
 

 

 

JAMES G. CARRIER 

WAYLAID BY MEANS: THE SEDUCTIONS OF PROCESS 

AND FORM 



WAYLAID BY MEANS — CARRIER  2 

 

In this paper I am concerned with the question of means, and particularly 

the ways in which means can become a diversion that distracts people from 

achieving what they intend. In other words, I am concerned with the fact 

that people tend to get waylaid by means. I will focus on two sorts of means 

that seem especially seductive, which I call ‘process’ and ‘form’. These differ 

in many ways, but each seduces people, distracting them as they pursue 

their goals. They both, then, are part of how people get waylaid by means. 

This workshop is concerned broadly with new forms of economic 

organisation and practice, ranging from workers’ co-operatives to corporate 

social responsibility programmes. Those who advocate these new forms are 

seeking to bring about change in the world, or at least in particular aspects 

of it. When people seek this, they are oriented toward a goal, and it is 

reasonable that those goals are the focus of attention. After all, they are the 

desired end state of the change, and they are what is likely to attract assent 

or dissent. However, whether we are concerned to formulate our own ways 

of bringing about change in the world or to assess the formulations of other 

people, we need to be aware of the seductions of form and process, the 

tendency to get waylaid by means. Attempts to bring about change that do 

not take these into account are likely to fail. Even if they do not fail, the 

changes that they effect are likely to be no more than cosmetic. 

Although the phrasing of my title is meant to be provocative and 

appear novel, the question of means and the ways that people get waylaid 

by them is not new. Indeed, the scholarly consideration of the question is so 

old that I thought that a paper that raises the issue once more really ought to 

be called ‘Play it again, Sam’. Looked at in another way, however, the very 

durability of scholarly interest in the issue that concerns me suggests that it 

is both important and difficult to resolve. If it were trivial, people would not 

have bothered to address it. If it were easy to resolve, indeed if it had been 

resolved at all, people would not feel the need to go back to it again and 

again. In other words, it has continued to attract attention for so long 

because it persistently demands our attention. So while I make no claim to 

originality here, I do hope to do something worth doing. In a workshop 
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intended to consider ways of bringing about change in the world, it is useful 

to be reminded of the problem that means pose. 

The consideration of the problem of means that follows is no 

polished, refined presentation. Rather, prompted by the invitation to attend 

this workshop, I have produced only an initial sketch of the problem. I have 

long been interested in the seductions of process and form, and in the 

tendency to get waylaid by means. However, this interest has not been 

systematic and scholarly. Rather, it has only been that of an intrigued and 

bemused observer, albeit one who is occasionally distressed by the ways that 

people stumble in their efforts to achieve their goals. This has two 

consequence for what I say here. Firstly, as I have noted, this is only an 

initial sketch of what I see as the problem of means. Secondly, the examples 

and illustrations that I invoke draw on large-scale processes and problems, 

many of them relating to national governments, large corporations and 

substantial social movements. I refer to these things because they are most 

visible in the world around me, as well as being most likely to be familiar to 

people. However, the problem of means that they illustrate is a general one. 

So, while my illustrations draw on large-scale institutions, the points that I 

make seem likely to apply as well to something as small as a set of people 

seeking a better food supply for themselves and their families by 

establishing a buyers’ co-operative in a suburb of Cadiz. 

THE PROBLEM OF MEANS 

When people seek to change the world, or when they consider other 

people’s efforts to change the world, they tend, as I said, to focus on the 

goals, the ends. As I also said, this is understandable. However, this 

tendency to focus on ends appears to come at the expense of serious 

attention to means. Saying this may appear wrong-headed, for people do 

not, of course, ignore means. Once they figure out where they want to go, 

their ends, they turn to figuring out how they want to get there, their means. 

However, this sort of attention to means treats them as means. It may seem 

obvious that people treat means as means, but doing so is likely to cause 

problems if people want to achieve the ends that they seek.  
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To treat means as means, as people commonly do, is to see them 

almost exclusively as subordinate to and defined by the ends they are 

supposed to help us achieve. However, rather than seeing means only in 

terms of their suitability as a vehicle to get us to some end, it is important to 

consider means in themselves. Means, at least the sort of means that concern 

me here, appear to have properties and effects of their own, and these are 

likely to be invisible if we treat means only as means. People seeking a goal 

who ignore those properties and effects are likely to find that those means, 

which they thought to be subordinate to their ends, will slip their utilitarian  

leash. If we do not attend to them carefully, the means that we select and 

create will become alienated from us, will take on a life of their own and 

turn our projects away from the goals that we intend when we select them. 

In other words, we will get waylaid by means. 

I said that I will consider two different sorts of means here, process 

and form, which have different seductions and operate in different ways. By 

‘process’ I mean the institutions, which is to say the organisations and 

procedures, that people establish in order to achieve some goal. This 

includes things like election procedures, monitoring agencies, employee 

stock option plans, tests of driving skill and anything else that is created to 

help achieve a goal. ‘Form’ means something different. I use that word to 

refer to the ways that people represent and report on the world, or at least 

the pertinent parts of it. Like process, these representations are tools. That is 

because they are devised or selected in order to help people achieve their 

goal, and typically they do so by providing information that will guide 

action. A simple example is a retail price index. This represents inflation, 

and in turn guides government policy. There is a wide variety of such 

representations, ranging from company financial accounts and crime figures 

to the paraphernalia of the audit culture that has attracted scholarly 

attention.  

What I call process and form are, then, aspects of means. Moreover, 

they have their own seductions, some of which I point to in this paper. I see 

these seductions as real and as unavoidable, rather like I see gravity. Gravity 

exists, is powerful and all humans are subject to it. However, it is not 
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overpowering: we can, after all, build machines that fly. The seduction of 

process and form, the distraction of means, is similar. It is powerful and I 

suspect that pretty much all humans are subject to it, but it is no more 

overpowering than is gravity. However, it is like gravity in another way. If 

people want to fly, they need to pay serious attention to gravity and its 

effects and think carefully about how to circumvent them. If people want to 

build better worlds, they need to pay serious attention to means and their 

seductions, and think carefully about how to circumvent them.  

PROCESS 

Process has many seductions. The one that concerns me here arises 

from lack of attention. That lack is apparent in the institutional and political 

history of the two countries I know best, the US and the UK. In those 

countries, disaffection with some aspect or other of the current state of 

affairs leads to agitation for reform. That is, people mobilise political 

support, in the broad sense of the phrase, with the argument that something 

is wrong and needs to be corrected. Commonly, the result is the 

promulgation of a set of procedures that alter the way things are to be done, 

alterations that are intended to bring about a better world. In cases of more 

thorough-going reform, these procedures are likely to be embodied in a new 

institution. The history of the US and the UK is littered with such 

institutions. Among many others, in the US there is the Securities and 

Exchange Commission and the National Labor Relations Board, and in the 

UK there is the Monetary Policy Committee and the Quality Assurance 

Agency for Higher Education.  

These institutions reflect what I see as a fairly mechanistic view of 

government in particular, and social reform more generally. I call that view 

mechanistic because people appear to think that reform, bringing about a 

better world, is achieved by creating a machine that will do the work, that 

machine being the new institution and the new procedures. In most cases, 

the creation of the machine is announced as a victory for reform, people 

congratulate themselves on a job well done and those who supported that 

reform turn their attention to other matters. Supporters assume that the 
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machine will do its work, the world will be made better, and the particular 

issue at stake has been resolved.  

I said that this mechanistic view seems fairly widespread, and it has 

some unfortunate consequences. The first of these is that people appear 

much more likely to devote attention to creating the machine intended to 

solve the problem than they are to paying attention to the running of the 

machine and to seeing if it actually does what it is supposed to do. It 

appears to take something extraordinary to get people to attend to that 

running. So, to draw on a recent example of government machines intended 

to make a better world, it took the financial turmoil of the past  couple of 

years to get people to realise that the New York Federal Reserve, most 

directly involved with large banks and investment houses, was being run by 

people who had been senior executives of Goldman Sachs and similar 

companies. In the absence of that financial turmoil, it was very difficult to 

get people interested in the phenomenon of regulatory capture. While my 

example here concerns a US federal agency, the phenomenon appears to 

operate generally: once the machine is set up people tend to walk away, 

figuring that their goals have been met. 

Associated with this is another unfortunate consequence of this 

mechanistic view. That is that the issues that the machine is supposed to 

address tend to become de-politicised. The machine has been set up, the 

specialists are running the machine, and the rest of us should not interfere. 

In a sense, the machines are alienated from the people who created them. 

Instead, they become the creatures of the specialists who run them, the 

technocrats. These are the people occasionally lauded by periodicals like The 

Economist, especially when they rise to positions of authority in troubled 

times in troubled countries. These technocrats are seen as virtuous precisely 

because, we are told, they keep the machinery running and do not engage in 

debates about policy. In this, these people look like a class that is relatively 

immune to public criticism. After all, they are only making sure that the 

machine keeps running. Moreover, that running tends to be assessed in 

terms of the criteria of those specialists, which tend to be oriented toward 

process. 
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From what I have said thus far, it is clear that this mechanistic view 

of process and the institutions that are intended to carry it out resembles 

what Weber (1978 [c. 1914]: Chap. 11) had to say about bureaucracy. He 

presents bureaucracy, at least in its ideal-typical form, as an organisation 

that assures the predictable activities of those who are part of it. However, it 

is important to remember that this organisation is very much a machine: it is 

an instrument intended only to administer policy. The setting of that policy 

occurs elsewhere, perhaps in a legislature, among a board of directors or in 

the meetings of an organisation’s members. 

Weber, then, was drawing a distinction between the formulation of 

policy (ends) and its execution (means). Like the distinction between means 

and ends, this distinction is reasonable analytically, but in practice it is not 

so clear-cut. The absence of this clear-cut distinction is one of the things that 

underlies my point that the means we devise can become alienated from us, 

take on a life of their own and so waylay us. I want to illustrate what it 

means to say that this distinction is muddy in practice. I will do so by 

referring to the work of two people who have, in different ways, produced 

commentaries on Weber’s model of bureaucracy. One of those commentators 

was one of Weber’s students, Robert Michels, and the other was an American 

sociologist of the middle of the twentieth century, Robert Merton.  

Michels is the better known of the two, from his work Political parties 

(1915). That was a study of the Social Democratic Party in Germany in the 

period leading up to the First World War. Briefly, Michels observed that even 

though the party was opposed to the war, it ended up voting funds for it in 

the German parliament. Party MPs did so because it was for the good of the 

party. It solidified their legitimacy in Berlin and so helped assure that they 

could get their share of the benefits that come from being a serious party. 

The party’s official policy against the war, which was taken to be for the 

good of the country, was seen to be opposed to the good of the party, and the 

good of the party triumphed. 

Michels makes it clear, however, that the party at issue was the party 

apparatus, not the ordinary members and supporters. If we take these 

members and supporters as the body that formulated policy and the party 
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apparatus as the body that executed that policy, then it is clear how the 

analytical separation of policy and administration, of ends and means, can 

be dubious in practice. The institution established to further the goals of its 

members slipped the leash and became alienated from its members. Michels 

described how this happened in a particular case, the SDP before the First 

War. However, he saw that alienation as a general tendency, which is 

encapsulated in his aphorism, ‘He who says organisation says oligarchy.’  

I said that my second commentator is an American sociologist, Robert 

Merton (esp. 1968: Chap. 8). He also pointed to the ways that formulation 

and execution may not be so easily distinguished in practice as they are 

analytically. Like Michels, he did so by considering how institutions 

established as mechanisms to serve the pursuit of a goal can take on a life of 

their own. Merton’s tale has neither the drama nor the scope of Michels’s, 

but instead is concerned with the texture of the lives of the staff of such 

institutions, lives that are shaped by the principles described in Weber’s 

model of bureaucratic staff.  

Merton is concerned with the ways that the institution of bureaucracy 

can shape the orientation of bureaucrats in ways that can make them ill -

suited to perform in ways that enable the institution to carry out its 

purposes. His point is a simple one. The sort of institution that Weber 

described recruits and controls its staff in a particular way. Notable features 

of this are the orientation toward a career within the institution, an 

impersonal orientation and obedience to formal rules. Together, Merton 

says, these can make it difficult for the institution to operate in ways that 

allow it to achieve its purpose. Most obviously, when the situation that the 

institution confronts changes significantly, its operations need to change if it 

is to continue to achieve the goal assigned to it. However, the rules of the 

institution and the habits and predispositions of the staff are relatively 

unable to change appropriately. Less obviously, the habits, predisposition 

and orientation of the staff make it likely that they will give their allegiance 

to the existing organisation and procedure, and so will react adversely to 

efforts to bring about change. 

Although Merton is concerned particularly with government 
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bureaucracies, there is no reason to think that they are distinctive in this 

regard. Terrence Deal and Allan Kennedy (1982) make this point, in their 

Corporate cultures. In that book they describe, among other things, the 

position of people whose work consists of a succession of routine decisions, 

the outcome of which is not apparent immediately. Bank tellers are these 

sorts of people. In their working day they make a large number of routine 

decisions about how to deal with each customer’s business, and any mistake 

that they make will be discovered only some time after their decisions are 

made. While bank tellers may be an extreme case, much work in 

organisations resembles it. Deal and Kennedy argue that the result of such 

work is an orientation to process, to assuring that each step is carried out 

correctly and in due order. This orientation resembles the orientations and 

predispositions that Merton describes for government bureaucrats. 

However, what Deal and Kennedy indicate is that it is hardly unique to 

government. Rather, these predispositions arise from the nature of the task 

that people perform in their work and is, in fact, a reasonable response to it.  

I have looked briefly at the seductions of one of aspects of means, the 

aspect that I call process. I have pointed to two such seductions. One of 

these is the tendency to focus on the struggle to establish a goal, and devote 

relatively little attention to establishing the procedures and institutions 

intended to realise that goal. The other is the tendency to see those 

procedures and institutions solely in terms of the goals that they are 

intended to realise, and so ignore the ways that they have properties of their 

own. Both of these tendencies are understandable, but both can have 

unfortunate consequences. 

To speculate for a moment, when taken together these two tendencies 

suggest a view of means that is mechanistic in a different sense. Like any 

decent machine, the selection of means is a technical matter best left to those 

who know what they are doing. Also like any decent machine, the means 

selected will perform the task at hand in a fairly unproblematic way. Such a 

view may be both comfortable and comforting. However, it seems unwise. 

For one thing, it makes the dangerous assumption that the execution of 

policy is clearly separated from its formulation. For another, it places more 
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faith in those who design, select and operate these machines than may be 

justified. 

FORM 

I said that the second aspect of means that I want to consider is what 

I call ‘form’, the ways that people represent some state of affairs or other. 

There is a limitless number of representations: the word ‘cat’ is one, for it 

represents in verbal form the thing that is sitting next to my chair as I write. 

However, ‘form’ does not refer to all of these. Rather, it refers only to those 

representations that are produced with some end in view, and especially as 

guides to action. Such representations are common. Company accounts, 

statistics that report the state of a nation’s economy and the results of the 

Research Assessment Exercise in the UK are examples, as is the market 

capitalisation of a company or counting how many times a journal article 

appears in the Social Science Citation Index.  

Form and process differ in important ways. Most notably, while 

process is about the way things are done, form is about how things are 

represented. While they do differ, they are both means to some ends. Just as 

processes are devised and selected in order to achieve some goal, so forms 

are devised and selected in order to help us decide how to act to achieve our 

goal. And again, as with process, people get seduced by form, treat it in a 

mechanistic way and so get waylaid in their pursuit of their ends. I will 

illustrate this by looking at one, fairly simple way that people can get 

waylaid. This occurs when a form that has been put to use gets manipulated, 

a manipulation that is motivated by people’s desire to assure that the form 

will lead to the action that those people want. 

In the 1980s, many American companies were told that they needed 

to change the ways that they were doing things if they wanted to remain 

competitive. One of the ways that they needed to change was to assure that 

their managers were not simply paid to perform their duties, in the old and 

discredited bureaucratic way. Instead, they needed to be rewarded for 

performance. In management-speak, they needed to be incentivised. One 

way of doing so was to tie managers’ pay to the performance of what they 
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managed.  

The decision to tie managers’ pay to performance raises the question 

of how that performance is to be represented, its form. One form that was 

popular at the time was ‘return on investment’, or RoI. RoI is a number, 

which is calculated by taking the income generated by the unit the manager 

runs and dividing it by the amount of money invested in that unit. The idea 

is simple: the more income managers generate out of that investment, the 

more they are paid. Investment and income are defined in certain ways, 

formulae are created to produce a number that represents RoI and this is 

linked to the managers’ pay in defined ways. 

The RoI system illustrates my point that forms are devised and 

selected to serve the purpose of telling people what to do to achieve their 

goal. RoI tells people what to pay managers in order to reward and 

especially to encourage good performance. And with this form in place, it 

can be manipulated, as it was manipulated. Managers were expected to seek 

more pay by improving their RoI, and they were expected to do that by 

increasing their return on the unit’s investment. However, some sought to 

improve their RoI in a different way, by reducing the investment: the same 

return on a reduced investment would raise the RoI, and hence increase 

their pay. This could be done by, for example, defining an expense as 

maintenance of equipment, rather than improvement of that equipment, so 

that it would not appear as investment. Doing this would make investment 

appear lower than it otherwise would be, and so improve the RoI. 

Alternatively, equipment could be maintained rather than replaced, 

gradually becoming more obsolete but keeping the investment figure low 

and the RoI high. 

More briefly, the same sort of thing happened more recently, with the 

move to tie the pay of senior management to their companies’ share price, 

itself taken to be a sign of the profitability of the company and, hence, the 

performance of that management. Like RoI, share price was a form selected 

to guide action and, again like RoI, it got manipulated. For instance, senior 

management could decide to use company profits to buy back some of the 

company’s shares, with the result that the share price would rise, and 
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managers’ pay would increase, more than it would if they had distributed 

that profit in dividends. More dubiously, various items of income and 

expense could be moved into different reporting periods in ways that would 

affect the apparent profitability of the company, and hence its share price. 

And more spectacularly, Lehman Brothers could set up Repo 105, to get 

dubious assets off the company books for a day or two at the end of the 

reporting period, thus making the company look better than it was in fact 

and so producing a higher share price and more pay. 

Manipulation of form is a fairly simple way that people can get 

waylaid by means. But in its simplicity, it illustrates an important seduction 

of form. That is the tendency to focus on the indicator, the form, rather than 

the state of affairs that is supposed to be indicated. In an older academic 

terminology, the tendency is to focus on the operationalisation of the 

concept rather than on the concept being operationalised. RoI is supposed to 

indicate the profitability of a division and the abilities of its manager, just  as 

share price is supposed to indicate the financial state of a company and, 

once again, the abilities of those who run it. But once these are introduced, 

people tend to focus on RoI and share price rather than on profitability and 

the skills of managers. 

This resembles something I said about process, the way that people 

see means overwhelmingly in relationship to the ends that they seek, and so 

ignore the ways that they can have a life of their own. In the case of process, 

the life that I pointed to was the properties of the institution that carries out 

the processes that were adopted. In the example I have given here, the life 

emerges when forms are put to use guiding actions. At that point, people in 

organisations can approach form, indicators, in terms of goals that do not 

match those of the people who devised and selected the form. In the 

illustrations I have presented, the goal of the manipulators was not the 

financial well-being of the company. Rather, it was their own personal gain, 

which is ironic because that is precisely the interest that incentivising was 

supposed to excite. 

These simple tales of manipulation range from the legitimate exercise 

of judgement (when does something cease to be maintenance and instead 
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become investment) to the conscious attempt to deceive (getting those 

dubious assets off the books when the company’s accounts are drawn up). 

Although they are simple, they point to two general seductions of form. One 

is the partiality of form, the other is the lure of the figures. Although I treat 

these as different, they are related to each other. 

The partiality of form is clearest in the use of RoI as an indicator. The 

most obvious aspect of this partiality is that, like any operationalisation, it 

reduces a fairly complex entity to a simple indicator. With RoI, the entity 

being indicated is the benefit to the company of the unit that the manager 

runs. Those benefits are complex, and many of them are difficult to reduce 

to the monetary terms and fairly short temporal perspective of RoI. So, a 

unit can benefit a company if it is particularly good at recruiting and 

training people, who end up leaving the unit for other parts of the firm. 

Similarly, it can benefit the firm by producing something the firm needs, and 

doing so within the firm, which protects the firm from shocks that could be 

generated by the actions of external suppliers. These are lost to view when 

the simple indicator of RoI is selected. 

The simplicity of these forms is not just a disadvantage. It may also 

be inevitable, at least to some degree. It may be so because selecting 

indicators is a political process, in the sense that the proponents of a 

particular indicator, whether RoI or share price, have to generate support for 

it among the people who will make the final decision. A form or indicator 

that is simple, easy to understand, intuitively obvious, is more likely to 

attract support than is one that is complex and difficult to grasp (Carrier 

2009). 

Once one looks for it, the partiality of form appears in many places. 

One obvious example is the form in which companies are represented. A 

company does many things and these things can be measured in many ways. 

However, the annual profit-and-loss statement, the company’s accounts, are 

commonly taken to tell us all we need to know about the company, even 

though it omits much more than it contains. I am hardly the only person to 

point to the partiality of company accounts. Indeed, there is what looks to be 

a social movement dedicated to doing so, and proposing alternatives. 
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Perhaps the best known of these is the triple-bottom-line assessment. Its 

advocates note that companies’ operations do not affect only the flow of 

money, captured in conventional accounts. In addition, those operations 

affect the natural environment and people. So, companies should produce 

accounts of three sorts, the three bottom lines: monetary, environmental, 

social. The difficulty, of course, is that the triple bottom line makes things 

more complex, rather than more simple. People appear to want a single 

assessment of the company, which raises the question of how the financial, 

environmental and social should be combined into that single assessment. In 

practice, the financial trumps the other two.  

I have said that partiality, simplification, may be inevitable because of 

the attraction of simplicity. That attraction may help explain what I said is 

the second general seduction of form, the lure of the figures. By that I mean 

that people are, as I have noted already, prone to focus their attention on the 

form of representation. They devote relatively little attention to the thing 

being represented, and even less to the operations that get us from thing to 

representation. The result is that the form tends to be alienated from those 

who devise, select and use it.  

A simple example of this is the Retail Price Index when it is used to 

assess inflation. The Index is based on the prices of a small number of 

specific items purchased in particular ways. Further, if the Index is to be 

useful, the items and means of purchase must remain the same for an 

extended period. The assumptions and arguments that go into the Index 

have become the realm of specialists, technocrats, effectively invisible to 

most people. Consequently, the relationship between the Index and the 

prices people pay is lost to view. The result is that, for most people, the 

Index numbers and the inflation figures based on them take on a life of their 

own, apparently devoid of human action and human judgement. 

The lure of the figures should not surprise us. If people are to act, 

they need to make sense of what goes on around them. They need to reduce 

what William James called the ‘blooming buzzing confusion’ that they 

confront into a manageable order. All sorts of representation do that for us, 

and the figures do that as well, in an especially potent way that makes them 
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especially attractive. However, in their attractive simplification they pose an 

especial risk, one made even more worrying by the fact that the figures 

themselves appear as things rather than bundles of arguments and 

assumptions. If they appeared as argument and assumption they would give 

us points of purchase to interrogate them. It is hard to interrogate what 

appears as a simple thing. 

I said that people are prone to focus on the form and lose sight of the 

ways that it is generated, and hence its relationship with the state of affairs 

that it is supposed to represent. The form, then, becomes alienated from 

people, taking on what seems to be an objective existence of its own. This 

makes it difficult for people to see that the attractive ordering contained in 

representations, in form, is not accidental. Rather, it is guided by a view of 

things that identifies some aspects of what the form represents as more 

important and others as less important, and hence that reflects a view of the 

essence of what is being represented. Thus, the RoI assumes that the essence 

of a division’s benefit to the company is its return on investment over the 

preceding six months or one year. This assumption may be right or wrong, 

but it is lost to view once the logic and judgement that underlie 

representation appear transmuted into form. Also lost to view is the 

partiality contained in the form, as well as the view of what a company is 

and how it ought to operate. These simplifications are part of the seduction 

of form, especially of numbers, but their existence increases the chance that 

people who use the form to guide their actions will lose sight of their goals, 

and so be waylaid by means. 

CONCLUSION 

As I said at the outset, all I have presented here is an initial sketch of 

some of the ways that people can get waylaid by means in their efforts to 

bring about change. The sorts of changes that I have mentioned in this paper 

generally focus on the efforts of companies to get people to behave in ways 

that will increase the companies’ profits. These changes are different from 

those that are the concern of this workshop, changes intended to make 

economic activities more equitable and to link them more strongly to 
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broader social goals.  

Although these are very different sorts of changes, they remain 

efforts to bring about change in the world. They remain, in other words, a 

set of goals and a set of means selected to achieve those goals. The points 

that I have drawn from the sort of changes I have described can, then, be 

expected to apply to the sort of changes that are the concern of this 

workshop. And to repeat something I said at the beginning of this paper, 

any proposal to bring about change in the world that does not consider 

those points is likely to fail, or to result in changes that are only cosmetic.  

In a sense, the points I have made about the problem of means are 

tediously familiar. Indeed, I pointed to this by invoking work on the topic 

that is old and by suggesting that this paper might properly be entitled ‘Play 

it again, Sam’. This raises the question of why I think it worth bringing those 

points up once more. It is worth bringing them up precisely because the 

problem I have described has not been resolved, so that those who seek to 

bring about change continue to get waylaid by means.  

This is so for what I think is a fairly fundamental reason, which I 

have mentioned already. Efforts to bring about change need support if they 

are going to succeed. It is the change being sought, it is the image of the 

better world that change will bring, that attracts that support. There is, then 

a pressure at work that leads people to focus on ends, and that makes it 

understandable that when these ends are adopted the supporters celebrate 

victory. There are, then, good reasons to see efforts to shape our world, 

politics in the broad sense, as a series of contests, each with a beginning and 

an end, whether in victory, defeat or compromise.  

However, if we take seriously what I have said about the problem 

posed by means, seeing politics in this way is misleading. That is because 

the advocates of change need to pay attention not only to the effort to get 

their goals recognised, but also to the effort to get these goals implemented 

and the world changed in the ways that they seek. Politics, then, is not only 

a series of contests, with their drama and tension, to establish policy, to 

determine what we want the world to be. It is also the supremely un-

dramatic, even tedious, attention to means, to the processes that we use to 
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get there and to the forms that we use to tell us how close we are. Until 

those who advocate change, and those to whom they appeal for support, 

embrace this broader view of politics, people will be prone to focus on ends 

and get waylaid by means. 
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