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Abstract
A historic turn in organization studies requires a basic theoretical understanding of ‘doing history’ 
and an appreciation of the centrality of narrative in history. Following the cultural turn in history, 
narrativist historians and philosophers of history such as Hayden White, Frank Ankersmit and Paul 
Ricoeur have made the case that narrative is an essential and unavoidable component in history. 
We demonstrate the persuasive capacity of narrative through a narrativist critique of three best-
selling ‘management gurus’. This analysis illustrates the following: (1) the narrative features of 
popular organizational theories; (2) the basis of the success of guru literature; and (3) why gurus 
and organizational scientists themselves do not understand the narratological mechanisms behind 
their success. Finally, we maintain that historical narrativism offers the possibility for positioning 
organizational history as a highly relevant field for management academics, gurus and even managers, 
providing support for a historic turn.

Keywords
historiography, management gurus, management fashions, methodology, historical narrativism, 
new cultural history, historical theory, practical relevance

Introduction

As early as in 2004 Peter Clark and Michael Rowlinson analysed the growing interest in history within 
management and organizational studies and pleaded for a ‘historic turn’: a call ‘for more history’ and 
‘a different approach to history’ in this discipline. Since then, incorporating history within the field 
has become more common, but also subject to more discussion. The reasons behind this are the 
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methodological, epistemological and ethical problems of organizational history writing, which are 
themselves the result of an imperfect understanding of ongoing debates in the historical sciences about 
what history is, how it should be written, and what its added value is for organizations and knowledge 
of organizations. We will argue that one way to approach this problem is to focus more on understanding 
the unique persuasiveness and attractiveness of history for academics or managers of organizations.

In order to make sense of the ‘historic turn’ we will first discuss the need to be aware of the fact 
that in organizational studies there is a different idea of scholarship and science, and therefore of 
history, than that prevalent in the historical sciences. This explains why at conferences of historians 
and organizational scientists one hears definitions of history that are often as diverse as the partici-
pants, and why organizational history is still confused about the epistemology, methodology and 
ethics of history. Second, this makes it possible to understand why it so difficult to define what 
proper organizational history really is about, and why this requires a certain level of theoretical and 
methodological understanding for both historians and organizational scientists. Finally, although it 
is now more common to accept ‘new cultural history’ (NCH) in organizational history, there seems 
to be a lack of interest of organizational scientists in analysing what, according to leading historians, 
was the real contribution of the cultural turn, which was the breeding ground for the historic turn 
(Booth and Rowlinson 2006; Jacques 2006).

In the second part of the paper we suggest that the most attractive form of organizational history 
writing is historical narrativism, by which we mean history writing based on accepting insights of 
leading historians and philosophers of history who constructed historical theories of narrative, and 
the assumption that proper historical accounts can at best be written in the form of a narrative. Although 
(historical) narrativism is a concept that causes much confusion to both business historians and 
organizational scientists, it is theoretically sound and provides practical insights for everyday man-
agement. Moreover, it is a dominant form of writing history within the historical sciences, which 
goes back to the heydays of history writing during the era of historicism but also incorporates an 
understanding of the linguistic/cultural turn that was the most important paradigm shift in the histori-
cal sciences of the last decades. Besides, narratives have a wide relevance outside the academic world, 
because its explanatory power is closely related to everyday linguistic action and common sense. 
That is why narrativism can explain the success of the best-selling management gurus, whose works 
are viewed by managers in organizations as the most relevant writing in organization and manage-
ment studies. This is quite striking, as the gurus themselves do not openly mention the narratological 
aspects of their work, but refer to quasi-quantitative methods of analysis in order to obtain a certain 
kind of academic credibility (which they often do not get) from social scientists. This will become 
clear from an analysis of the popular guru books In Search of Excellence (Peters and Waterman 1982, 
2004), Iacocca: An Autobiography (Iacocca 1985) and Good to Great (Collins 2001).

The fact that both academics and gurus in the field of organization and management studies often 
neglect the narrative offers an opportunity for organizational historians. When they understand the 
basic assumptions of historical theories of narratives and the explanatory power of narrative, which 
is so central to historical awareness, their work can become much more relevant for both scholars 
and managers. Moreover, it will lead to the conclusion that a historic turn in organizational studies 
will be difficult to neglect.

Methodological problems in organizational and 
management history

When Clark and Rowlinson (2004: 331) spoke of ‘a different approach to history’ within organiza-
tion studies, they were right in stating that this would introduce a debate on ‘how history [is] like 
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and unlike science’. However, what history is and how it differs from (social) science are very hard 
questions to answer. Chris Lorenz (2011) has made clear that every search for a definition of history, 
or the best way of ‘doing history’, will lead to epistemological (what the characteristics of knowledge 
of the past are), methodological (how historical knowledge is achieved), ontological (what the 
essence of history is) and ethical (how history is used) controversy. What makes it even more dif-
ficult is that those academics who feel attracted to organizational and management history have 
quite different theoretical backgrounds. Political, social and cultural historians are often grouped 
in faculties of arts or humanities and embedded in historical science, whereas historically interested 
management and organizational scientists are often accommodated in business schools and con-
nected to social sciences. Therefore, explicating the distinction between history and (social) science 
is the first necessary step towards understanding the epistemological, methodological, ontological 
and ethical challenges.

Currently, historians learn that history is both about events that happened in the past, which can 
be made accessible through source criticism, and the representation of this past in a historical account, 
which often takes the form of a narrative (Lorenz 2008; Tosh 2010). Since White’s Metahistory 
(1973), historians have to accept that the past as hidden in sources and artefacts is not the same as 
the historical narratives historians write about it. Historians select, interpret and connect evidence 
from the sources, and use rhetorical tools in order to create something that was not available before: 
a coherent narrative (Ankersmit 1984). This does not mean that historical narratives are a form of 
literature. For years even the best-known proponents of narrative history, such as Frank Ankersmit, 
Alun Munslow and even Hayden White, state that narratives are always based on analyses of sources 
and cannot be created out of nothing (Lorenz 1998, 2011; Munslow 2003).

The second crucial characteristic of history writing is historical debate or the acceptance of the 
explicit presumption that historical methods, sources and narratives are never static and can even 
be in conflict with each other without being unscientific. Sources can be interpreted differently over 
time when new methods or sources are discovered. Historical narratives, therefore, have to be 
updated, not only because of new insights, but also because every generation of historians asks new 
questions (Jardine 2010). Thus, history writing is about differences between periods and places in 
the past and accounts of them, each with their own logic. This can only be explained by means of 
a contextual approach, which makes clear what kind of processes were structural and what events 
were only incidents or curiosities. These are all aspects of what might be called ‘historical aware-
ness’. Historical awareness is opposed to interpreting, explaining and perceiving historical reality 
and historical accounts of reality as being about unchangeable traditions (it has always been like 
this and will always be so), nostalgia (everything is getting worse) and progress (everything is get-
ting better) (Tosh 2010). The most distinctive characteristic of history writing is its contemplative 
nature, which also accounts for its anti-positivistic methodology (Lorenz 1998, 2011).

Therefore, because the narratives and methods of historians are less bound, historians and social 
scientists often do not understand why certain topics are studied by the other camp. Social scientists 
would say that man is a Homo politicus, Homo economicus, Homo managerus etc., but historians 
would argue that history itself defines which subject seems most important to study and from which 
perspective. Hence, the choice of topic also influences the method chosen to study it. Instead of prefixed 
ideas about language or subject the outcome of the debate about a historical study among historians 
defines what is seen as proper history writing (Down 2001; Iggers 1997; Lorenz 2011; Tosh 2010).

Accepting that convincing views on historical reality are a combination of facts presented in 
varying narratives that are tested in historical debate, is an obstacle in the communication between 
historians and social scientists (Passmore 2011). Organizational historians have to cope with col-
leagues who regard organizational and management studies as purely objective and rational. The 
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difference can best be seen in the methodology. Organizational scientists often use quantitative 
inquiries, which will either confirm their hypotheses or not. History for them is a set of data that 
can be tested, while concepts such as human agency and man’s irrational and creative choices receive 
less attention (Costea et al. 2006). Such a rational–quantitative approach may be theoretically sound, 
but it is also a sign that management and organizational scientists are less sensitive to the subjective, 
irrational and volatile nature of human behaviour and the crucial role of perception.

This rational–quantitative approach is the result of a different view on what organizational knowl-
edge is. In fact many organizational and management scientists subscribe to an one-sided modernist 
view, and perceive and present reality as progress. The disadvantage is that change and difference, 
so crucial to historical awareness, are explained from the perspective of rational progress (Cummings 
and Bridgman 2011). Neil Brady (1997: 160) explained somewhat cynically, but no less clearly, that 
this causes the idea often heard in analysis of organizations that ‘old problems are no longer prob-
lems… and history bears little or no utility for future solutions for current problems’ because ‘economic 
development is linear’. In the Netherlands management scholars even write explicitly anti-historical 
books in which they advise their readers not to be interested in history (van Duin 2007). This also 
explains why many handbooks of management offer no chapters on the historical development of 
management studies or the methodology of setting up historical research (Rowlinson and Hassard 
2011), while in handbooks on the historical sciences the history of history writing (historiography) 
and the methodology and theory of history (philosophy of history) are crucial parts.

Another recurring problem and unbridgeable difference is the view on agents of change. Social 
scientists have a ‘supra-intentional perspective’, which assumes that an analysis of individual human 
action can never explain change as individual actions are always unintentional and caused by deeper 
structures (Burke 2008). Historians, on the other hand, often write historical biographies of important 
political leaders and founders of corporate organizations, in which it is presumed that individuals 
do bear responsibility for change. In general, social scientists have developed a more structural, 
a-personal and theoretical approach to explain reality than historians (Lorenz 2008; Passmore 2011).

The differences can be explained from a historical perspective. Although scholars such as Max 
Weber were able to combine history with a social-scientific approach, the paths of historians and 
social scientists had already diverged in the foundational period of the modern social sciences at 
the beginning of the twentieth century, leading to mutual lack of interest and even hostility. In the 
1960s and 1970s, under influence of the Annales School, cliometrics and renewed interest in Marxism, 
the social sciences and historical sciences converged again (Galambos 2003). However, neither was 
really interested in mixing theories and methods. When scientists from both fields worked together 
and combined their insights they found important results, but they never solved their epistemological 
differences (Passmore 2011). The cooperation proved to be a breeding ground for new controversy, 
because the hypotheses, theories and quantitative methods of social science, which were presented 
as more ‘scientific’ than the methodology of history, caused irritation (Burke 2005; Hobsbawm 
1997; Lorenz 2011). After a while the quantitative and structural approaches proved not to be the 
ultimate solution in the development of both social sciences and history as inexplicability and 
irrationality were still part of reality. Even historical accounts based on cliometrics, one of the most 
proper quantitative methods available for historical research, generated their own black boxes 
(Drukker 2006). In fact, the linguistic turn and the related rise of narrativism was a conscious action 
of philosophers of history and should be interpreted as an attack on the positivistic methods of the 
social sciences (Lorenz 1998: 310).

Finally, finding a suitable way of doing organizational history is difficult because of controversies 
among organizational historians themselves. When Clark and Rowlinson (2004: 332) stated that 
proper organizational history meant a ‘turn to historiographical debates and historical theories of 
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interpretation that recognize the inherent ambiguity of the term “history” itself, which refers to both 
“the totality of past human actions, and… the narrative or account we construct of them”’, they seem 
to have underestimated historians’ aversion to theory. Although much attention is paid to historiog-
raphy, historians have generally never been really interested in theorizing about ‘history’. The reason 
is that it often results in an ethical debate about the use and purpose of history. This becomes clear 
from the debate between management and organizational scholars active in the field of organizational 
history on the one hand, and ‘source-minded’ organizational and business historians on the other.

The first group is interested in methodological debates, follows a ‘critical studies’ approach, tries 
to de-mythologize the use and presence of history in modern organizations, and is not really inter-
ested in history as ‘what actually happened’, after Leopold von Ranke’s dictum: wie es eigentlich 
gewesen. The advocates of this approach are more interested in deconstruction processes, but do 
not really want to accept that they are at the same time constructing new narratives and historical 
realities, or that not all constructed forms of history are bad myths and dangerous ideologies (Cox 
and Hassard 2007). The second group, on the other hand, present historical studies as interesting in 
themselves, because these scholars are focused on history proper. They claim that the relevance of 
history via sources speaks for itself; therefore, they see no advantage in theoretical and methodo-
logical debates. As a result they have difficulties in explaining the difference between the past, the 
sources of the past and the historical narrative (Skinner 2002: 26). However, the advantage of theo-
rizing about history is not only that it provides arguments for critical and deconstructive views on 
past human behaviour, but that it also supports source-minded historians in explaining the persua-
siveness of their historical narratives.

In short, there are many sides to the problem of organizational and management history. First, 
there is disagreement on what history is. Second, one has to accept that there is an unbridgeable gap 
between dealing with history from a historical-sciences and from a social-sciences perspective. 
Third, there is disagreement among organizational and management historians about the advantage 
of a theoretical viewpoint. Therefore, from a historical perspective there is much reason for scepti-
cism about the cooperation between historians and organizational scientists. Debates within organi-
zational and management history on works by Richard Evans, Frank Ankersmit, Hayden White and 
Paul Ricoeur are cases in point, as they cause more rifts than agreement (Taylor et al. 2009; Toms 
and Wilson 2010). However, this does not mean that the debate should be omitted, because theoreti-
cal and methodological debates can also help to bring about convergence.

The historic turn as a relevant narrative turn

The plea for a historic turn in organizational and management studies was the result of dealing with 
the impact of the ‘cultural turn’ (Down 2001). Influenced by historical anthropology and theorists 
of language and arts, the cultural turn established NCH, characterized by a focus on the study of 
symbols and symbolism, the invention of traditions and the ‘revival of the narrative’ (Burke 2008). 
NCH not only changed cultural history, but also influenced neighbouring fields such as social and 
economic history. Even in political history the Rankean historicist approach was replaced by a 
political–cultural approach (Pedersen 2004). At the moment it seems that organizational history 
scholars are aware of the growing influence of a cultural approach, but are also confused (Hesse 
et al. 2002). If we look at the inventories of the state of affairs in organizational and business history 
that were published in the last decade, it seems that the field is worried that, as Amatori (2009: 11) 
put it, although ‘in very good health’, it had missed the boat of the cultural turn. This sentiment has 
recently been echoed by others (Berghoff 2008; Delahaye et al. 2009; Fridenson 2008; Pierenkemper 
2000; Scranton 2008).
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During the first five years of the twenty-first century many hoped that embracing the methodol-
ogy of NCH would make it possible to leave the worries and confusion behind. To this end, Booth 
and Rowlinson (2006) set up a research agenda. They pleaded for research with attention to historical 
theory and alternative methods and styles of writing organizational history, corporate culture and 
social memory. Despite all the effort and informed advice, the optimism about NCH in business, 
organizational and management history has died down, although the concept is still viewed as a 
good (or even the only) way forward (Fridenson 2008; Lipartito 2008). Growing debate, confusion 
and lack of enthusiasm can be traced back to the methodological and theoretical differences analysed 
in the previous section (Berghoff 2008; Rowlinson and Procter 1999; Toms and Wilson 2010).

However, the fact that the historical turn and hence NCH has not been fully integrated into 
organizational and business history may be an advantage. During the last years it has become clear 
that the NCH approach had several disadvantages. The downsides are ‘symbolic overloading’; an 
overemphasis on the role of rhetorical conventions and styles that neglects questions of power, the 
role and chance of (political) structures and the importance of ‘the event’ and ‘momentum’ in history 
(de Haan 2004; Tosh 2010: 297). It has been argued, for example by Jürgen Kocka (Iggers 1997: 
105) that the dominance of cultural aspects has led to studies of microhistory, which resulted in 
‘methodological irrationalism’. This ‘concentration on the ‘small’ aspects of history isolated from 
broader contexts renders historical knowledge impossible and leads to the trivialization of history’ 
(Iggers 1997: 105). Business historians are aware of those disadvantages (Galambos 2003; Siegenthaler 
1999). Therefore, Kocka (1995: 504) suggested not to give in to the pressure of NCH. To this end, 
Kocka suggests learning the language of the neighbouring fields and engaging fully in their debates, 
with a focus on big themes.

Furthermore, in the end the most striking contribution of the linguistic turn and its related NCH 
was neither deconstruction nor microhistory, but the renewed attention to the narrative (Partner 
2009). This comes close to the original goal of initiating a historic turn in organizational and busi-
ness history that ‘would parallel the “linguistic turn” in history’ and was to ‘necessitate greater 
reflection on the place of historical narrative in organisation studies’ (Clark and Rowlinson 2004: 
230). The most interesting and advantageous revelation the linguistic and cultural turn has to offer 
to organizational historians is its attention for the narrative aspects of history.

Finally, one should not forget that leading historians, especially those who initiated the linguistic 
and cultural turn in their fields, always kept an eye on the relevance of these methodological and 
theoretical insights for improving historical awareness outside the universities. This is no surprise 
as every theoretical debate about doing history is as much about ethics or the use of history as about 
epistemology and methodology (Lorenz 2011). That is why organizational historians should not 
forget that the narrative turn was closely related to a renewed emphasis on the relevance of historical 
narratives for society, instead of turning history into a deconstructivist, debunking, anti-institutional 
activity. Kocka has stated that history for history’s sake is not relevant enough (Iggers 1997); the 
same is true for deconstruction for deconstruction’s sake. Ankersmit (2006: 55), a philosopher of 
history who himself played a major part in introducing the linguistic turn in history, stated several 
times that ‘practicing history was never “l’art pour l’art”. The historian may and cannot permit 
himself to withdraw in an ivory tower; he has an important societal function.’ For Ankersmit this 
objective must have great influence on the subjects historians choose to study and the way they 
present these. They should understand and use narrativism. In this respect he is much like Quentin 
Skinner, another pioneer of the linguistic turn, to whom it is also clear that historians should write 
relevant work and accept that man is highly responsible for social action and historical change 
(Palonen 2003; Skinner 2002). In short, it is important not to lose sight of the fact that the cultural 
turn was a plea for understanding the historical narrative and its widespread relevance.
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The explanatory power of historical narrativism

Many organizational scientists, even those interested in organizational history, find it difficult to 
understand the explanatory power of narrativism and historical narratives and therefore try to dis-
credit it as an academic approach. When at a conference we presented a paper arguing that adopting 
narrativism would improve the relevance of organizational historiography, we got a telling reaction 
from one of the delegates: ‘It’s difficult, and it’s wrong.’ In fact, narratives are neither. They are 
highly accessible and convincing.

Munslow (2002: 18) defines the narrative as:

that written composition of historians that encompasses their source-based data founded on certain 
principles of selection and organisation [which] also encompasses the arguments used by the historian 
to establish cause-and-effect relationships between past events. What is more, the historical narrative 
is also the site of the historian’s emplotment (what the historian thinks the order of the events described 
lead up to and mean).

A narrative, as the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur (1984: 38–9) has shown, functions just like 
a story. ‘By means of the plot, goals, causes, and chance are brought together within the temporal 
unity of a whole and complete action.’ The notion of ‘a whole’ is important to Ricoeur, because 
‘a thing is a whole if it has a beginning, a middle, and an end’, just like a story. Through the 
composition of the story we make sense of it. This way of composition lies at the heart of a per-
son’s identity and is therefore so attractable and convincing. Ricoeur (1994: 163) states that 
‘narratives and life histories… are complementary’ as someone’s personal identity is a narrative 
identity. The acceptance that narratives function as a (personal) story is also accepted in organi-
zational studies (Gabriel 2000: 239).

One of the main points of criticism against the logic of narrative is that it is fictional or just a 
personal view of the author/historian. Ricoeur says that narrative structures are forms of explanation 
in fiction, but this does not mean that we cannot accept this form of explanation ‘without assimilat-
ing history to fiction’ (Bevir 2000: 16). Ankersmit, who was one of the first philosophers bringing 
forward a historical theory of narrative, points out that although historians use fictional composition 
methods to integrate a large number of historical facts into synthetical categories such as the ‘Industrial 
Revolution’ or the ‘Cold War’, this does not mean that historians fabricate events (Ankersmit 1983: 
15). To show the difference between facts and the author’s interpretation, Ankersmit (1984: 188) 
used a metaphor to explain the crucial role of narrative for combining facts with interpretation:

We need bricks to build something (in analogy with the [historical] facts), but those bricks do not dictate 
us whether to build a house, a factory or a theatre with them (in analogy with the historical interpretation 
or coherence). That this is right can be seen in the existence of the historical discussion.

Thus, discrediting the explicit use of narrative history by overemphasizing the fictional aspects of 
narratives does not make sense.

In addition, when we look more closely at the explanatory power of narrative we see not only its 
scientific soundness, but also another reason why narrative explanations provoke resistance. The 
seemingly simple way of explaining, which is very close to ordinary discourse, has often discredited 
the narrative’s convincingness. To put it differently, narratives are more connected to the language and 
logic of the shop floor and boardroom than to that of academia. This should be no reason to put aside 
the explaining power of narratives. As Carr (2008: 28) stated: ‘Discarding a mode of explanation 
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simply because it does not fit an a priori ontological mould is not truly scientific.’ This is often what 
happens with narratives and storytelling (Sewell 2005). In fact, the most important reason for scholars 
like White and Ankersmit to bring historical theories of narrative forward was to criticize the positivistic 
and sciences-resembling approaches introduced by social scientists within the field of history (Lorenz 
1998). Their insights gained much influence in the arts and humanities, but the social sciences stayed 
largely untouched by them. Because of the social scientist background and their original effort to 
resemble a ‘real’ science such as the natural sciences, many organizational scientists discredit narrative 
explanations. However, political scientist and philosopher Mark Bevir (2000) has argued against this 
inclination. According to him narrative explanations show two types of connections and explanations. 
The conditional connections are ‘actions, beliefs and pro-attitudes in a way which makes them intel-
ligible in the light of one other’, while the volitional connections are ‘pro-attitudes to actions they 
motivate’. The combination of those two enables us ‘to make sense of the fact that agents moved from 
having pro-attitudes to states of affairs to intending to perform actions and to acting as they did’ (Bevir 
2000: 13–14). Thus, historians uncover themes that really do exist, such as zeitgeist (Førland 2008). 
Moreover, the nature of narrative explanation is that of folk psychology, which is in fact not very dif-
ferent from explanations in the natural sciences (Bevir 2000: 12).

Last of all, narratives have been discredited by historians who present themselves as Rankean 
historicists and reject the linguistic and cultural turn. However, historicist and narrative explanations 
are branches of the same tree. By using metaphors as a tool to create coherence, the historicist tries 
to make sense of the past, which is no different than using narratives to understand the historical 
reality. In both cases, Ankersmit (2001: 139) argues, the metaphor (as a narrative substance) separates 
perspective (historicist writing, theory) from what is seen from that perspective (historical reality, 
data). To put it differently, the account of the historicist as well as that of the historical narrativist 
cannot be derived from the historical sources itself, which makes both accounts narratives.

In short, there are many reasons for organizational historians to accept a narrative approach. Not 
only is narrativism heir to the linguistic and cultural turn, it is also closely related to traditional 
approaches such as historicism. Then, a narrative approach shows how reflecting on past events is 
always a two-sided activity. Third, a narrative approach is neither fictional nor less scientific than 
many of the quasi-quantitative methods of social scientists. Finally, probably the strongest argument 
to accept narrative is that it can bring together historically interested scholars from different back-
grounds, and present work in a way that is interesting for readers both within and outside universities 
as its reliance on folk psychology makes it broadly understandable.

The narratives provided by management gurus

Understanding the explanatory power of the narrative also helps to explain the success of the most 
thriving organizational and management genre outside the university, although frequently written 
by leading academics. Guru literature, or ‘Heathrow Organization Theory’ (Burrell 1997), is perhaps 
the most ridiculed and debunked form of organizational knowledge. We will discuss this genre from 
the perspective of the historian’s golden rule: ‘However bizarre the beliefs we are studying may 
seem to be, we must begin by trying to make the agents who accepted them appear as rational as 
possible’ (Skinner 2002: 40).

In the early 1980s in the USA, the manager, along with the yuppie, punk rock and shoulder pads, 
became a common sight in the streets. Management became a movement and part of the popular 
culture (Hood 2005). This became evident in the bookshops: each year between 1980 and 1985 in 
the USA a management book was the annual best-seller (Huczynski 1993). Only in 1981 and 1983 
did other books sell better: The Beverly Hills Diet and Jane Fonda’s Workout Book. Among those 
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first highly successful books were Tom Peters and Robert Waterman’s (1982) In Search of Excellence, 
which sold over 10 million copies and was the most kept library book until 1997 (McClain 1997; 
Thomas 1989) and Lee Iacocca’s (1985) An Autobiography, the overall bestseller of 1984 and 1985, 
selling more than 2.5 million copies.

The books received much criticism from both scholars and scientists. In 1983, within a year after 
the first publication, In Search of Excellence was heavily criticized by Daniel Carroll in the Harvard 
Business Review. A year later Business Week (1984) stated that a third of the 43 excellent companies 
found themselves in financial stormy weather. Then, research by financial analyst Michell Clayman 
found that shareholders would have had a three times higher return if they had bought stocks of 
non-excellent enterprises. It was especially Peters and Waterman’s methodology that met with criti-
cism. How the selection of 43 companies took place still remains a mystery after one has finished 
reading the book, and although the authors claim that the companies have specific characteristics 
that make them excellent, they nowhere explicitly state what these are. In addition, the 43 companies 
should have eight attributes of excellence, but many of these are illustrated by examples from non-
excellent companies.

The criticism of In Search of Excellence had no influence on sales figures. Its successor, A Passion 
for Excellence (1985), written by Peters with Nancy Austin, sold more than one million copies in 
the USA alone, and even The Pursuit of Wow (Peters 1994) was purchased 353,000 times in the 
USA (Collins 2007: 90–1). This success clearly cannot be explained by the methodology used. Even 
Peters and Waterman (1982: xv) themselves wrote that the two theoretical chapters ‘can be skipped’. 
A disappointed Carroll (1983: 79) gives a hint for understanding In search of Excellence when he 
states that ‘the only supporting evidence [for excellence] is a series of anecdotes about the compa-
nies, and quotations, mostly from their leaders’ and concludes that management theory was ‘not 
moved further toward excellence by this book and may even have been needlessly delayed.’ This 
critique is rather common to the genre. Organization sociologist David Collins (2004: 39) writes:

The books are composed largely of rather idiosyncratic, personal reflections and post-hoc justifications for 
decisions, failures and personal outbursts. They had little to tell us about the processes and problems of 
managing. What they offer us are little more than banalities and truisms.

When discussing guru books Clark and Rowlinson (2004: 346) also point to ‘the voluntaristic nar-
ratives of Heathrow Organisation Theory’. However, anecdotes are neither idiosyncratic nor volun-
taristic, but in fact form the essence of the genre’s success.

The growing field in organization studies that is influenced by the cultural turn and uses narrative 
approaches is helpful here (Czarniawska 1998; Jackson 2001). In these studies it is pointed out that 
understanding the managerial language in an organization, which is full of stories and anecdotes, 
is very important for understanding the process of identity creation and sense-making of situations 
in organizations (Weick 1995). Managers use their ‘pseudo-jargon’ to concretize the abstract nature 
of their work and organizations, and give legitimacy to their actions (Watson 2004: 76–9). Narration 
is a convincing way to do this as it is the natural form of organizational communication (Czarniawska 
1997: 28). Therefore it is not surprising that management gurus communicate their lessons in the 
forms of narratives (Clark and Salaman 1998). In their study of the production process of guru 
books, Timothy Clark and David Greatbatch (2004: 413) found that editors urged gurus to come up 
with stories about their exemplary organizations as the best way to make their management model 
‘vivid and concrete for the audience’. Narrative analyses of (guru) autobiographies (Watson 2009), 
management magazines (Watson and Bargiela-Chiappini 1998) and books by management gurus 
(Guthey, Clark and Jackson 2009; Huczynski 1993; Jackson 2001) have shown that the appeal of 
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management gurus for a large part lies in the fact that they produce stories and narratives to which 
their managerial audience can relate their own daily experiences. The dominant role of stories is 
also reflected in lectures by these gurus, in which anecdotes take up a large part of the time (Greatbatch 
and Clark 2005: 112). This kind of research has made organizational scientists much more aware 
of the rhetorical qualities involved in management fashions and the literary characteristics of dif-
ferent management concepts (Jackson 2001: 39, 42), which debunked the focus on rationality and 
linear progress so dominant in earlier research on management fashion (Abrahamson 1996; 
Abrahamson and Fairchild 1999). Although adding new interesting insights, the narrative approach 
could not adequately explain why new management (guru) fashions rose and fell, because – with 
the exceptions of Huczynski (1993: 116–70) and Kieser (1997) – these studies did not include time 
and zeitgeist as explanatory forces. This is where a historical viewpoint offers additional insight 
(Keulen and Kroeze 2011).

In addition, the anecdotes presented by gurus and leaders are neither platitudes nor are they free 
of engagement, because personal opinions present a personal identity that is a narrated collective 
identity, as Ricoeur (1984) has stated. Here we can learn from oral historians, who know that ‘personal 
narrative analysis can illuminate the operation of historical forces and of public or historical narra-
tives as they influence people’s motivation and their self-understandings as historical agents’ (Maynes 
et al. 2008: 45). Thus, anecdotes tell us much because they are ‘tied to the period’ and represent the 
‘climax’ of the memories of the interviewee on such a historical period (Ashplant 2004: 105). Anecdotes 
are in fact the best illustration the interviewee has to offer when explaining management. Therefore, 
in interviews the same anecdotes are repeated over and over again. This process can be clearly seen 
in conversations with leaders who are interviewed often (te Velde 2005). Those events, data and 
observations, retold again and again, often with exactly the same turns of phrase, form a kind of 
authorized biography. Thus, interviews can be seen as the constantly available memory of public 
figures, through which they are already delivering pieces of information to their biographers (Nora 
1986: 1383). Only a narrative viewpoint makes these processes visible and shows how difficult it is 
to separate the historical evidence from narration and the narrative of a historical period.

The argument derived from oral historical research is strengthened by the notion that narration 
is the intertwining of multiple individual stories, because our individual identity acquires meaning 
through interactions and links with other characters in the narrative (Dauenhauer 2008). According 
to Ricoeur our individual identities are incorporable into a we-identity (Dauenhauer 2008). This 
interrelatedness makes it clear that interviewees (or writers) do not have total freedom to construct 
their own identity, or to make up anecdotes. This is because the narratives are ‘negotiated in interac-
tion with the surrounding society’, even to the point that they can become a part of national history 
(Hansen 2007: 926–7). This shows that in the end neither individuals nor organizations can com-
pletely control or fabricate their own historical narratives. However, the logic behind many organi-
zational theories makes it difficult for organizational scientists to accept and understand the 
attractiveness of anecdotes for organizational research and the explanatory power of historical 
narratives to present management behaviour and organizational structures.

When we look again at In Search of Excellence, this time from a narrative perspective, the popu-
larity of the book makes more sense. Its persuasiveness is found in the stories told by Peters and 
Waterman that relate to management language and organizational behaviour in historical reality. 
Despite the fact that structured interviews were held in all companies, five of the 43 excellent com-
panies are not mentioned in the book at all, and six companies are named only once. In the 322 pages 
we find 137 best-practice stories, mostly from only eight companies (Collins 2007: 132). One of 
those is Hewlett-Packard (HP); stories about this company cover almost 10 per cent of the book and 
are the ones that are remembered For Example ‘Managing by wandering around’ (MBWA) was one 
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of the specific management styles used by HP co-founder Bill Hewlett: and its content and use was 
exemplified by stories (Peters and Waterman 1982: 239–46). It was these stories that made the book.

Management gurus as barometers of the zeitgeist

In 2001 Tom Peters (2001) finally did admit that the book was all about the stories:

I confess: We faked the data. A lot of people suggested it at the time. The big question was, how did 
you end up viewing these companies as “excellent” companies? A little while later, when a bunch of 
the “excellent” companies started to have some down years, that also became a huge accusation: If 
these companies are so excellent, Peters, then why are they doing so badly now? Which I’d say pretty 
much misses the point. … Search started out as a study of 62 companies. How did we come up with 
them? We went around to McKinsey’s partners and to a bunch of other smart people who were deeply 
involved and seriously engaged in the world of business and asked, “Who’s cool? Who’s doing cool 
work? Where is there great stuff going on?” … Then, because McKinsey is McKinsey, we felt that we 
had to come up with some quantitative measures of performance. Those measures dropped the list 
from 62 to 43 companies.

In fact, Peters and Waterman asked their McKinsey colleagues which companies would give them 
the best and most inspiring stories, but they could not explain why they chose this approach in 
convincing scientific terms. However, Peters and Waterman implicitly did provide a clue when they 
pointed out that they wrote ‘stories’ about ‘who’s cool’ and the ‘great stuff’. In Search of Excellence 
was no microhistory nor fictional, but dealt with the problems and challenges big companies faced 
in their time. As the authors were not aware of the persuasiveness that lay behind their success, they 
were only willing to openly admit how they selected the data and companies under pressure and 
after years of criticism. This shows that Peters and Waterman thought that they could only be sci-
entifically sound, convincing and relevant if they ‘faked’ the data in order to appear as non-historical, 
non-storytelling rational organizational scientists, who use quantitative methods to test their hypoth-
eses. But the real success lay in the accessibility of their story, in which they dealt with the actual 
and relevant problems that organizations and managers were confronted with at the time.

The sensitivity of successful gurus to the zeitgeist becomes even clearer when we analyse the 
success of Lee Iacocca’s (1985) An Autobiography. In a time of economic difficulties in America 
and Japanese successes, Iacocca had an optimistic message for the USA: the American industry could 
compete with Japan and could be proud of itself. This explains why ‘America loves to listen to Lee’, 
as the heading of Time Magazine in 1985 (Andersen 1985) put it. The Economist saw Iacocca as ‘a 
man of his time… a modern American hero’ (Iacocca 1985: i). At the height of his success he received 
about 5,000 letters per month. American politicians and Iacocca’s co-workers saw a striking resem-
blance between the Chrysler chief executive officer (CEO) and the president. ‘Reagan and Lee are 
similar. Both say flat out what they think,’ stated Health Secretary Joseph Califano (Andersen 1985). 
Chrysler director Wendell Larsen said: ‘Some of the things Lee has tapped into are the same as 
Reagan. … The nation has been looking for a leader who is sure of himself’ (Andersen 1985).

True enough, Reagan did use the same tone and message in his speeches. The historian Troy (2005: 
12) dubbed this narrative as ‘Reagan’s storyline’. Reagan (1980) was indeed a storyteller about pride 
and recovery, a message that he kept repeating from the (very) first day of his candidacy:

They say the US has had its day in the sun; that our nation has passed its zenith. They expect you to 
tell your children… that the future will be one of sacrifice and few opportunities. My fellow Americans, 
I utterly reject that view.
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In this story, Reagan (1980) portrayed the USA of the 1960s and 1970s as a country struggling with 
inflation, big government and humiliation from Iranian fundamentalists who expelled the Shah. But 
now it was ‘Morning again in America’, as Reagan’s slogan for the 1984 elections ran. Under his 
leadership Americans would wake up in a country with low taxes, in which entrepreneurs had busi-
ness opportunities, and where soldiers could be proud of. It was a message for everybody. Reagan 
purposely used examples, anecdotes and catchphrases from famous movies (Dufy 1992; Troy 2005). 
He used the same tone for blue-collar workers in Oklahoma as for top industrialists in Washington, 
whom he once told in a speech:

I keep thinking of that current movie hit “The Little Shop of Horrors”. Now, the budget isn’t exactly like 
the man-eating plant in that movie. It isn’t mean, and it isn’t green. It doesn’t come from outer space. But 
it does only say one thing: “Feed me! Feed me! Feed me!” (Reagan 1985)

Reagans stories resembled the spirit of the 1980s. 
Gurus have a nose for the zeitgeist (Economist 1994; Miller and Hartwick 2002; Miller et al. 

2004; Thomas 1989). Keith Grint (1994: 193) wrote that ‘for the “plausibility” to occur the ideas 
most likely to prevail are those that are apprehended as capturing the Zeitgeist or “spirit of the 
times”.’ That is why Kieser concludes that of all the aspects of a management fashion (or guru 
concepts), for instance the catchy acronym, the stories, the well-known companies used as exam-
ples, and the mix of simplicity and ambiguity ‘are useless if the timing is not perfect. The book 
must hit the “nerve of today’s managers”’ (Kieser 1997: 61).

This is coherent with what historians wrote about zeitgeist and societal change. Already in 1943 
Johan Huizinga famously stated that you can find out much about an era when you look at the way 
in which it writes its history (Huizinga 1950). Cultural historian Lisa Jardine elaborated on this in 
the 2010 Huizinga lecture with a reference to Johan Huizinga: ‘In every period a community decides 
what are its most important norms, searches those elements in its own history, and through the 
powers of imagination they construct a story that gives meaning to the present.’ This is closely 
related to the findings of the German historian Reinhardt Koselleck (2004: 223), who explains: 
‘Historical concepts, especially political and social concepts, are minted for the registration and 
embodiment of the elements and forces of history.’ When one combines Czarniawska’s (1997: 53) 
view on the relation between autobiographies and organizational identity as ‘lives under construc-
tion’ and her and Rhodes’s research on the influence of popular culture on the practice and theory 
of management (Czarniawska and Rhodes 2006), one sees how the same conclusion can be drawn 
from an organizational studies viewpoint as well.

These findings have two consequences for gurus and historically interested management scientists 
alike. First, guru solutions and fashions are products of their age because they are a reaction to 
(important) changes in society. Therefore, their implications for management are only valid and 
relevant for a limited time, place and context. And as gurus are themselves not aware of their short-
lived relevance, historical studies have to take this into account because gurus lack the expertise to 
convincingly explain how and why they selected, ordered and narrated their material in the way 
they did. After all, they are not historians.

Gurus are not historians
We have seen that Peters and Waterman in essence used a historical narrative, but were not aware 
of it – an ahistorical attitude they share with other management gurus.1 A striking example of this 
is the best-seller Good to Great by Jim Collins (2001). With his level-5 leadership he presented an 
ideal leadership model with timeless qualities. This, as Collins (2001: 15) wrote, was even the 
objective of the whole book:
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Yes, the world is changing, and will continue to do so. But that does not mean we should stop the search 
for timeless principles. Think of it this way: While the practices of engineering continually evolve and 
change, the laws of physics remain relatively fixed. I like to think of our work as a search for timeless 
principles – the enduring physics of great organizations – that will remain true and relevant no matter 
how the world changes around us. Yes, the specific application will change (the engineering), but certain 
immutable laws of organized human performance (the physics) will endure.

Many gurus seem not only to neglect the narrative characteristics of their work, but also that their 
narratives are products of their time.

Good to Great presents a very time-bound concept of success as it was based on shareholder 
value. At the end of the 1990s, when Collins started his research, and during the first years of the 
new millennium, shareholder value was indeed the way to find out how well a business organiza-
tion performed. CEOs such as Cor Boonstra (Philips), Jeffrey Skilling (Enron), Louis Gerstner 
(IBM), Richard S. Fuld (Lehman Brothers) and Frederick Goodwin (RBS) were appreciated in 
their day, exactly because they took shareholder value as the point of reference for the success of 
their management and organization. When Collins’s book first came out in 2001 the bubble of new 
economy had just burst, and the quote cited above was his reply to a worried executive of an 
internet company who asked him whether his study still applied. Collins argued that he presented 
‘timeless’ principles of success, but he was not aware that shareholder value was now the new 
hype of his time. Shortly after the financial crisis of 2007 six of the 11 companies Collins had 
selected as ‘great’ were in trouble. The two best ones (Circuit City and Fannie Mae) went bankrupt, 
one was taken over (Gillette) and three others (Wells Fargo, Pitney Bowes and Nucor) saw a dra-
matic drop in the value of their shares.

That Collins’s story is a product of its time is even more obvious in his marking Lee Iacocca as 
a bad leader. Iacocca’s books may have inspired millions of managers in the 1980s and he may have 
saved Chrysler from bankruptcy and successfully denationalized the firm, but shareholder value 
stayed behind during his chairmanship. According to Collins (2001: 39, 2005: 142–3), Iacocca’s 
successor Bob Easton was very close to ‘level-5 leadership’: ‘the type of leadership required to 
achieve greatness’. Eaton was responsible for the sale/merger of Chrysler with Daimler in 1998. 
According to the new CEO of Daimler-Chrysler, ‘Mister Shareholder-Value’ Jürgen ‘Rambo’ 
Schrempp: ‘The share price is for us the best indicator of success’ (Hawranek 2004: 82). Six years 
later the stock price had dropped by more than half, so that US$40 billion had evaporated. Eaton 
and Schrempp were heavily criticized for the slump and depicted as ‘amoral’. Schrempp’s successor 
Dieter Zetsche, who denounced shareholder value, understands management much better, according 
to Manager Magazine (Hage 2008; Hawranek 2004). However, the question remains how long the 
applause for Zetsche will last. The conclusion of one reviewer of Good to Great, ‘It’s all about 
simple luck’ (Papaikonomou 2009), missed the point as the review was written in 2009 when eve-
rything had already been said and done. Collins and his criticasters were not aware that Good to 
Great mainly presented the indicators of business success of the 1990s and early 2000s.

Again a historical narrativist approach explains that management gurus and many of the review-
ers active in the business literature have difficulties to explain their own fashions. Historians are 
well trained to point out the inadequacies of ahistorical hypes and management concepts. By com-
paring or confronting fashionable concepts with historical practices one can identify ideological 
prejudices, as Kieser (1994) and Brady (1997) suggested, exactly as the example of Collins illustrates. 
Debunking those trends has a purpose, but it is more interesting to understand its narratological 
nature, its time-bound success and its practical relevance.

Historians also have a second advantage when analysing management fashions in comparison 
with many gurus, because they do not treat history as something static. That is why Peters and 
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Waterman (1982: 62) make an inaccurate distinction between history and stories: ‘History doesn’t 
move us as much as does a good current anecdote (or presumably, a juicy bit of gossip).’ They view 
history as a quantitative science that provides sets of data available to test the ‘statistical validity’ 
of a research. This leads to a striking statement:

When we meet three friends in the space of a week in a hotel in Tokyo, we are more apt to think “how 
odd” than we are to muse on the probability that our circle of acquaintances tends to frequent the same 
places as we do.

They defend their position because they ‘lack sample size’ and if ‘two events even vaguely co-exist, 
we leap to conclusions about causality’. What Peters and Waterman do not seem to understand is that 
their arguments are in fact presented exactly via historical reasoning and narrative techniques. Sample 
size is for most historical research not definitive because of the historian’s tendency to assume a 
sub-intentional position. In the words of Geoffrey Elton (2002: 11), a historian has the ‘point of view 
of happening, change, and the particular’. Because historical difference lies at the heart of the disci-
pline (Tosh 2010: 32) historians try to explain the ‘how odd’ and use narrative structures to relate 
events in context.

Of course data should not be faked, but what Peters and Waterman did was even worse. They 
felt compelled to use faked data in order to be perceived as sound, ‘rational’, quantitative, organi-
zational scientists. Ironically, a closer look at the ‘fairy tales’ Peters and Waterman used shows that 
in fact they used genuine historical stories. ‘Fairy tales’, to Peters and Waterman (1982:75), were, 
created by ‘people who tell stories today about T.J. Watson [1874–1956] of IBM [but] have never 
met the man or had direct experience of the original more mundane reality’. Because of their lack 
of knowledge of historical reasoning and historical theory they could not really understand the 
reasoning behind those narratives, but treated them as fictional and named them fairy tales. However, 
Peters and Waterman did notice that those stories were important because they conveyed the organi-
zation’s culture and shared values. Had they only read some books on oral history, they would have 
known that references to the values of the founder or an important actor are very commonly heard 
in many old organizations (Courtney and Thompson 1996; Karsten et al., 2009; Keulen and Kroeze 
2011; Perks 2010a, 2010b). The oral historians of Marks & Spencer, for example, found that:

it has this strong narrative sense of itself and it sees itself not just in terms of the future but also in terms 
of the past… in every department they have their own invested sense of the history of that department… 
that kind of history is part of the internal narrative of Marks and Spencer. (Perks 2010a: 46)

Because of their lack of historical awareness – or what history is and how it theoretically differs 
from science – gurus cannot explain their own fashions, nor do they fully understand their data and 
chosen approach.

Conclusion

The historic turn has resulted in more historical studies within organizational sciences, but one must 
conclude that it has caused much controversy, which has harmed its attractiveness. In this article we 
hope to have shown that the controversy surrounding the historic turn is best understood when the 
differences between organizational science and historical science are analysed. This is insurmount-
able as every discussion about proper history writing results in a debate on the right interpretation of 
historical method, theory, episteme and ethics. Therefore participating in organizational history 
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requires basic knowledge of theories of history, historiography and how history is (un)like social 
science. When the methodological and theoretical biases behind debates within organizational history 
are understood a convincing historic turn can be established. Then it becomes clear why among 
historical scientists the historic turn is disputed and confuses debates within organizational history, 
and how next steps to improve the field can be made.

A renewed interest in theory, historiography and cooperation between organizational and histori-
cal sciences seems fruitful if it is centred on narrative approaches. In fact, the historic turn, which 
was part of the cultural turn in history, was all about the question of narrative. Therefore up-to-date 
organizational history can hardly be separated from historical narrativism. Thus a convincing historic 
turn can be pursued via a narrative approach, because it helps organizational historians to catch up 
with the current state of affairs in historical sciences and the dominant cultural approach in organi-
zation studies.

Finally, a narrative approach is not only theoretically sound and methodologically up to date, 
but is convincing from a broader perspective. Already during the founding phase of the linguistic 
turn it was emphasized that the related new approaches were also important to improve the relevance 
of historical narratives for society. Again it makes clear that every theoretical debate about what 
history is, is also a debate about the use and relevance of history. Historical narrativism helps to 
understand interrelated dominant thinking about organizational behaviour and trends in management 
studies inside and outside academia.

This was illustrated by applying a historical narrative approach to management guru literature. 
From a critical perspective it becomes clear that the used methodology and the accounts produced 
by gurus are disputable. However, more striking is that their work has many characteristics of his-
torical narratives as it is lacking a proper quantitative method, based on stories, broadly understand-
able, a product of its time and therefore only convincing for a certain period. This provides 
organizational historians who are dedicated to the historic turn with several advantages. They can 
use historical narrativism to improve the field of organizational history by writing scientific sound, 
up-to-date and relevant organizational history that deals with the big themes of the zeitgeist and 
that is based on the latest scientific insights, without using forced quasi-quantitative methods. Of 
course, one can use historical narrativism to criticize and debunk guru literature but in fact that is 
just as anachronistic as the work of management gurus themselves as it does not explain why in 
their time gurus were successful nor does it creates awareness that organizational history is itself 
time biased. Above all a chance would be missed to use organizational history in a way relevant for 
management studies, boardroom and shop floor alike.
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Note

1.	 Peters and Waterman illustrated this point by re-publishing In Search of Excellence unchanged in 2004, 
stating that the book was still relevant. In their new foreword (2004: vii, viii) they now urge readers to read 
the theoretical chapters as the best illustration of the book’s relevance after 30 years. According to the 
preface in the 1982 edition those chapters could be ‘skipped’. Sales figures of the 2004 edition did not come 
up to expectations. Ironically, ‘lay’ reviewers on popular book sites such as Amazon understood the histori-
cal boundaries better. Many commentators caution that the book should be read from the perspective of the 
1980s, stressing the relevance of the book in its time, and acknowledging its historical significance as one 
of the first management guru books.
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