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Organization theorists increasingly seem to agree that “history matters,” both for 

understanding ourselves (Brown & Härtel, 2011) and organizations (Sydow, Schreyögg, & 

Koch, 2009). New institutionalists in particular have continually affirmed importance of history 

for understanding organizations (Tolbert & Zucker, 1983: 36). But even new institutionalism has 

a tendency to become ahistorical. Organization theorists tends to share the general social 

scientific skepticism towards archival narrative history (Sewell, 2005: 225). In a book on Theory 

and Method in Organization Studies one leading organization theorist, Antonio Strati, even 

suggested that consulting organizational archives is: “not properly a method of empirical 

organizational research because data and information are collected, rather than being directly 

generated in the course of the organizational research” (Strati, 2000: 133-134). Or else history is 

regarded as prosaic storytelling, with the implication that we don’t need to use our critical, 

skeptical faculties when we’re reading history (Down, 2001), and historical narratives can simply 

be incorporated to illustrate theoretical arguments.  

Organization theorists do not seem to acknowledge the implications from historiography, 

as “the writing of history and the study of historical writing,” that there are many different kinds 

of history (Jordanova, 2006: 228). The “historic turn” (Jordanova, 2006: 63; McDonald, 1996; 

Sewell, 2005: 81-82), may have opened a dialogue between the humanities and wider social 

sciences (Zald, 1996). But, to paraphrase Hayden White (1987: 164), the leading philosopher of 

history, if you are going to turn to history, you need to have a clear idea of which history you’re 

turning to, and whether it is compatible with your values.  
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That suggests that, as Kuhn (1970: 1) argued on the first page of The Structure of 

Scientific Revolutions, history needs to be seen as more than merely a repository for “anecdote 

and chronology.” So if history really does matter for organization theory, we need some idea of 

what kind of history it is that matters, otherwise we’re left with nothing but a “common sense” 

definition. To paraphrase Hayden White, without a theoretical stance in relation to history, 

organization theorists might just be seen as unwelcome tourists, “wandering around the streets of 

the past” (White, 1987: 164) looking for a set of data.  

 In this paper we will argue that in order to know what we mean when we say something 

like “history matters” for understanding organizations, we need to have a theoretical 

understanding of what separates organization theory from history, what makes them 

epistemologically distinct fields. If we know what kind of history we are talking about, then we 

will have a better idea of the kinds of history that are feasible for organizational research and 

writing. The variety of history reflects different responses to what Paul Ricoeur, the philosopher 

of history, calls the epistemological “problematic of the representation of the past” (Ricoeur, 

2004: xvi), especially regarding the status of narrative, the nature of evidence, and the treatment 

of time (Lorenz, 2011). Responding to this problematic, we will propose three epistemological 

dualisms in which organization theory appears to be divided from history, and which inhibit 

organization theorists from writing narrative history derived from primary documentary sources.  

To summarize the argument: in the dualism of explanation historians are preoccupied 

with the epistemological problems of narrative construction, whereas organization theory 

subordinates narrative to analysis. In the dualism of evidence narrative history is largely derived 

from eclectic but verifiable documentary sources, whereas organization theorists prefer data 

constructed from replicable procedures. In the dualism of temporality historians continually 
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constructed periodization from sources and historical contexts, whereas organization theorists 

tend to treat time as a constant, or import periodization as given from historiography.  

Unfortunately we cannot look to practicing historians for guidance on theorizing what we 

mean by history in the same way that we might look to practitioners in other disciplines, and for 

the most part especially not our neighbors in the field of business history. To quote Hayden 

White again, history in general is more “craftlike” than the social sciences, which means that 

explicit theoretical or methodological statements are not necessarily required for historical 

writing (White, 1995: 243), especially for narrative history. There’s a longstanding “resistance to 

theory” from practicing historians (Lorenz, 2011: 15-16; Fulbrook, 2002: 25). This is evident in 

the title of Evans’s (1997) celebrated riposte to postmodernism, In Defense of History, which is 

often cited, especially by business historians (e.g. Toms & Wilson, 2010), to suggest that the 

challenge from theory can be safely ignored (Finney, 2005: 149). Evans’s book is actually a 

good primer on historical theory, and the implicit theoretical assumptions that underpin the 

“craft” of history are explained in the relatively separate field of historical theory (Megill, 2007). 

And so our three epistemological dualisms are derived from reading historical theory. 

From the outset we have to recognize that dualism is implicit in the concept of history 

itself. According to the well worn quote from Hegel, “the term History unites the objective with 

the subjective side … it comprehends not less what has happened, than the narration of what has 

happened.” (Hegel, 1956; quoted in White, 1987: 11-12). So it is generally accepted that history 

covers: First “the totality of past human actions”, and second “the narrative or account we 

construct of them now” (Walsh, 1967: 16; quoted in Callinicos, 1995: 4; see also Sewell, 2005: 

327). As a result of this “double meaning” historical theorists make a distinction between 

ontological theories that refer to “history as an object,” and epistemological theories concerned 

with “knowledge of that object” (Lorenz, 2011: 20).  
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Organization theorists tend to assume that a theory of history refers to the ontology of 

history, whereas historical theorists are generally more concerned with the implications of 

historical epistemology (e.g. Megill, 2007). So, for example, to say that “history matters” in 

organization theory usually means that past human actions are seen as ontologically significant 

for path dependence (e.g. Sydow et al., 2009). But equally it could be said that “history matters” 

epistemologically for understanding how the past can be known or represented, either directly 

through our own organizational research and writing, or perhaps more importantly through 

historiography.  

The paper will explore the three epistemological dualisms we have outlined in greater 

depth, focusing on the dualism of explanation, between narrative and analysis, which will 

provide a framework for considering a narrative turn in business history. The objections to 

narrative construction from social science have been rehearsed by historical theorists such as 

Allan Megill (2007; see also Sewell, 2005: 225). Megill argues that a “scientistic form of anti-

narrativism” holds sway in social science which insists on “the language of law and theory, not the 

language of narrative” (Megill, 2013: 68-69). Narrative history also faces what philosophers of 

history call the “impositionalist objection,” according to which “recounting the past in the form 

of a story inevitably imposes a false narrative structure upon it” (Norman, 1998: 156; see also 

Carr, 1998). Unfortunately the default position for craft historians can be characterized as a form 

of objectivism, or “historical realism,” where history is seen as an “untold story” that exists 

independently and prior to being discovered and told by the historian (Norman, 1998: 155).  

The resistance to writing up qualitative social science research in a narrative form 

(Riessman, 2011: 314) derives from the impositionalist objection to narrative. Martin (1992: 25), 

for example, consciously “avoids narrative structure and other forms of textual seduction” in her 

writing. Taking more account of agency and meaning in organization theory, as in new 
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institutionalism, has led to increasing recognition that narratives are amenable to deconstruction 

(Boje, 1995) or analysis as data (Hardy & Maguire, 2010; Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006: 240; 

Pentland, 1999). Organization theorists also recognize the ontological status of narrative as 

constituting objects, or “artifacts” (Venkataraman, Sarasvathy, Dew, & Forster, 2013), that 

“enable and constrain” individuals and organizations (Pentland, 1999: 721). But since narrative 

analysis takes stories as the “object of investigation” (Riessman, 1993: 1), it has, if anything, 

reinforced the impositionalist objection to narrative construction in organization theory.  
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