoy 1992; Legge 2005). The
contradictions within HRM may lead to a gap between rhetoric and reality, as
organizations may espouse a soft rhetoric but enact a hard reality (Blyton 1994;
Legge 2005; Noon 1994; Storey 1993; Truss 2001; Watson 2004). The critical
perspective proposes that HRM uses rhetoric to manipulate employees, and the
underlying logic of HRM is “one of obtaining a return from the employment of
labour” (Watson 2004, p. 455). Alvesson and Wilmott (2002) argue that HRM
rhetoric offers a less obtrusive and a more effective means of control to manage
employees inside. Vaughan asserts that HRM rhetoric builds an image of
employees united by a strong feeling of identity, but actually it gives the “sense
of the impersonal economic rationalism that characterizes management thinking
in the real world” (1994, p. 26). HRM uses rhetorical language to assert and
legitimize managerial control through language that espouses shared commitment
and individualism (Gratton 1999).

It is believed that organization is a cultural product and many authors (such as
Hofstede and Triandis) suggest that human resource management practices are
culture specific. People tend to base their decisions and actions in line with the
assumptions they make and the values they hold. HRM theories and practices
reflect the Western way of thinking in its cultural context, which is characterized
by “rationality, objectivity and universality.” As Legge (2005) claims, the
language of HRM celebrates a range of very WASP (White, Anglo-Saxon, and
Protestant) values. For example, the means of recruitment and selection
recommended by prescriptive HRM texts emphasize predictability of outcome,



The Philosophical Underpinnings of Western HRM Theory 319

rational-legal procedures and reliability, which can be seen as encouraging
managers to ensure a rational calculation of employee numbers, selection
methods and performance measures, and to transform individual subjects into
objects (Taylor 2006; Townley 1994); HR appraisal provides data for rational,
objective and static decision-making related to improving performance
(Kleynhans 2006), but in real practice, the result might be ambiguous, complex
and dynamic (Barlow 1989). 360-degree feedback is designed to get more
objective and accurate results, but as Fletcher points out, it might arouse more
subjective standpoints and may be no better than the traditional methods
(Fletcher 2001, pp. 473-487). Most HRM theorists adopt a universalistic
assumption that greater use of specific employment practices will always lead to
better (or worse) organizational performance (Delery 1996, pp. 802—-814).

Mintzberg argues that many management processes and structural designs can
be related back to an assumption of an organization as a machine, and terms such
as “getting organized,” “being rational” and “achieving efficiency” represent
evidence of this domination (Mintzberg 1989). Just like the Western philosophers,
from Plato and Aristotle to those in the twentieth-century, who endeavored to
pursue the universal laws of the world and intended to find the truth and the ideal
to explain the world, Western management theorists’ goal is to find a rational,
efficient and stable model to explain the employment relationship. Most
contemporary academic HRM research is prescriptive, positivist, managerial,
functionalist and strategic (Keegan 2006, pp. 1492—1511; Watson 2004; Watson
2010), and prescriptive intention of the HRM literature succumbed to overformal
generalization that neglect the dynamism and complexities of real organizations
(Watson 2004).

Overall, although the HRM system provides a strong sense of equity, of a
trustworthy exchange relationship, and assessment and promotion are alleged to
mainly depend on an individual’s merits, the critical perspectives of HRM argue
that the “soft” HRM offers a smokescreen for “hard” HRM to cover its
unchanged reality which emphasizes rationality, individualism, control and
short-term orientation. Therefore, I will try to analyze the underlying philosophy
of HRM, which offers the fundamental theoretical support for it, from four
aspects: individualism, meritocracy, rationality and short-termism.

2 Individualism

2.1 Individualism and Its Philosophical Pedigree

The concept of HRM originated from America, and it reflects “a kind of rugged
individualism” (Guest 1990, p. 154). Actually, Individualism has been seen as one
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of the most significant attributes in many Western societies' (Halevy 1928;
Hofstede 2001a; Swart 1962; Lukes 1973). Lindsay believed that all modern
political theories, except the theories of Bolshevism and of Fascism, are
individualistic (Lukes 1973). Elie Halevy (1928) even asserted that “in Western
society, individualism is the true philosophy.” From the Roman law to Christian
morality, from Rousseau and Kant to Bentham, and from a methodological to a
practical doctrine, the term “individualism” implies the idea that society is the
product of individual wills. According to Swart, the introduction of an
individualistic mentality into Western civilization can be ascribed to the diversity
of causes: Christianity and Protestantism in particular, the Germanic invasion of
the Roman Empire, the rise of the bourgeoisie and capitalism, the Renaissance,
the philosophy of the Enlightenment and Romanticism (Swart 1962).

“Individualism,” like “socialism” and “communism,” is a nineteenth-century
word. The term “individualism” grew out of the framework of European social
thought which emerged during the Enlightenment and the French Revolution
(Morrison 1995). The Age of Reason was the beginning of an open society where
individuals were free to pursue individual happiness and liberty. Descartes’
ontology identified human essence with reason, and this essence is not only
embodied in each individual mind, it is also fully independent of the external
world. The autonomy of rational ego in Descartes’ works is in a form of Reason
with a capital R, which means that individual human reason is able to design
rational social order, to guarantee the best for every single person, and to find the
means by which they are to achieve it. The Cartesian view of Reason as being
available to individual human mind implies that everything achieved by man is
the direct result of individual human reason.

Generally, before the Mid-nineteenth century, large collective bodies such as
the church and guilds dominated social life, controlled trades and regulated
occupations, and their authority and proprietary powers not only overwhelmed
individuals but determined people’s place in society. Joseph de Maistre and Henri
Saint-Simon were deemed as the first thinkers to use the term to criticize the
eulogization of the individual over the dominance of social institutions that arose
after the French Revolution (Swart 1962). Individualism is the name given to the
overall progress separating social institutions, politics and economy from
individuals. It is a cultural principle which encompasses Protestantism, the
Bourgeoisie and Enlightenment, and it brought a historically necessary demand
for freedom. It developed with an irresistible force and dissociated from the

! According to Hofstede, who ranked the Individualism Index Values (IDV) for 50 countries
and three regions, the top 15 countries are respectively: United States, Australia, Great Britain,
Canada, Netherland, New Zealand, Italy, Belgium, Denmark, Sweden, France, Ireland, Norway,
Switzerland, and Germany (Hofstede 2001a, p. 215).
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traditional structures and authority in religion, economy and intelligence. It is the
natural product of the Industrial Revolution and the growth of capitalism or
democracy (Lukes 1973).

The basic ideas of individualism, according to Lukes, include human dignity,
autonomy, privacy and self-development. The Christian ground for equal respect
is that all men are equally children of God (Lukes 1973). Luther and Calvin both
stressed individual salvation, and the right of the individual to commune directly
with God. During the Renaissance, the idea of the individual’s supreme worth
was openly proclaimed. In the American Declaration of Independence and in the
Declaration of the Right of Man, the recognition of the inherent dignity and the
equality and the rights of humanity were first declared. In Kant’s Groundwork of
the Metaphysic of Morals (2005), the idea of human dignity reached its most
impressive and systematic expression. He argues that man, generally every
rational being, exists as an end in himself, not merely as a means for arbitrary use
by other’s will. Countless modern thinkers hold the same idea; they assert that
the individual is an end, and the society is only a means (Lukes 1973).

The idea of autonomy was first clearly expressed by Saint Thomas Aquinas, as
he argued that everyone should examine his own actions by the knowledge he
gets from God. Spinoza and Kant are the two philosophers who had the
systematic idea of autonomy. Spinoza indicated that a free man is an active,
self-determining, and self-thinking being who is not controlled completely by
external forces (Younkins 2006). At the heart of Kant’s moral theory is the
position that rational human wills are autonomous. With Rousseau, Kant believed
that a state is free when its citizens are bound only by laws of their own making.
He argued that the idea of freedom cannot be separated from the concept of
autonomy and these two combine together to be the universal principal of
morality (Paul 1998; 2004). Autonomy implies a condition of the individual that
should be increased or maximized, and it is the value central to the morality of
the modern Western civilization.

The notion of privacy refers to the individual, who is a private existence within
a public world, who should be left alone by others and able to do whatever he
chooses, as long as he does not harm others, and the individual is the sovereign
of his own body and mind (Mill 2002). Privacy in its modern sense means an
individual’s thoughts and actions should be free from public interference and
intrusion, and it is perhaps the central idea of liberalism (Lukes 1973). To Mill,
the doctrine of individuality is to pursue and develop oneself in one’s own path,
free from social pressure. According to Marx, man’s self-realization exists as an
inner necessity, a need, and an individual’s self-development is achieved through
community with others (Marx 1970a; 1970b).

Otto Gierke pointed out that, among all modern Natural Law theorists, from
Hobbes to Kant, the ultimate and only source of group-authority is the antecedent
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sovereignty of the individual (Lukes 1973). Society itself is no longer universal
but exists only as a derivative of the individual (Seligman 1992), and the
community is a mere union of the wills and powers of individuals. Individuals
are perceived as given, with the given interests, wants, needs, and so on; while
state and society are perceived as sets of social arrangements which respond
more or less adequately to individuals’ requirements. However, the notion of a
totally independent individual was held to be a typically superficial and narrow
dogma of the Enlightenment by a great number of Nineteenth-century thinkers
(Lukes 1973): From Hegel and Marx and their respective followers to
Saint-Simon and his disciples, from Augusto Comte and the Positivists to
Durkheim, all these thinkers believed that not only does man constitute the
society, but it is society which constitutes man, and an individual cannot be
isolated from society. As Marx puts it, “man is not an abstract being, squatting
outside the world. Man is the human world, the state, society” (Marx 1970b).

2.2 Individualism and HRM

Individualism and collectivism were introduced by Hofstede (Hofstede 1985;
2001) to the psychological literature as one dimension of cultural-level variable
of his famous four fundamental cultural dimensions (i.e., Power Distance;
Individualism versus Collectivism; Masculinity versus Femininity and
Uncertainty Avoidance). Individualism and collectivism has been used as a
construct to contrast Western cultures with East Asian cultures (Hofstede 2001;
Triandis 1995). Historically, individualism was considered by many Western
cultures as an expression of the freedom of citizens, since it emerged out of the
struggle against monarchical and aristocratic authority and arose from the pursuit
of democracy. Nowadays, individualism has been recognized as a defining
characteristic of Western culture in general, and American culture in particular
(Bellah 1985). Individualism is very high in the United State, Great Britain, and
some British-influenced countries, such as Australia and Canada® (Hofstede
1980; 2001), and other countries of Africa, Asia, and Latin America, which have
a contrasting cultural syndrome, have been identified as cultures of collectivism
(Hofsetede 1980; Triandis 1990). Individualists share only with their immediate
nuclear family, are less willing to subordinate their personal goals to those of a
collective, are willing to confront members of their in-groups, feel personally
responsible for their successes and failures, and experience separation and
distance from their in-groups. In contrast, collectivists give high consideration to

% In general, more traditional and often more Catholic Western countries are more collectivist
whilst more modernized and more Calvinist/Protestant countries are individualistic, although
not always the case like Australia which is primarily catholic but individualistic.
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the implication of their own behavior for others, share material and nonmaterial
resources with others, emphasize harmony within the group, share both good and
bad outcomes with others and feel that they are part of their in-group’s life.

It has been suggested by several authors (e.g., Adler 1990; Bernardin 1993;
Gomez-Mejia 1991; pp. 29-41, Hofstede 1984, pp. 81-99, Sekaran 1986,
pp. 211-232) that human resource management practices are culture specific, and
that individualistic and collectivistic cultures endorse and encourage different
HRM practices as well. As Hofstede puts it, “management deals with a reality
that is man-made. People build organisations according to their values, and
societies are composed of institutions and organizations that reflect the dominant
values within their culture. Organization theorists are slowly realizing that their
theories are much less universal than they once assumed: theories also reflect the
culture of the society in which they were developed” (Hofstede 1984, p. 81).

According to Guest, HRM shows the belief in the potential for human growth,
which based on the ideas of McGregor’s (1960) theory Y, Maslow’s (1943)
hierarchy of needs, and Herzberg’s (1966) motivator-hygiene theory. Although
these theories lack empirical support, they reflect the common value in America:
The opportunity for progress or growth is based on individual choice. In HRM,
this translated into a view that business owners should be as free as possible to
run their business the way they want, and that individuals have to take individual
responsibility for their situation (Brewster 2007). The reward system emphasizes
individual performance-based rewards and the US “hire-and-fire” mentality.
Bacon and Storey contends that individual performance-related pay and
pay-for-knowledge are the paradigm individualistic HRM techniques that
symbolize attempts by management to move towards an “individually orientated,”
rather than union-orientated organizational culture (Bacon 1993). The underlying
feature of modern HRM “appears to be the secular drift towards ‘individual’
aspects such as individual appraisal, individual goal setting, individual pay
system, direct communication with individual...” (Bacon 1993, p. 665). According
to Hofstede, management in an individualist society is the management of
individuals, and employees in an individualistic culture are expected to act
rationally according to their own interest, and work should be organized
according to both the employees’ self-interest and employer’s interest (Hofstede
2001a). Employees are supposed to behave as “economic men,” and their aim is
to meet their own economic and psychological needs. In an individualistic culture,
it is considered suitable for HRM to emphasis job design, to focus on individual
achievements, individual incentive schemes, merit-based selection and promotion,
competitiveness, autonomy and formal appraisal process with feedback about
performance (Ramamoorthy 1998).

Regarding the specific HRM practices in an individualist culture, the spirit of
individualism can be reflected in the selection procedure, the appraisal system,
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the reward system and so forth. It is more prevalent to use a cognitive ability test
in the hiring process in the United States and UK than in most other countries
(Bernardin 1993). The primary purpose of the selection test is to measure the
ability of the individual to perform well in the position on offer. The main criteria
of the selection of individualistic entity are that of emphasizing individual rights,
individual interests and job compatibility (Ramamoorthy 1998). The formal
appraisal systems are relatively more prevalent in the individualistic countries
than in collective countries (Kim 1990). Individualism places more emphasis on
formal performance appraisal systems and it is also emphasized as a necessity to
set clear performance objectives, involving employees in the progress of target
setting, performance evaluation and feedback processes (Murphy 1991). In the
individualist organization, if incentives or bonus are given, these should be
linked to the individual’s performance (Hofstede 2001a). In an individualistic
culture, the employees are not tied by any long-term basis and they are not
expected to have any commitment to the organization beyond the scope of the
employment contract (Gomez-Mejia 1991). While a collectivist orientation may
be more associated with job security, loyalty to the organization and a greater
emphasis on the social network inside the organization; an individualist
orientation may be more associated with personal achievements and goals that
may result in employees constantly looking to further their own career goals and
opportunities for growth with lesser loyalty to the organization. An individual in
the individualistic culture chooses or continue to be a member of a group or
organization, as long as the group is instrumental in attaining individual goals
and needs that cannot be attained by working alone (Wagner 1995). When
individual’s and groups’ goal are in conflict, or when the group cannot meet the
needs of individual, the individual feels free to leave the group to pursue his/her
own goals.

3 Meritocracy

3.1 Meritocracy and Its Philosophical Foundation

The term “meritocracy” is a satirical invention of Young, who wrote the classic
satire or fantasy, The Rise of the Meritocracy, which was about a future society
that could not endure the perfect meritocracy it created (Young 1958). Young
imagines a society in the twenty-first century in which all rewards and
assignment of jobs are based on merit. All the social barriers to meritocracy, such
as social status and family background, are removed from the influential factors
of education or career, since the testing system for intelligence and ability is so
well developed that predictions of performance can be accurately made. Although
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there are vast inequalities in the benefits and rewards which accompany jobs,
these rewards are justified because they provide incentives or ensure efficiency
and productivity.

Michael Young describes meritocracy as a work of Enlightenment, in which a
mental zone of relative freedom for the talented and the literate is created
(Goldthorpe 2008), and this system builds a strict relationship between individual
merit and the social positions that individual obtained. Meritocracy advocates the
importance of meritorious hierarchy in the social and political landscape. In this
system, it is believed that individual merit is calculable, measurable and
assessable. Although in Young’s story it was originally conceived as a disease,
later it was more widely perceived as desirable and conceptually reasonable.
Society is like a living system, and that all people within it need to find their
rightful place within its strata. Importantly, the correct place also defines the
functional contribution that a person can offer to society as a whole, i.e. place
and function should be identical.

Meritocracy legitimizes the existent status differences among individuals and
groups through emphasizing that the abilities and efforts of individuals are
responsible for social status and it ensures that the positions of highest authority
are occupied by those of greatest merit (Scully 1997). A meritocracy relies on
three principles (Daniels 1978): Firstly, merit is a well defined and measurable
basis for selecting and rewarding individuals; secondly, individuals should have
an equal opportunity to display and develop their merits; thirdly, the stratified
level of rewards, such as income or status, should represent the positions into
which individuals can achieve. In a broad way, “inputs” such as ability and effort
and “outputs” such as contribution or performance are variously seen as
appropriate bases of merit. Therefore to the proponents, meritocracy is fair in that
individuals have the opportunities to advance and get rewards according to their
meritorious contributions, and it also plays a role as incentives: It motivates
people, as it is presumed that a system of remunerating the activities according to
the good they do generates competition. Functional sociologists argue that by
directing the most talented people into the most functionally important positions,
meritocracy enhances a society’s efficiency (Sen 2000).

In the late 1970s, organizational theories were predominantly under the
influence of the application and extension of “functionalist sociology,” which is
guided by assumptions that the world is composed of objective and pre-existing
entities like structures, categories and dynamics (O’Doherty 2007, p. 25). The
underlying premise of the functionalist paradigm is that if social institutions exist
they must have some useful function. The functionalist sociologists claim that
societies naturally allocate resources according to contribution, and give the
feature of Western society, whose characteristics predispose it to an economic
orientation (Deutsch 1975). Equity has been viewed as the dominant scheme of
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distribution innately, i.e., that rewards basically match functional contributions.

Talcott Parsons, who developed “functionalist sociology,” believed that the
ranking of people in hierarchies of prestige and the distribution of material
rewards reflected the contributions individuals make to the realization of
common social values. Davis and Moore viewed classes as inevitable for society,
and the unequal rewards reflect the functional importance of social activities.
They argued that economic inequalities serve to make sure that the most
qualified people fill the most important positions; pay is related to talent and the
investment that individuals devote to gaining of skills and qualifications (Davis
1945). Durkheim claimed that by calculating the value an individual serves,
society does the allocation and distribution of property (Durkheim 1958).
Similarly, Spencer articulated the idea of meritocracy: “Justice... means
preservation of the normal connection between acts and results... The superior
shall have the good of his superiority; and the inferior the evil of his inferiority”
(Spencer 1976, p. 186). Saunders has more recently endorsed the view of
functionalism that some kind of inequality is evitable and useful for society
(Saunders 1990). He argues that the existence of a long-range downward
mobility from service class and upward mobility from working class indicates
that people get the jobs they deserve. He claims that the inequality is caused by
distribution of talents to individuals, such as IQ, rather than by class privilege.
Using his words “(it is) a society which is probably much more meritocratic than
is generally believed by sociologists, unequal talents do get reflected in unequal
rewards” (Saunders 1994, p. 109).

One of the key characteristics of modern societies is the move from ascription
to achievement as a primary basis of social selection (Parsons 1956, Blau 1967,
Kerr 1960). Ascriptive characteristics are deemed not to be relevant to the
judgment of an individual’s merit, and are inevitably replaced by achievement
criteria, which are designed to make the allocation of occupational positions
more efficient. Sampson argues that in the Enlightenment Western culture the
established “calculable standards of individual achievement” is the basis of
rewards (Sampson 1981, pp. 97-124). Also, it reflects the preference for equity
over equality, which is embedded in the particular historical and cultural patterns
that are presently dominant in Western civilization (Lerner 1977). This is
concurred by the sociologists, especially for functionalists, that rewarding
achievement is the dominant ideology of capitalism (Rubinstein 1988). By
stressing the achievement norms, Gouldner portraits the transition from
aristocratic to bourgeois culture, “The middle class standard of utility implied
that reward should be proportioned to men’s personal work and contribution. The
usefulness of men...should control the station to which they might rise”
(Gouldner 1970, p. 63). The discourse of meritocracy conveys the worldview that
there are low-paid peons, high-paid stars, and a large number of contenders in the
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middle competing for limited rewarding positions. Individuals are urged to work
hard to gain rewards, and the sum of their efforts will generate productivity.

However, in the post-industrial society,” the criteria of merit are increasingly
based on education degrees and profession certificates rather than other
qualifications. Status and income are stratified on the base of technical skills and
higher education, and few good opportunities are handed in to those without such
qualifications (Bell 1972). As Bell argues, a majority of positions could have
been acquired without a college degree or professional certification a hundred
years ago, but nowadays “in medicine, law, accounting, and a dozen other
professions, one needs a college degree and accreditation, through examination,
by legally sanctioned committees of the profession before one can practice one’s
art” (Bell 1972, p. 30). Before World War II, for many years, successful
businesses were formed mostly by persons with ambition and ruthlessness rather
than using education and skills. In the modern society, education identifies and
selects talented, intelligent, and motivated individuals and provides educational
training according to individual merit, and “the amounts and kinds of education
attained are taken as measures of merit and are used as criteria of eligibility for
occupations and the material awards attached to them” (McNamee 2004, p. 95).
Within the modern corporations, managerial positions have become
professionalized, and they are increasingly chosen from outside rather than
promoted from below, with a college degree as the passport. The presumption
is that the more educated have either acquired productive skills through their
academic experience or are at least relatively endowed with them (Kingston
2006). Educational credentials thus are often presumed to identify merit.

3.2 Meritocracy and HRM

In The Meritocracy Myth, McNamee and Miller assert that the principle of
meritocracy is closely tied to the idea of the “American Dream” (McNamee
2004). The American Dream was first expressed by James Truslow Adams in
1931 in his The Epic of America, and it showed that citizens from every rank felt
that they could achieve a “better, richer and happier life” (Cullen 2004), and also
“that dream of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller for every
man, with opportunity for each according to his ability or achievement” (Kamp
2009). McNamee and Miller believe that people understand the idea of American
Dream, in a general way, as the fulfillment of the promise of meritocracy and the

> In The Coming of Post-Industrial Society, Bell outlined a new kind of society—the
post-industrial society. According to him, there are three components to a post-industrial
society: Firstly, a shift from manufacturing to services; secondly the centrality to the new
science-based industries; thirdly, the rise of new technical elites and the advent of a new
principle of stratification.
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fulfillment of individual freedom and the chance to succeed (McNamee 2004).

Ideologies provide a socially acceptable explanation of the kind and extent of
inequality within society (Jost 2001; Brown 2002). For example, in slave
societies, slave owners used the idea of “innate superiority” as the ideology to
justify their ownership of slaves; in feudal societies, the aristocracy used
ideology of “birthright” and “the divine right of kings” to justify their power and
privilege over other human beings. According to McNamee and Miller the
American Dream represents an ideology of inequality, which is justified by
meritocracy (McNamee 2004). America is regarded as the land of opportunity,
and people there believe that they will be able to get out from the system what
they put into it; those lazy, shiftless and indolent people fall behind, and those
who are most talented and hardest working get ahead. Individuals in America
presumably can achieve success by hard work and self-improvement, from the
“log cabin to the White House.” Americans adhere to a cultural worldview in
which social rewards and status are assumed to reflect individual merit and hard
work (Kluegel 1986). It does not matter whether the ideology is objectively true
or not; what matters is that people accept it and act on it. Inequality is deemed to
be fair, according to the ideology of meritocracy, because everyone presumably
has adequate opportunities to succeed and success is determined by individual
merit. Thus, the belief that status in society is based on a particular notion of
merit (McCoy 2007), or say the notion of meritocracy, is the central feature of
the American Dream. Not only in America, according to Scully, “meritocracy is
accepted as a fair and legitimate principle and deeply woven into the culture and
political rhetoric in many advanced capitalist societies and organizations” (Scully
1997, p. 284).

Legge argues that in the United States, the early hyping of HRM, especially its
“soft” model, embodied more values than its widespread practical applications or
its unequivocal success (Legge 2005). The reason why there is so much hype and
enthusiasm for HRM in the U.S.; as Guest’s analysis suggests, is that its values
embody the consistent themes in the American Dream: “...HRM is yet another
manifestation of the American Dream and its popularity and attractiveness must
be understood in this context” (Guest 1990, p. 139). There is a primary emphasis
on the implementation of employment legislation around issues of equal
opportunities (Strauss 1992). HRM shows a belief in the potential for human
growth and also reveals the desire to improve the opportunities for people at
work. Since both of these themes reflect an element of the American Dream,
HRM can be seen as a contemporary manifestation of that dream.

Recruitment and selection is traditionally the first substantive section of HRM
textbooks, and it is given prominence as the first step in building an organization
or employing an employee. Typically, it is viewed from two different
perspectives: the scientific selection and the social process selection, and the
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scientific perspective is strongly dominant in the HRM literature (Ile 1995). It is
based on the idea that recruitment and assessment deal with people that have
relatively stable sets of capacities and skills, and it is possible to objectively
investigate and measure these, and thus making the whole process predictable.
By the use and efficacy of techniques such as interviewing, psychometric texting,
or biodata analysis, the merits of employees are tested and classified. Such
treatment encourages managers to aim towards an ideal rational-legal (Jewson
1986) recruitment and selection process. HRM in the general and contemporary
Western world at large are both characterized by assumptions about knowledge
solving problems and producing certainty. The work world and humans’
activities can be made the targets of the rational ranking and classification
(Townley 1994).

It has become standard practice for HR in modern organizations, especially the
large-scale ones, to establish a performance appraisal/reward system in order to
attract, retain and motivate employees. Various evaluation systems and rewards
systems are based on meritocracy, such as performance reviews, results
appraisals and pay for performance/pay for skill. Organizations frequently
implement formal and informal performance evaluations to measure and reward
employee’s merit and contributions to the company, and consequently to advance
major employees career outcomes such as training opportunities, promotions,
and salary increases and so on (Cleveland 1989). In a compensation study (Burke
2005) by the Society for Human Resource Management, 69% HR professionals
indicated that their organization offered incentive compensation or various
bonuses based on performance. Similarly, according to the data from Hewitt
Associates, more and more companies have been reported to rely on
performance-related rewards to motivate employees (Miller 2006).

The HRM system provides a strong sense of equity, of a trustworthy exchange
relationship, since assessment and promotion depend on an individual’s capacity
and their efforts to improve themselves. It is assumed that the elaborate HRM
systems ensure people get what they deserve, and one’s position in the hierarchy
is a reflection of his/her competence, in another words, one can get as far as
his/her abilities and efforts allow him/her. People’s self-esteem and ambitions are
closely connected to the HRM system and the organizational hierarchy.
Employees are more inclined to accept hierarchy and comply with it when it is
made credible by the HRM system and the meritocratic ideology it simultaneously
draws upon and reinforces (Alvesson 2001). Through symbolizing meritocracy
and encouraging an organizational culture in which the value of meritocracy is
highly emphasized, the HRM system and practices could be the vital factor used
to accomplish a highly committed and compliant work force. But questions such
as whether the chosen measures of merits are measurable and appropriate,
whether the compromised equality of opportunities are biased, and how high and



330 YUAN Li

how steeply the reward curve should rise, have been raised.

4 Reason and Instrumental Rationality

4.1 What Is Rationality?

Rationality has been one of the master concepts, subjects and objectives of
philosophy and social science, especially economics and sociology, as well as
political science and psychology (Zafirovski 2003). It is a basic assumption of
the Western intellectual and moral tradition that rationality is a central value
(Kekes 1989). First of all, it is necessary to define what “Rationality” is. The
Latin root of “rationality” is rationari, which means “to think” and “to calculate”
(Mcleish 1993, p. 617), and its meaning has been very often circumscribed in its
cognitive-instrumental dimension and its connotations usually associated with
the term “reason.”

The common sense (probably the oldest) definition is that rationality entails
reasonable, intelligent, logical or knowledgeable thinking and acting (Simon
1982, p. 405). According to Bartley, “Rationality is action and opinion in
accordance with reason” (Bartley 1987, p. 206). Robinson defines rationality as
the means by which one might locate the reason behind the cause, and rationality
is “not some add-on or ex post facto supplement to what is fundamentally an
empirical enterprise. Rather, it is the overarching framework within which
observations become integrated, meaningful, and systematic” (Robinson 1999,
p. 85). Rohmann views rationality as the power of the intellect to comprehend,
reflect, abstract, analyze and draw conclusions (Rohmann 1999). According to
the definition of rationality in the Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy, at the
most basic level, rationality concerns the standards for truth, consistency and
deductive/inductive inference (Simon 1998).

The connotations of “rationality” are of objectivity, abstraction and
detachment, and it acts as a symbol of all that the Western philosophy tradition
holds precious; “philosophy has appropriated to itself the aspirations and
intellectual virtues associated with the rational” (Lloyd 1998, p. 165). According
to Nozick, rationality is not merely the philosophers’ special love; it has been
their special tool for discovering truth, a potentially unlimited one. By
formulating theories and marshalling reasons, philosophers support themselves,
and construct arguments against others. Even those skeptics (e.g. David Hume)
who proclaim the limitations of reason all adduce reasons for their views. Thus,
“Proclamations or aphorisms are not considered philosophy unless they enshrine
and delineate reasoning” (Nozick 1993, p. xi).

The notion of reason, which explains how people come to have beliefs about
things and how these come to guide, or fail to guide, peoples’ actions, emerged
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under the influence of philosophical consideration, and it developed in a
full-blown form in Socrates, Plato and Aristotle. Since then, there is a wavering
in terminology terms such as logos, logikon, nous, mens, ratio and so on.
Habermas stresses that the idea of metaphysical rationality characterized ancient
philosophical thought: “the logos of human speech and human thought is only a
reflection of, and subordinated to, the logos inherent in nature: this is true for
Plato, for Aristotle, for all of them...” (Niznik 1998, p. 10). The Greeks believed
that rationality fixed human distinctiveness and defined them: “Man is a rational
animal.”™* The capacity to be rational demarcates humanity from other species.
Although since the Middle Age, human specialness has been continually
contracted, as Copernicus, Darwin and Freud asserted human beings do not
occupy a special place in the universe and they are not always guided by
rationality, it is still the capability for rationality of human that continued to give
humanity some special status (Nozick 1993). It is believed by the Westerners that
rationality provides human with the power to investigate and discover what is to
uncover; it enables humans to control and direct their behavior through reasoning
and the utilization of principles.

Besides its early and common definition that as the rule of reason and logic,
rationality gains extended definitions in the economic and sociological area:
Firstly, rationality as purposefulness, instrumentality, and teleological means-end
relations (Zafirovski 2003). For Weber, rational action is purposive or
goal-oriented involving the choices of means for attaining an end, and instrumental
rationality refers to the use of rationality in order to achieve practical purposes of
the actor; secondly, rationality as the pursuit of utility, pleasure and self—interest
(Weber 1968). According to early utilitarian classical economists, rational human
action is guided by the “principle of utility” (Bentham 1970, p. 1), and
private/social rationality expressing individual/community’s interests, well-being
or happiness; thirdly, rationality as economizing, efficiency and consistency.

Modern society has become pervaded by instrumental rationality that in a
world of uncertainty, constraints and opportunities “consisting of matching the
most efficient means to ‘given’ ends, which services an increasingly
self-legitimating and totalitarian control over both society and nature” (Benton
2001, p. 46). The preferred outcome “is usually that of ‘performativity’ or the
optimization of input/output relationships” (Legge 2005, p. 318). Cooper and
Burrell claimed that this kind of rationality has been expressed in prevailing
institutions of modernism, industrialism and capitalism (Cooper 1988). Bell
argued that modern (or post-industrial) society differs from previous societies in

4 «Rational animal” is a classical definition of man, though it is often attributed to first
appearing as a definition of Aristotle. In Nicomachean Ethics 1.13, Aristotle states that the
human being has a rational principle.
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relying on knowledge that is essentially theoretical, and it is characterized by the
technocratic and systemic (Bell 1972). Theoretical knowledge offers a
“methodological promise” for the management of the complex, large-scale
systems which distinguish the modern world. The new intellectual technologies
such as “information theory, cybernetics, decision theory, game theory, utility
theory, etc.” are the distinctive functions which are the definition of rational
action and the identification of the means for achieving it (Cooper 1988, p. 95).
According to Bell, social progress is motivated by the human quest for a
“common tongue and unity of knowledge, for a set of “first principles’ which, in
the epistemology of leaning, would underlie the modes of experience and
categories of reason and so shape a set of invariant truths” (Bell 1972, p. 265).

4.2 Instrumental Rationality and HRM

An undeclared assumption of many HRM theories was that HRM was scientific.
Universality of those theories was in the same way as the laws of natural science:
“relationships between the structural characteristics of work organizations and
variables or organization context will be stable across societies” (Hickson 1974,
p. 63). Moreover, the history of HRM reflects the rising interest in strict control
of skilled and motivated employees, in a professional and scientific way of
managing human resources, and in the contribution of HRM, which as the
organizational machine, to organization’s success—all of these show the
dominant rationality in HRM. HRM has progressed as a field over the last two
decades by applying an analytical model that is designed and evaluated on the
basis of rigorous scientific research. Most commentators on HRM have
researched and written on it from the unquestionable perspective of positivism.
Legge argues that the logic of positivism reigns in much of the research on HRM,
to a greater or lesser extent, even when it is case study-based and
methodologically fails to adhere to the strict cannon of positivism (Legge 2005).

HR programs are developed and implemented in a standardized and universal
fashion (Dipboye 2005, pp. 281-301). As the mechanism of organization, the aim
of HRM is to make organization more orderly and integrated. The conventional
and most popular frameworks for integrating business strategy and HRM policy,
according to Legge, assume a classical, rationalistic, top-down model of
strategy-making which can be seen as the characteristics of Anglo-Saxon culture
and the value of the 1950s and early 1960s (Whittington 1993). Here, strategies
are presented as the consequence of the rationalistic, conscious, decision-making
process, fully formulated, explicit and articulated, a set of order for others in the
organization to carry out. This integration model is normative rather than
empirically grounded, and it suggests those HRM policies—especially those
related to recruitment and selection, training and development, appraisal and
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rewards—*“should ‘fit’ either the stage of development arrived at or the strategic
orientation/management style adopted in pursuing survival or growth” (Legge
2005, p. 140). Therefore, the external integration between business strategy and
HRM firmly rests on rationalistic models of business strategy formation.
Similarly, the notion of internal integration, which suggests that HRM policies
should be mutually consistent and supportive of business strategy, asserts “values
of coherence and logical ordering, the cornerstones of rationality” (Legge 2005,
p- 339).

The concept of HRM strategy can be associated with different types of
rationality and logic (Gestel 2007). Paauwe proposes there are instrumental
rationality (refers to the means to utilitarian ends) and value-driven rationality
(which refers to ethical, religious and political or other ideas) that are particular
relevant in shaping HRM policies and practices. However, from an economic and
managerial perspective, he argues, very often only the instrumental rationality
perspective is taken into account (Paauwe 2004), and instrumental rationality can
be seen as the underpinning idea of mainstream management theories and
practices (Lehman 2007). Instrumental rationality is applied when people calculate
the most economical application of means to a given end benefit legitimation of
action—"“maximize outputs and minimize costs within a broad cost” (Taylor
1992, p. 5). Through instrumental rationality—imposing hierarchy, reducing
environmental complexity, resolving ambiguity, channeling work in to predefined
paths, and seeking out clear transmission of information—organization make
particular policies and strategies that are designed to maximize outputs and
minimize costs. The conventional management application of instrumental
rationality implies a neutral orientation which depends on distinguishing and
detaching the application of rational process from individual morality and
ideological commitment (Lehman 2007). “Machines, professionals, and
administrative hierarchies represent the physical, intellectual, and organizational
manifestation of instrumental rationality” (Lehman 2007, p. 165).

HRM practice is theorized as having diverged into two lines—Hard (the
Michigan School) and Soft (the “Harvard” Model). But the distinction between
these two has weakened in veracity as contemporary HR practices typically
deploy elements both of the hard and soft models. Hard model priorities rational
profit maximizing, reflecting a “utilitarian instrumentalism” (Legge 2005, p. 105),
and as Storey puts it, it in essence emphasizes the “quantitative, calculative, and
business strategic aspects of managing the headcount resource in as ‘rational” a
way as for any other economic factor” (Storey 1987, p. 6). In small contrast, Soft
HRM places a higher value on the human resource as a valued asset, stressing
their proactive capacity, motivation and commitment. Soft HRM purports to treat
the individual as a whole, and emphasize well-being and family needs; however,
the underlying instrumental exchange orientation cast these initiatives simply as
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more effective methods of motivation and control (Legge 2005). The “Hard” and
“Soft” version of HRM, according to Legge (Legge 2005, p. 126), can be seen as
rhetoric used to disguise the potential mismatches between a “hard” external
integration and the values of the “soft” mutuality model. In the interests of
business strategy with instrumental rationality, HR actions naturally appear to
treat individuals as variable cost rather than as a resource. Using Legge’s
example, relating rewards closely to individual performance, transferring
employees to other positions in the light of business requirements is in fact
providing them the opportunity to develop their competencies, however, when
some employees prove unequal to the challenge, they have to be sacrificed in the
interest of the organization as a whole, and there are euphemistic terms
provided—"outplacing,” “rightsizing,” “manpower transfer” or “workforce
reprofiling” (Legge 2005). By doing so, redundancy is represented as a positive
act. Thus “Via the ‘Soft’ model it persuade employees to interpret in an appropriate
light (as “empowerment” or ‘responsible autonomy’) the organizational changes
induced by adherence to the ‘Hard’ model (team surveillance, temporal flexibility,
performance-related pay)” (Legge 2005, p. 129). A confirmation is provided by
Truss et al.: empirical work that even if the rhetoric of HRM is “soft,” the reality
is almost always “hard” (Truss 1997). HRM systems symbolize the rationality
which makes employees’ compliance the only reasonable response (Alvesson
2001). No matter how the rhetoric of it changes, its underlying instrumental
rationality, which is raised by Max Weber almost ninety years ago, is still
dominant in the modern world (Weiss 1986).

EEINT3

5 Short-Termism

5.1 Short-Term Orientation and Its Western Philosophical Base

Hofstede proposes that the short-term thinking is derived from the Western
notion of the need for certainty (Hofstede 1991; 2001a). Western countries foster
a belief in an absolute truth and certainty, but the long term is very uncertain, so
the uncertainty only can be avoided in the short term. Hofstede’s findings
confirm a lower Long Term Orientation (LTO) scores in non-Chinese countries
and he claims that short-term-orientation cultures focus on truth and
long-term-orientation cultures focus on virtue, and the latter cultivate virtues
directed at the future, such as education, frugality, and persistence (Hofstede
2001a, p. 363).

Hofstede’s Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI) dimension has been defined as
“the extent to which the members of a culture feel threatened by an uncertain or
unknown situation,” and it stands for “the need for structure, social conformity,
and absolute truth” (Hofstede 2001b, p. 15). Strong UAI cultures eschew
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ambiguous situations, and people in such cultures look for structured
organizations and institutions, and they are supposed to be active, precise and to
repel the unpredictable, while people in a weak UAI society are likely to be
passive, imprecise and more relaxed. Paradoxically, people in an uncertainty
avoidance culture often prefer engaging in risky behavior to reduce ambiguities,
and they may “start a fight with a potential opponent rather than sitting back and
waiting” (Hofstede 1991, p. 116).

Although different societies hold different attitudes to uncertainty, basically,
they all have developed ways, such as technology, rules/laws and religions, trying
to alleviate extreme uncertainty. By establishing a relationship between UAI and
religious belief, Hofstede distinguishes the Western from the Eastern religions.
According to him, what distinguishes the Western from the Eastern religions is
“their concern with Truth with a capital T” (Hofstede 2001b, pp. 19-20). The
Western religions, including Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, are all based on
divine revelations, and they share the same assumption that there is an absolute
truth. Some very strong UAI cultures with religions such as the Orthodox and
Roman Catholic Christians believe that they hold the only truth which excludes
other truths, and only they have it. Some relatively weak UAI cultures with
religions as Protestant Christian still believe in the only one Truth, but they
accept that they are not the only group that can hold it. On the contrary, Eastern
religious are far less concerned about Truth, and people easily absorb elements of
different religions. For example, Taoism stresses the dynamic and forever
changing “Tao” rather than stable and fixed truth. Buddhism even points out the
limits of truth: “Every being, human or non-human, is in relativity. Therefore, it
is foolish to hold a certain idea or concept or ideology as the only absolute”
(Kyokai 1980, p. 592).

“Uncertainty-avoiding cultures foster a belief in an absolute Truth, whereas
uncertainty-accepting cultures take a relativistic stance” (Hofstede 2001a, p. 363).
As for Western religions, which hold that there is an absolute and exclusive truth,
the quest for truth is also an essential motivator for Western philosophers
(Hofstede 1991). The ancient Western philosophers believed that the basis of
reality is a unity, seeking rational explanations for existence and events and
pursuing absolute truth. “...the emphatic goals of Western philosophy have been
truth, rational necessity, and the good” (Brightman 1952, p. 8). The general
tendency of Western philosophers has been to understanding things as been either
real or unreal and to view propositions as either true or false (Schroeder 1985). It

> According to Hofstede, uncertainty avoidance is different with risk avoidance. Risk is
focused on something specific, which is often expressed as a percentage of probability that a
particular event may happen, while uncertainty is a diffuse feeling, which has no specific
object. So the high UAI cultures prefer to taking risks than bearing uncertainty, in opposition
to Chinese culture’s preference of tolerance of ambiguity over taking risks (Hofstede 1991).
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is assumed that what is true or real is opposite and exclusive of what is untrue or
unreal, and there is no middle ground.

Western philosophy has been remarkably constant in the conviction that there
is an absolute truth which can explain reality objectively and rationally. The
multitude of conflicting philosophies explaining reality, each initially conceived
as “absolute truth,” was to reverse the trend towards absolute truth with the
emergence of new schools of thought (Harris 2003). In their quest for the goal of
pursing truth, Western philosophers have stressed “both inference and
observation; analysis of the objects of experience supplemented by a synoptic
view of their properties as a whole; and since the rise of modern era, the
experimental attitude of testing and verifying” (Brightman 1952, p. 8). By using
the tools of reason, of logical analysis and conceptual clarification, Western
philosophy tries to replace what is uncertain and doubtful with something more
stable and coherent (Cottingham 1996, p. 2). On the contrary, Eastern thinking
stresses on the everlasting and endlessly changing nature of experience rather
than on a rationalistic description of reality or theoretical truth (Brightman 1952;
Chia 2003; Jullien 2004a; 2004b). As Whitehead pointed out, Indian and Chinese
thought makes process ultimate while Western Asiatic or European thought make
fact ultimate (Whitehead 1929, p. 9).

5.2 Short-Termism and HRM

The philosophical aspirations of Western thought since the time of Plato and
Aristotle have molded the epistemological roots and metaphysical orientation of
Western people and cultivated their preference for direct, certain, visible and
short-term engagement in dealing with affairs of the world, including such as art,
medicine, politics , business and even in personal relationships.

In his The McDonaldization of Society, Ritzer proposes a new
concept—“McDonaldization,™ referring to the alluring contemporary lifestyle.
He claims that McDonaldization is an extension and amplification or a
contemporary representation of Weber’s rationalization and Taylor’s scientific
management, both of which are dominated by efficiency, predictability,
calculability and technologies that control people. Although scientific
management seems outdated today, its impact is strongly felt in a McDonalized
society (Ritzer 2008). According to Ritzer, in the McDonaldized society,
everything seems clear, cut-and-dried, logical and routine, and the search for the

® Ritzer defines “McDonaldization” as “the process by which the principles of the fast-food
restaurant are coming to dominate more and more sectors of American society as well as of the
rest of the world” (2008, p. 1). He also thinks that McDonaldization is a kind of “rationalization”
(Ritzer 2008, p. 25).
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optimum means to a given end by Westerners is shaped by rules, regulations and
larger social structures.

However, this obsession of certainty, efficiency, predictability and quantity has
increasingly disenchanted the Western culture (Schneider 1993). Anything of
enchantment, which is magical, mysterious and fantastic, is considered
inefficient in the McDonalized society, as enchanted systems typically involve a
convoluted means to an end, and they may have no obvious goals at all.
Enchanted experience is almost unpredictable and with no extreme certainty. But
Western efficient, predictable and rational system eliminates meanderings and
uncertainty, and consequently undermines its capacity of meaning and leads to an
impoverished culture (Ritzer 2008, pp. 146—147).

This McDonaldization of society is exhibited by the short-termism of
management nowadays. The long-term perspective of HRM-viewing an
organization’s people as investments for the future, sits uneasily with the
prevailing short-termist ideology of business in Western world. To many critics,
one of main shortcomings of the current management approach is the
concentration on the bottom line and short-term profits (Lumley 1989, Voos
1987), and some novel management strategies are often hindered by the
perception that they will not contribute to the profit maximization (Anthony
1978). A study revealed that many Western managers do not think beyond 12
months (Hickson 1986, cited in Wilson 1992). Hitt et al. found that US firms are
more likely to use financial criteria such as return on investment, while the
long-term goals are the main criteria of Korean managers (Hitt 1997). Haitani
also found that contrary to Western management which is obsessed with
short-termism, Japanese managers make decisions based on the long-term benefit
and their primary goal is to increase market share, maintain a high volume of
sales, enhance prosperity for employees and continued employment for workers
(Haitani 1976).

To achieve the goal to fit the business strategy, Western HRM may contradict
the core “soft” HRM goals of employee commitment, flexibility and quality. For
example, a multidivisional company pursuing a strategy of acquisition, asset
striping and downsizing might “logically” adopted a set of HRM strategy that
includes compulsory lay-offs and a compensation system based on short-term
performance results (Purcell 1989, 1995). Just as Legge points out, these HRM
policies “although consistent with such a business strategy, are unlikely to
generate employee commitment” (Legge 1995, p. 126). Furthermore, the
profit-driven economies seriously undermine the notion of long-term “soft”
HRM. Purcell argues that when a financial-control model of management and
rational, short-term investment dominates, it tends to dispel long-term HR
investment at the work-place (Purcell 1995). “As the 1990s continue to be
marked by short-term financial expediencies in the Anglo-North American
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capital markets, this trend makes the adoption of non-economic and intangible
values characteristic of the ‘soft’ HRM paradigm as part of a corporate
improbable” (Bratton 1999, p. 50).

The “soft” version of HRM believes that HRM signifies a shift from the
bureaucratic approach of scientific management which suppress individuals to a
culture in which all employees are encouraged to take on a high level of
responsibility (Beer 1984). However, the critical perspective of HRM' has the
view that HRM strategies for change are little more than symbolic affairs in
which the dominant power group will try to maintain the status quo, and the
burgeoning of HRM which emphasis trust and mutual dependency is rhetoric
rather than reality. Sewell and Wilkinson argue that the management techniques
such as “Just in time” and “Total Quality Management” create intensive personal
surveillance that is directed at individual members of the workforce which
appears opposite to alleged empowerment, trust and mutual dependency (Sewell
1992, p. 98). As Delbridge and Turnbull point out, high trust employment
relations are contradicted by “tight surveillance, strict discipline, and quality
control procedures” that seek to identify the “guilty” worker and the extreme
standardization of jobs, with no individual variation (Delbridge 1992, p. 57).
Therefore, no matter what kind of rhetoric HRM advocates, the aim of the
management is to pursue profit maximization through the maximum utilization
of human assets.

In most formulations of HRM, training and employee development represent
significant components. The replacement of the term “training cost” with
“investment” allows people to take a long-term view of human resource
development. However, due to the imbalance between a firm’s concern for
short-term benefit and inadequate information (uncertainty) about the economic
returns relating to training, the investment of companies in training activities is
still very low (Aragon-Sanchez 2003; Keep 1989). Although the overall training
figures have risen since the 1980s, this has been achieved by having more evenly
distributed shorter-term training courses, as Grugulis argues, even if the duration
of training is not equal to quality, it is unlikely to achieve fundamental changes
on HR development if done with less than five days training (Grugulis 2006,
p- 109). Unfortunately, Grugulis’ research shows that overall 29 percent of
training last for less than five days (Grugulis 2006). Thus the efforts making for
efficiency, maximum productivity and short-term profit may lead to a waste of
human resources, as an employee’s potential cannot be fully explored, and their
commitment with the organization may also be undermined. That’s why
American industry has fallen behind its Japanese competitors and those from
other countries as well (Ritzer 1991).

7 See the “critical perspective on HRM” in chapter two.



The Philosophical Underpinnings of Western HRM Theory 339

6 Conclusion and Discussion

The origin of individualism can be found in Enlightenment. The Age of Reason
was the beginning of an open society where individuals were free to pursue
individual happiness and liberty. Man began to embrace a belief in the perfection
of humanity based on reason and abandon reliance on church or other authorities.
Individual autonomy, dignity, privacy and self-development were highly
regarded, and therefore brought the norm of meritocracy, which emphasizes that
individual social status and individual success are based on individual efforts and
ability. Thus, individual 1Q, efforts and rational thinking were taken as the means
for individuals to reach their profit gain and personal goals. Moreover, tradition
of rationality fosters a belief in an absolute truth and certainty, but the long-term
is very uncertain in reality, and the uncertainty only can be avoided in a short
term. Consequently, it produces in Western people a short-termism, referring to
the preference for direct, certain, visible and short-term engagement in dealing
with affairs in their life. In short, the emphasis on the individual welfare at the
expense of the collective leads to the concern with meritocracy and this in turn
leads to instrumental rationality in which individual actions are only taken when
there is expected calculated gain, and then this produces a short-term orientation.
Therefore, meritocracy, individualism, rationality, and short-termism can be
reckoned as the philosophical underpinnings that account for the features of
modern Western organizations—emphasizing intelligence and individual efforts,
highlighting individual recognition and right, adopting scientific management
systems and focusing on short-term profit return.

HRM is seen as an essentially American concept, finding its fullest
exemplification in non-unionized multinational firms (Guest 1992, p. 12), and
overlapping with practices found elsewhere in enterprises in many capitalist
economies. Most HRM theories derive from a non-universal tradition of
scientific rationality, meritocracy, individualism and short-termism. An “ideal”
HRM model, for much of the literature on HRM appears to contain elements that
are drawn from practices in a number of Western countries, especially America.
These elements generally include: an integration of HRM with business strategy,
the close involvement of line managers, high levels of mutual commitment
between employer and employee, performance-related payment systems,
agreements on flexible working arrangements and a reducing significance of the
role of trade unions (Storey 1992; Guest 1992). This “ideal” model is often used
with presupposed national and cultural characteristics (Easterby-Smith 1995, p. 35),
as Warner argues that theories and models of HRM may not be comprehensively
applied, let alone can they be fully understood outside the cultural context in
which it developed (that is, the United States), and “if (it) diffused outside this
(context), (it) may not be analyzed without conceding limited knowledge/
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managerial/ software transfer” (Warner 1993, p. 46). So merely applying Western
concepts to analyze what have been going on in Chinese HRM ranging from
management strategies and policies, work attitudes to behavior patterns, present a
number of difficulties.

Undoubtedly, with increasing global competition and the influence of
Multi-national companies’ management practices, the Chinese economy has been
gradually affected by Western HRM dimensions: “key aspects such as individual
fixed-term contracts, individual performance evaluation, individual career
development, downsizing and retrenchment, freedom to hire and fire, strategic
role of HRM and so on” (Zhu 2007, p. 763) have been increasingly adopted by
Chinese people-management systems. However, according to Warner, China’s
reformers did not uncritically adopt foreign models, “which they have implanted
overseas economic management practices since the late 1970s...they did so by
incorporating them into the Chinese ‘way of doing things’” (Warner 2008, p.771).

The HRM system in China has some distinctive or even unique characteristics.
The process of the formation and transformation has been marked by some
ingrained factors related to the deep rooted traditional culture and value systems
as well as historical evolution. Therefore, it is crucial for Chinese managers and
scholars to know HRM and its western philosophical underpinnings, because by
doing so, HRM theories and models and its limitation of application outside the
western cultural context can be understood, and by doing so, Chinese HRM and
its distinctive characteristics can be understood.
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