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This presentation emerges from a project on the idea of an ‘enterprise culture’ as experienced 

in Britain in the 1980s. The project utilizes an oral history methodology and has so far 

conducted a number of interviews with participants in a government scheme known as the 

Enterprise Allowance Scheme (EAS). Launched in 1981 the EAS was designed to encourage 

the unemployed to engage with enterprise and, ideally, become successful entrepreneurs and 

business owners. Those so far selected for interview came from what might be called 

alternative political positions that were at best sceptical about, if not absolutely hostile to, the 

‘enterprise project’ enacted by the then Thatcher government. This choice of interviewees 

was a deliberate tactic to highlight the ideological content of the enterprise project and the 

wider concept of enterprise/entrepreneurship, a dimension of those concepts that is normally 

submerged in much entrepreneurship and business history scholarship. In addition to 

conducting interviews, most of the interviewees have been well-known to the authors for 

many years and I was personally present at or involved in many of the experiences and events 

discussed in the interviews. The project has from the start been consciously framed in terms 

of storytelling. Interviewees have been encouraged to reflect on and talk about trajectories to 

and from various points in their lifespans to date, not necessarily in chronological order. 

Memory, remembering, and recalling have all been important. The work carried out so far 

has been written up in two working papers, one relatively conventional in structure, content, 

and argument, the second much looser and more impressionistic, integrating the author’s own 



memories and experiences and possibly including passages close to fiction – certainly re-

imaginings. This piece of writing was intended to evoke more than to explain. 

Analytically, the project is rooted in the micro-historical method of a constant 

movement backwards and forwards between different scales and contexts. The accounts of 

the interviewees are juxtaposed against other accounts of the same period concerned with 

establishing a wider context or picture. There is thus created a tension and dynamic by and 

between structure and agency. In particular, in setting up this wider context, recourse was had 

to the speeches made by Conservative leader and British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher 

over more than three decades, in which she developed her thinking on the relationship 

between enterprise, the individual, the nation, and its history. This development can be 

thought of as an ideological and intellectual project, though much of its coherence may only 

be apparent now. At all levels, from the personal to the national, both amongst interviewees 

and in the Thatcher project, myth, fable, legend, metaphor, and symbol emerge as recurring 

elements of the accounts. These are called up in relation to times and events both immediate 

(in time and space) and distant (including many centuries before), personally experienced and 

not, and having statuses ranging from dominant to contrary, normative to oppositional, 

prosaic to folkloric, surfaced to submerged. Intermingling, cross-cutting jumps in time and 

space, involving the holding up of one element against another in more or less explicit 

exercises in comparison and contrast, were striking – ‘characters’ and events that could never 

have encountered one another in ‘reality’ were brought into contact and dialogue: 

Shakespeare, Falstaff, Urizen and Los, Watt, Boulton and Brunel, Wally Hope; Agincourt, 

the industrial revolution, and the Battle of the Beanfield. Condemnations, appeals, 

exhortations, and praise, sat alongside each other as elements of all accounts. There was a 

consciousness of wider settings. Tones were wry, wistful and nostalgic, amused, self-

conscious, reflective, wise and, at times, dispassionate. People enjoyed the opportunity to talk 



about their pasts. Conversations prompted them to think about the possibility of threads 

linking them to past selves, experiences, and others.  

Nonetheless we should perhaps be wary of assigning particular tasks, work to be 

done, to these various elements of the accounts. Instead, I argue, they lend resonance, depth, 

and power rather than enabling explicit sense-making. Similarly, I am reluctant to rush into 

labelling these accounts and what people (interviewees, myself) do with them as narratives or 

narrativizations. The key elements of a satisfying narrative were only weakly present, 

particularly so in the accounts of my interviewees. Resolution and closure (denouement) are 

never quite achieved; beginnings and middles are never quite stabilized. Instead, as 

reminiscences circle round, the thread is always picked up at a slightly different point. The 

story is forever being written over, over and over again. The interviewees do narrate, or ‘tell’: 

but they do so from one present moment to the next. Telling in life, as opposed to narrating 

on the page, even about the past, always takes place in the present and so without the 

possibility of a conclusion. The first task of my presentation will then to query the usefulness 

of a call for a narrative turn in business history. We need to ask questions of the conceptual 

apparatus that such a turn would necessarily bring with it.  

Still, we need to put our research in some sort of form that can be communicated to 

others. Historians have always written narratives and the vast majority of history writing, 

including in business history, continues to adopt a narrative form. We also, at the same time, 

often decline to make explicit our theoretical positions. Our narrative constructions do that 

for us, we assume. Together, the preference for a narrative form combined with theoretical 

reticence tends to naturalize the relationship between the form of how we say things and the 

content of what we say, but this has its dangers. This was made forcefully evident to me 

when I presented on this project at an organization studies conference in the summer of 2013. 

My audience found my account engaging and interesting but struggled to position what I had 



to say in relation to the concepts and theories they were familiar with. It was ‘just’ 

storytelling. To an extent, instead, they wanted account, on the one hand, and explanation on 

the other to stand out starkly against one another, related but separate. Though I thought I had 

constructed my interleaving accounts with care, mimicking the way in which the accounts 

themselves constantly shifted their focus in terms of time, space, and scale, this deliberate 

ordering remained just beneath the surface for much of the audience. Something was lost on 

them. Narratives, as constructs, are explanations separate from the thing they claim to 

represent. In becoming separated from the thing represented they also become closed or 

completed. They are abstractions and as such have a particular and, currently, privileged 

status as forms of knowledge. We might instead look back to an earlier earlier understanding 

of storytelling, in which myth and reason are not separated, in which we find resonance and 

correspondence acting on us. So I also want to think about the epistemological value and 

status of different types of storytelling. 

 


