
Narrating women at work: Style in archives, life history interviews, and published histories 
 

Alan McKinlay, Newcastle University Business School, University of Newcastle, UK 
alan.mckinlay@newcastle.ac.uk 

Scott Taylor, Birmingham Business School, University of Birmingham, UK 
s.taylor@bham.ac.uk 

 
Narrative is found or constructed in historical research in a wide range of ways, each with its 
own epistemological implications. Here we explore one aspect of the narratological process, style 
(Czarniawska, 2003), in writing histories of women and work. We examine the conventions of 
style in the production of history in archive, life history interview, and published academic 
writing, illustrating our discussion with reference to a current research project (McKinlay & 
Taylor, 2013a&b). The methodological confessional tale we tell also traces the narratological 
shifts made as our historical narrative moved from an individual to corporate/institutional to 
conceptual tale.  
 
Each narrative style is obviously different in how it both enables and delimits the nature of the 
content (Czarniawska, 2003). We argue here that women are positioned very differently by the 
narratological conventions of each of the three modes of representation. Archives tend to 
produce stories about women, positioning them as characters in the stories of others 
(institutions, corporations, men); life history interviews are intended as a methodological tool to 
generate stories by women, locating women as narrators of the individual empirical tale; and 
published histories position both of these empirical narratives as carriers of conceptual 
argument. The narrative of this paper suggests that there is a close relationship between style or 
genre (form) and purpose (content). Reading historical artefacts for style in this way, including 
our own narratives, is an important means of reflecting on how the subjects of our research, and 
we, are disciplined and therefore governed.  
 
References 
 
Czarniawska, B. (2003) ‘The styles and stylists of organization theory’, in Tsoukas, H. & 
Knudsen, C. (eds) The Oxford Handbook of Organization Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  
McKinlay, A. & Taylor, S. (2013a) ‘The business of the marriage bar: Banking and female 
employment c.1900-1945’. Paper presented to the Association of Business Historians conference, Preston, 
July.  
McKinlay, A. & Taylor, S. (2013b) ‘Organizing women and work: Before, during and after the 
marriage bar’. Paper presented to the Management History Research Group, Lancaster, July.  
 


