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Abstract
The purpose of this article is to unravel the link between the past and history to reveal the 
importance and the problems of developing a historically informed critical management studies 
(Booth and Rowlinson, 2006; Kieser, 1994). Drawing on Munslow (2010), we focus on the 
relationship between ‘the past’ and ‘history’ as ‘ontologically dissonant’ (p. 3) to argue for an 
‘epistemically skeptical,’ relational approach to critical organizational history. These arguments 
are explored through analysis of the ‘career’ of Max Weber in management and organization 
studies (MOS).
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Turning MOS with history

The most recent appeal for MOS scholars to engage more with history in their research (Rowlinson 
et al., 2009) has been coined the ‘call’ for an ‘historic turn’ (Clark and Rowlinson, 2004). This 
entreaty is the culmination of almost two decades of ongoing assertion that MOS suffers because 
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of its ahistorical character (Booth and Rowlinson, 2006; Kieser, 1994; Pettigrew et al., 2001; Zald, 
1993). While much of the debate lies beyond the scope of this article (for a more detailed discus-
sion see Bryman et al., 2011; Durepos and Mills, 2012a; Rowlinson, 2004), we focus on those 
epistemic aspects that deal specifically with notions of the past.

While there are far-reaching epistemological differences between those calling for more engage-
ment with history (cf. Rowlinson, 2004; Usdiken and Kieser, 2004), proponents for the historic 
turn generally agree on a need to problematize issues of presentism (i.e. viewing organizations as 
existing in ‘a decontextualized extended present’), universalism (i.e. viewing organizational phe-
nomena as valid across societies and time), scientism (i.e. privileging scientific accounts of organi-
zations) and methods of analysis (i.e. the types of approach used to study organizations).

Much less discussed is the problematic link between history and the past, although Rowlinson 
(2004: 11) has argued that as ‘a result of its inherent ambiguity, history has almost always had to 
tackle epistemological questions, such as “How can we know about the past? What does it mean to 
explain historical events?”’.

For Rowlinson (2004: 10) ‘history is the study, not of past events that are gone forever from 
perception, but rather “traces” of those events’. He adds, ‘these “traces” are the raw materials of 
the historian’s discourse, rather than the events themselves’ (Rowlinson, 2004). Rowlinson (2004) 
and others (Cooke, 1999; Jacques, 2006) within the field of critical management studies contend 
that the issues raised by the call for the ‘historic turn’ raise questions that are fundamental to the 
character and direction of MOS as a whole.

These varied arguments revolve around the problematic of ‘knowledge’ of the ‘past’ and the 
lessons we may learn for the production of ‘knowledge’ per se in MOS. The most thoroughgoing 
attempt to lay out these linkages has been that of Booth and Rowlinson (2006), whose ‘agenda’ 
includes calls for ‘alternative methods and diverse styles of writing appropriate for studying organ-
ization historically’, greater attention to the work of philosophers of history (particularly Foucault 
and White) and more reflection on ‘the link between the history of management thought and the 
teaching of management and organization theory’ (p. 5). Arguing that business schools have been 
cut off from humanistic thinking, Booth and Rowlinson (2006: 7) contend that the historic turn 
should also involve ‘more critical and ethical reflections’.

However, there has been little concerted effort to surface ‘the past’ and its relationship(s) to his-
tory and we argue that this lacuna threatens to derail any reflective potential or liberationary intent 
when engaging with the historic turn. To explain the bases of our concern, we have turned to the 
recent debates within History; debates which call for a thorough ‘rethink’ of that field, and which 
provide an important set of insights concerning the relationship(s) between the past, history, and 
our own rethink in MOS. First, as the mediation of our intellectual projects stem from an unreflex-
ive default to ‘common-sense’ ideas of the past, we have absented the effects of historical con-
sciousness (Lukacs, 1968; Rusen, 2004) as a mode of thinking. This means we often ignore, or fail 
to understand, our actions undertaken as unconscious historians and our role-complicity in creating 
‘history’ through the knowledge production efforts of actor-networks embedded in socio-political 
contexts (Durepos and Mills, 2012a). In a similar vein, Kalela (2012), speaking from within the 
discipline of History, argues that historians need to take account of the ‘social process of history-
making’ (p. 1) and the influence of things like popular and public histories on the making of schol-
arly histories. In short, ‘history-making [is] a basic social practice’ (p. 2) that influences how 
‘history’ is constructed.

Second, and relatedly, as History and MOS have taken distinctly separate paths in their develop-
ment and constitution as disciplines (Weatherbee, 2012), this has resulted in significant intellectual 
and theoretical differences with respect to how the past itself is viewed. Despite the influences of 
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the linguistic/narrative impulses on theoretical positions within History, there still has been a gen-
eral failure in MOS to fully recognize or problematize the ontological differences between the 
‘past’ and ‘history’, ‘event’ and ‘representation’ (Munslow, 2010). The conflation of the ‘past’ with 
‘history’ has significant implications for how we distinguish between and understand the interplay 
of the factive and narrative elements of our research and disciplinary knowledge. Finally, we argue, 
that these two conditions mask the ontological politics (Mol, 1999) and enactment of history-
making within MOS itself. In this respect we fail to recognize that we are part of actor-networks 
who bring about socio-material effects in the world (Law and Mol, 1995); both in our discipline 
and in society at large.

As we will argue below, questions about the relationship between the past and history raise 
epistemic concerns that have hitherto been missing from the call for the historic turn. While we 
sympathize with the earlier factual (Wren, 1979) and contextual (Keiser, 1994) stages in the call 
for a historic turn we argue that the factual and realist approaches reduce history to an atheoretical 
search for facts and their constitution as ‘context’; approaches that tend to compound the problem 
of ahistorical theories of organization with atheoretical accounts of history.

Similarly our sympathy with the more recent methodological stage in the call for a historic turn 
(Booth and Rowlinson, 2006) is tempered by a concern that history is conflated with the past and 
thus ultimately remains a realist project whose plausibility if not accuracy can be explored through 
the right methods. Thus, in proposing what we call an epistemic stage of the historic turn we are 
simultaneously reproducing what we see as the spirit of the debate (ways of representing and 
respecting the past) while developing a thoroughgoing critique of any notion of history that serves 
to reify the past-as-history. To paraphrase Mills and Durepos (2010: 26), ‘we set out to simultane-
ously represent and destabilize past events with the aim of pluralizing history’.

Lessons from History

Across the social sciences and humanities, it was the influence of the linguistic turn which first 
breached the ramparts solidly erected in History by mainstream scientific based approaches to 
historiography (Jenkins, 1991; White, 1973). White’s ‘Meta-History’ (1973) is generally credited 
as leading the first comprehensive assault on the dominant style of history; using issues of narrative 
as the theoretical lever. The subsequent debates in History (the discipline) about history (the sub-
ject) were oriented upon the problematics of representation, specifically, on the ontological and 
epistemological basis underlying the mainstream modernist, i.e. scientific and empiricist, concepts 
of past and of history (Iggers, 1997). These culminated with a call for a ‘rethink of history’ (Jenkins, 
2003), which occurred at roughly the same time as MOS scholars were arguing for a historic turn.

The ‘rethink’ involved a questioning of the basis of conventional history, focusing on issues of 
narrative form (Zagorin, 1999), representation (Ankersmit, 1998), ethics (Fay, 2004), aesthetics 
(Jenkins, 1997b) and the nature of ‘the past’ distinct and apart from ‘history’ (Munslow, 2010). The 
growing recognition of the differences between narrative history and the actuality of the past has 
significant theoretical implications for the practice of historiography (Iggers, 1997). In brief, his-
torians informed by the linguistic/narrative turn began to question the historical practices that 
treated history and the past as synonymous. They argued that as the past was ontologically unre-
coverable (Iggers, 1997; Munslow, 2010) and since it was narrative which, in part, ordered and 
disciplined historical facts, a unitary representation or ‘truth’ of the past based upon fact was an 
unattainable goal. The scientific basis for belief in representational correspondence between his-
torical fact and lived reality was challenged in the view that the past is of a different ontological 
status than history (Iggers, 1997); that history and the past are ‘ontologically dissonant’ (Munslow, 
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2010: 3), that the past is ‘ultimately inaccessible’ (Jenkins, 1997b: 61). In Munslow’s (2010: 37) 
words, ‘We cannot be “in touch” with the past in any way that is unmediated by historiography, 
language, emplotment, voice, ideology, perspective or physical and/or mental states of tiredness, 
ennui, and so on’.

In focusing on the ontological dissonance between the past and history Munslow and other 
poststructuralist historians have had to confront the difficult problem of realism and fact. Neither 
Muslow (2010) nor Jenkins (1997b) deny that people and events in the past once had an ontologi-
cally real status. Max Weber, for example, was a real person who wrote several books at given 
times. However, those ‘facts’ alone do not constitute history; they have to be ordered by a narrative 
account that is shaped by the historian and such things as the conventions of narrative construction. 
As Jenkins (1997b: 61) summarizes the issue:

[We] might thus say that the past as constituted by its existing traces is always apprehended and appropriated 
textually through the sedimented layers of our previous interpretations and through the reading habits and 
categories developed by our previous/current methodological practices. And whilst we suspect that there 
may well be a ‘real past’ (an actual past) metaphorically underlying all our disparate versions of it, we 
‘know’ that that past, that ‘real referent’, is ultimately inaccessible, and that all we have are our versions 
but that that hardly matters, since versions are all we’ve ever had.

Thus, while we can speak of ‘factual knowledge’ (Munslow, 2010) as reference to somethings 
that existed, we cannot reproduce those things or their meanings. Indeed, as Nietzsche argued long 
before ‘there are no facts in themselves. It is always necessary to begin by introducing a meaning 
in order that there can be a fact’ (quoted in Brown, 2005: 102). In short, ‘form (history) always 
precedes content (the past)’(Munslow, 2010: 44).

This suggests to us that an epistemic approach is now needed in order to advance the historic 
turn; one which stands in contrast to the factual, contextual, and methodological phases that have 
characterized the debate so far.

The factual phase consists of a number of accounts throughout MOS that assume that ‘if 
organization studies were to take account of the facts revealed by history then a number of erro-
neous assumptions would be undermined’ (Rowlinson, 2004: 8). Wren (1972, 1979) exemplifies 
this approach. It is an approach, however, which assumes that history is a representation of the 
facts of the past, and largely downplays the role of narrative in the social construction of histori-
cal accounts.

The contextual phase, focusses on the importance of historical context, arguing that organiza-
tional studies can be enriched by taking into account the elements of the past that constitute the 
‘context’ in which organizational phenomena are studied. Kieser (1994) exemplifies this approach. 
However, as Goldman (1994) has pointed out, in this approach the notion of culture and history are 
often used interchangeably to capture the idea of context; that context is under-theorized. Further, 
we would argue, context is also conflated with the past and in a somewhat fixed and concrete 
nature, i.e. that the past is there to be uncovered in its relationship to extant organizational phenom-
ena. Like the factual phase of the debate, the contextual phase fails to question the problematic 
nature of organizational studies (Goldman, 1994).

The methodological phase focusses on the production or crafting processes of history, arguing 
that history has to be understood as the outcome of genres of writing and philosophical means of 
adjudicating historical knowledge. Booth and Rowlinson (2006) exemplify this approach. 
Developed from a critical perspective, the methodological phase of the debate involves a thorough-
going critique not only of historiography but also of management and organization studies. Through 
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a focus on knowledge as the outcome of particular methodological stances, this approach funda-
mentally questions the dominant scientifistic character of organizational studies and related his-
torical accounts. It also suggests a new, epistemic phase in the historic turn focused on the assembly 
of knowledge (Latour, 2005).

The epistemic phase is not so much a radical departure from, as an outgrowth of, the methodo-
logical phase. It seeks to move the historical turn beyond accounts of knowledge of the past (and 
of the present) to understandings of the assembly of knowledge (Latour, 2005). This phase is exem-
plified in the work of Durepos and Mills (2012b) and Weatherbee et al. (2012). Starting with 
Munslow’s (2010) argument that the conflation of the past and history creates ‘the-past-as-history’, 
the focus here is on how notions of ‘the-past-as-history’ come to constitute knowledge; knowledge 
not simply of the past but of the present.

In moving debate towards an epistemic phase we both embrace and distance ourselves from 
poststructuralist accounts in History. We maintain that the dualist nature of relativist-realist 
positioning fails to adequately, and simultaneously, address two issues of direct concern to any 
historical project—(i) empirical evidence or traces of the past and (ii) the nature of representa-
tions. Like Foucault, we wish to occupy the space between positivist knowledge and the sub-
jectivities that produce them (Knights, 2002). To do this we must account for a past world 
inclusive of persons, activities and events (the evidence thereof), as well as for the ontological 
difference between these persons, activities and events and interpretive renditions of them in 
historical narrative(s) (their representations). Our alternative to the extremes of historical real-
ism or nihilsm is a theoretical positioning we have come to call relationalism (for a full discus-
sion see Durepos and Mills, 2012a, 2012b), which takes as its foundation an ontological stance 
that avoids the forced epistemic duality of either having one history based upon an empirically 
justified scientific formulation (Iggers, 1997) or a full plurality of histories and decent into 
postmodern relativism (Lang, 1997; Jenkins, 1997a). We acknowledge the ‘reality’ out there, 
while at the same time, because narratives do matter (Boje, 1991), recognize that the ways of 
constructing history as inscribed knowledge are multiple (Durepos and Mills, 2012a). By draw-
ing upon elements of poststructural narrative historiography (Jenkins, 1991; Munslow, 2010) 
and Actor-Network Theory (Latour, 2005) we develop an ontological perspective that orders 
the researchers gaze toward the relations established, between persons, events and activities in 
the present and those of the past: relations in which we can acknowledge the empirical nature 
of a lived reality, material existence and the agentive nature of narrative in history while remain-
ing epistemologically skeptical concerning the meanings and interpretations which get attached 
to the past through the construction of narrative.

To surface the problem of the-past-as-history and MOS and reveal some of the contours of 
a relational approach to understanding histories, we draw on representations of Max Weber. 
Our point here is not to review Weber in MOS, but to explore the representations of his work 
as forms of knowledge located in MOS histories and, second, to examine the role of concep-
tualizations of the ‘past’ and ‘history’ in the development of those representations. Finally, 
we wish to use the various representations of Weber to underscore the problematics of his-
torical realism thus, hopefully, opening the historic turn to a more relational yet skeptical 
approach. To highlight the disjunctive nature of the past and the difference between the past 
and historical representation, we re-present our analysis in a non-linear chronological order-
ing; beginning in the proximal narratives, then the most distal and, finally, returning to the 
‘middle’ narratives. With each of these conditionals and clarifications in mind, and for the 
purposes of this history, the results of our analysis are presented and discussed in the sections 
that follow.
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Mad Max I: a history of sorts

In undertaking the representation of the past we start at the end of history, or, in what is more com-
monly referred to as now. It is a career stage best characterized as the rethinking of Max Weber. In 
purely factual terms, we ‘know’ that Max Weber was born in 1864 and died in 1920 and that he 
wrote extensively on a range of issues that, arguably, were ideally suited to inform various under-
standings of the characteristics of management and organization in (post) industrial society. Yet, 
according to several recent accounts, much of Weber’s work singularly centres on bureaucracy, and 
even then of a very narrow, mostly descriptive kind (Clegg and Lounsbury, 2009; Cummings and 
Bridgman, 2011). This renewed interpretation is taken from the retrospective creation of a previous 
and somewhat tarnished ‘golden age’ for Weberian theory in MOS; one where Weber’s broader 
socio-political ideas of bureaucracy were first explored in a number of debates which then became 
embedded in various ‘schools of thoughts’ such as Contingency Theory (Pugh and Hickson, 1976) 
and New Institutionalism (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983)—(see Clegg and Lounsbury, 2009; 
Lounsbury and Carberry, 2005).

Nonetheless, mainstream and critical MOS theorists alike continue to refer to Weber as the ‘found-
ing father of organizational theory’ (Lounsbury and Carberry, 2005: 501; Wren and Bedeian, 2009: 
233). This constitutes a kind of second dimension of Weber’s extant MOS career, namely, that for 
some time now he has been constituted as the founder of modern organization theory (Wren and 
Bedeian, 2009, our emphasis) or, more specifically, the founding father of bureaucracy (Bateman and 
Zeithaml, 1990; Bobbitt et al., 1974; Davis, 1967; Koontz et al., 1980; Robbins and Judge, 2008), ‘the 
bureaucratic model’ (Hellreigel and Slocum, 1974: 50) and even ‘modern bureaucracy’ (Gram, 1986).

In many of these accounts Weber is presented as a contemporary of Taylor, the Gilbreths, Fayol 
and other ‘classic’ theorists. Whether intended or not we gain the impression that Weber, Taylor 
and these others not only constituted MOS as a discipline—but also that the discipline of MOS 
(OT, OB, Management and related sub-disciplines) was constituted through their various activities. 
Wren (1979), for example, states that ‘the life and work of Max Weber … run chronologically 
parallel to that of Henri Fayol and Frederick Taylor’ (p. 249). While Fayol contributed to ‘the prin-
ciples and elements of management’, Weber’s theory of bureaucracy was the outcome of his 
‘search for a blueprint of idealized structural arrangements … and technical efficiency’ (Wren, 
1979: 253). This account stands in contrast to others that claim that Weber did not have any notable 
influence on MOS until at least the late 1940s. In this latter historical representation the ‘father’ of 
Organization Theory did not arrive on the scene until after the establishment of the field. For exam-
ple, Dessler (1976: 30) points out that Weber’s work was unknown to management theorists until 
the 1930s and even then was not influential until after it was later ‘translated and published in 
America in 1947’ (see also Filley et al., 1976; Gordon et al., 1990: 32). More recently, Clegg and 
Loundsbury (2009) contend that Weber essentially did not exist for management and organiza-
tional scholars until his ‘discovery’ by Talcott Parsons. It was the perseverance of Parsons, along 
with Merton, Mills, Gouldner and others, over two decades who helps to create the notion of Max 
Weber as an historical figure within MOS. In short, from Clegg and Loundsbury’s (2009) perspec-
tive it was the representations of Talcott Parsons, which helped to invent the idea of Max Weber, 
the organizational theorist.

Enter stage left: meeting Weber

The earliest locatable reference to Weber was in The English Historical Review of 1892, where 
Weber’s ‘Roman Agrarian History and its Significance for Public and Private Law’ (1891) was 
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reviewed (Anonymous, 1892). The next reference to Weber in journals was not until the late 1890s 
where the Quarterly Journal of Economics highlights Weber’s exemplary work on agrarian eco-
nomics (Loeb, 1897). Weber citations appeared next in the journal Science in a report on the 
Congress of Arts and Science, held in the US in 1904. A transcript of his 1904 presentation was 
subsequently published and Weber was introduced as an ‘Author of History of Commercial 
Societies … numerous articles in commercial and scientific journals … Editor of Archiv fur 
Sozialwissenschaft’ (Weber, 1906: 725). In the American Historical Review of 1915 (Westermann, 
1915), Weber’s method for the study of economics in history was portrayed as an empirical exem-
plar, one of only two articles in the previous three decades so recommended. Diehl (1923), in an 
article translated into English by Monroe, describes Weber as an economist and universalist scholar 
to the humanities. Alternatively, in a requiem publication dedicated to Weber by several leading 
German sociologists and economists, Hankins describes Weber as the ‘epitome’ of the best of 
German thinking on sociology (1924). Wirth, who would later become a noted sociologist of the 
Chicago School, declared that ‘The best-known and certainly most quoted sociologist in Germany 
is Max Weber’ (p. 464) and cited five separate Weberian works in their original German (Wirth, 
1926). However, outside of German and nascent American sociological circles Weber would con-
tinue to be represented variously as historian, sociologist and objective economist (Reynard, 1925), 
but not an organizational scholar nor a proponent of management theory.

The ‘plastic’ nature of Weber and his work brings into question the influence of later works in 
the categorizing and claiming of Weber’s work and its importance. DiPadova and Brower (1992), 
for example, claim that Lowell Bennion’s doctoral dissertation on Weber’s methodology (Bennion, 
1933), was the first book length and systematic English translation of Weber’ methodology. 
However, with only 100 copies ever published it did not receive the same degree of exposure as did 
later translations. The first full translation of a Weberian work itself, General Economic History, 
was completed by the institutional economist Frank Knights in 1927 (Weber, 1927). This was 
shortly followed, most notably, by Parsons’ Translation of The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit 
Capitalism (Parsons, 1930). Parsons would commence to ‘promote’ Weber to the wider English 
speaking Academy with his introductory consideration of Sombart and Weber’s conceptualization 
of capitalism in the Journal of Political Economy (Parsons, 1928). Prior to Parsons’ translation of 
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit Capitalism, this, along with two other of Weber’s works, were 
already read and cited in their original German: in 1904 in the Journal of the Royal Statistical 
Society (Anonymous, 1904), in the Harvard Theological Review (Foster, 1908) and again in The 
Biblical World (Mathews, 1915). So, almost three decades prior to Parsons’ translation, The 
Protestant Ethic was already considered a ‘famous discussion of religion in relation to economic 
ethics and the coming of capitalism’ (Plummer, 1928: 465). It would not be until later still, that 
Parsons would significantly revisit Weber’s work with the publication of Structure of Social Action 
(Parsons, 1937).

Even then, Weber’s scholarly persona remained somewhat ephemeral and unconsolidated, 
oscillating between economist and economics, historian and economic history, and finally, as a 
sociologist. One contemporary reviewer of Parsons’ work referred to it as a study of an ‘economist’ 
(Crawford, 1938: 179–178) while another referred to it as a contribution to political-science 
(Catlin, 1939). In one of the first sociological texts written for students (Bogardus, 1929), there was 
no mention of Weber, yet in that same year Abel’s (1929) Systematic Sociology in Germany, which 
included a relatively in-depth review of Weber, was credited as being important to the development 
of sociology in America (Becker, 1929): Halas (2002) would later claim that Abel’s work was 
important in introducing the Weberian concepts of ‘Verstehen’ and ‘Verstehende Soziologie’ into 
the grammar of American sociology. By then Weber’s presence in the sociological community was 
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rapidly growing, with Weber described as an ‘outstanding sociologist’ (Ginsberg, 1932: 432) and 
with the use of Weber’s Ideal-Typical Method, and its application within American-based sociol-
ogy, preventing it from remaining ‘provincial and barren’ (Becker, 1934: 405).

Despite the growing recognition of Weber as a sociologist and his increasing presence in varied 
literatures of other disciplines, Weber, however, could not be located in the contemporary general 
management literature or texts of this time. This absence has potentially different implications for 
MOS histories depending on whether the origins of MOS are attributed to histories where discipli-
nary formation is located in a post-World War II America (Augier, 2008; Augier et al., 2005; 
March, 2005) or at the turn of the century (George, 1968; Khurana, 2007; Wren, 1972), particularly 
in light of Weber’s ‘place and standing’ as attributed in more recent historical contexts. In the case 
of the former it is quite plausible to view Weberian theory as contributing significantly to the field 
as the work was known, while in the case of the latter not so much!

An actor’s roles: Weber in MOS

In the two decades following WWII, management scholars would draw heavily upon sociology, 
economics and psychology (Khurana, 2007) in order to legitimate management as an institution 
and field of study (Pierson, 1959). Thus, Weber arguably came into ‘existence’ in the management 
literature through sociology’s influence. First, in texts that include Bendix (1945, 1946), Gerth and 
Mills (1946), Gouldner (1954), Merton et al. (1952), Parsons (1937), then by the nascent journal 
literature (Clegg and Loundsbury, 2009), before appearing in texts on the intellectual history of 
management (Wren, 1972) and finally in various management curriculum textbooks (e.g. 
McFarland, 1964). The growing Weberian presence occurred during the formalization of the field 
out of a multi-disciplinary chaos that involved numerous efforts to describe and shape the emerg-
ing terrain of the discipline (Kelley et al., 2006; Khurana, 2007).

Arguably, the growing acknowledgement of Weber as a foundational ‘management thinker’ was 
part of a broader process. It was one element in establishing the boundaries of the emergent field 
of MOS through various attempts to historicize its foundations (see, for example, Augier et al., 
2005; Barley and Kunda, 1992; O’Connor, 1999; Shenhav, 1995, 2003; Shenhav and Weitz, 2000; 
Wren, 1972). Nonetheless, it would be some time before Weber gained general acceptance as a 
founding theorist. For example, Weber and his work remained absent from Urwick’s (1956) 
account of the contributions of 70 significant management pioneers and in Heyel’s even more 
comprehensive (1964) Encyclopedia of Management. This was similar to the absence of Weber in 
the field’s nascent journal literature.

Amongst the first journal-based attempts to historicize the field were Koontz (1961) and Scott 
(1961) who in attempting to formulate a synthetic or disciplinary-based sense of order to the ‘jun-
gle’ of management and organization study each explicitly addressed the formative history of man-
agement thought. Unlike the enumeration of specific persons as pioneers or founders, as storied in 
Heyel (1964) and Urwick (1956), both Scott and Koontz—while mentioning significant actors—
approached the ordering of management thinking from an intellectual perspective with various 
‘schools of thought’ having distinct disciplinary-based predecessor characteristics and associated 
research methodologies or approaches. Scott categorized management thinking into three variants, 
Classical, Neo-Classical and Modern variants, while Koontz (1961) described six. While these 
articles were not designed to ‘list’ the contributory work of scholars, numerous scholarly contribu-
tors were described. Weber was not one of them—even though significant emphasis was placed on 
the role of both economics and sociology; two of the dominant disciplinary descriptors given to 
Weber over the previous two decades. Both Scott (1974) and Koontz (1980) would later revisit 
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their descriptions in revised and updated versions of their original articles. However, there would 
still be no mention of Weber or his contributions. This is seen as somewhat anomalous as by this 
time the management field had already seen the publication of two separate intellectual histories—
both of which included Weber and his contributions to management thought (George, 1968; Wren, 
1972). Weber had by then entered the journal literature.

We will eschew a detailed description of journal citations of Weber in this period in the manage-
ment, sociological and organizational theory literature as this has done at length elsewhere 
(Lounsbury and Carberry, 2005). However, we will briefly recapitulate several observations which 
we consider relevant to this analysis. First, citation of Weber was greatest in the sociological litera-
ture, followed by the European management literature, with the North American based general man-
agement literature citing Weber the least. Second, not only did the general management literature 
have fewer citations but it lagged behind the sociological by several years. Third, the overall pattern 
of citations of Weber peaked in the 1960s and has generally declined since, with only a brief resur-
gence in the late 1980s. Finally, the use or positioning of Weber’s theory was treated differently by 
the various sub-specialties citing Weber’s work, e.g. specialties focused on inter-organizational per-
spectives versus an organization-environment focus.

Within textbooks one of the earliest reference to Weber was in the period where management 
was most heavily drawing upon its predecessor disciplines and most tightly focused on the issue of 
business and bureaucracy (McFarland, 1964). Weber was described as a German Sociologist who 
was ‘the first [scholar] to develop a systematic concept of authority in bureaucratic organizations’, 
viz. The Theory of Social and Economic Organization (Weber, 1947). This is a pattern that would 
be repeated in many of the subsequent management texts published in the following three decades. 
A slow process of convergence in representational stereotype through an accrual of narratives 
which would come to dominate Weberian descriptions found in the textbook; one where he is most 
often historically positioned as a founding figure of management and organization studies (see, for 
example, Greenberg et al., 2000; Magnusen, 1977; Moorhead and Griffin, 1998).

Reading Weberian histories in the past

The various representations of Weber in MOS suggest multiple alternative historical career 
traces. Unfortunately these differences are rarely noticed and where they are they have often 
been linked to such things as issues of translation (Baehr, 2001; Clegg and Lounsbury, 2009), a 
failure to read Weber in context (Bendix, 1974) and/or a failure to sufficiently historicize MOS 
in general or Weber in particular (Cummings and Bridgman, 2011) rather than to any problem-
atic concerning the difference between the past and history. Let us examine each issue in turn. 
For the ‘politics of translation’ (Clegg and Lounsbury, 2009: 123), it has been argued at great 
length that much of what we have come to know of as key aspects of Weber’s work, particularly 
The Theory of Social and Economic Organization and The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 
Capitalism, relied on Parsons’ translation. For a vast array of MOS scholars this did not seem to 
be an issue as it was accepted as the simple process of taking words that more or less represent 
reality in one language and translating them into another. Errors, it might be supposed, could be 
rectified when needed by reference to the ‘real’ meaning of the original author. However, as 
Baehr (2001) explains, it is not that simple, as words develop in a socio-historical context and 
their translation is influenced by the socio-historical location of the translator, where there is ‘ a 
transformation of ideas, styles of thinking, modes of expression, indeed a whole context of mental 
imagery and assumptions many of which may be unnoticed by the writer, the translator, and the 
reader’ (Hinkle, 1986 cited in Baehr, 2001: 155).
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Thus, Baehr (2001) shows how the canonical phrase ‘Iron Cage of Bureaucracy’ is actually a 
misreading of a more profound and intended metaphor of bureaucracy—a ‘shell as hard as steel’. 
It was not, according to Baehr (2001), a simple error of description: while an ‘iron cage’ suggests 
some sense of imprisonment of the self, the steel shell was meant to refer to a profoundly changed 
self that has metamorphosed into a different way of being. Drawing on Hinkle’s (1986) idea of the 
‘Americanization’ of Weber’s work, Baehr (2001) goes on to discuss other such errors of transla-
tion (e.g. in Gerth and Mills, 1946) and concludes that ‘the first duty of the translator is to be faith-
ful to the author’ (p. 168). In a similar vein, Clegg and Lounsbury (2009) describe and explain 
Parsons’ (problematic) translation in terms of his authorial commitment to functionalism and the 
Cold War context in which he was developing his later theories. Consequently, they call for ‘a 
deeper engagement with Weber’s scholarship [that] can expand the scope of current organizational 
analysis’ (p. 118) and allow ‘organization theory [to] reclaim Weber as a scholar of domination for 
a discourse whose translations of Weber … are more useful and useable’ (p. 139).

This resurfaces the pressing issues of context as Baehr (2001), Clegg and Lounsbury (2005) and 
others suggest that context influences translation. The point is made at length by Bendix (2005) 
who argues that analysis of bureaucracy or any ‘large-scale organization’, must always take into 
account

a) the social and ideological background of a diversity of persons … b) the institutional setting in which 
the organization must function and its effect on the psychology of internal operation [and] c) the historical 
and psychological context in which the people outside the organization view its activities. (p. 494)

In a later reiteration of this point, Bendix (1974: 245) uses a critique of Gouldner’s (1956) read-
ing of Weber to make the point that: ‘To use Weber’s concepts outside this context requires a rein-
terpretation; otherwise Weber’s intentions as well as his contribution to knowledge are distorted 
and easy to criticize … ’.

This returns us to the issue of past-as-history and historical context, as raised in Bendix’s 
1947 article. It is a cry taken up by Cummings and Bridgman (2011: 77) who argue that a critical 
approach to history is of value for present day management education. By way of illustrating 
their point, they undertake analysis of ‘the representation of Max Weber in management texts’ 
using a set of Foucauldian methods. They conclude that historical awareness is needed to over-
come the ‘wrong-headed configuration of Weber’ in management texts even while ignoring the 
fact that these versions of Weber are those which also comprise the history of Weberian interpre-
tation in MOS.

Each of these authors makes detailed and reasoned arguments that we are sympathetic to. We do 
feel that Weber has likely been badly translated at various times, that he should be read in context 
and that greater attention to historical processes are required. Nonetheless, we are also simultane-
ously concerned by what appears to be the ontological trap contributing to a continued ignorance 
of the various pleas for a more interpretive approach to MOS (and, in a contrawise fashion, lead to 
the further strengthening of basic realist and scientistic accounts of MOS, past and present). We 
base our argument on the following claims.

First, the past has gone and cannot be reproduced. Regardless of the lives of materially real 
people that existed prior to now, representations of those lives are not themselves the reality they 
purport to represent. All of the discussions of Weber that we have reviewed resort at some point or 
another to a claim of representing the real Max Weber; be it a reference to Weber as the proponent 
of efficiency (Wren, 1979), the contextualized (Bendix, 1974) or a more historically correct 
(Cummings and Bridgman, 2011) Weber. Second, representations of the past are founded upon a 
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series of literary (e.g. narrative style), psychological (e.g. the choice made by the author) and 
socio-political (e.g. influences on the author, the subject and the dissemination of the associated 
ideas) factors. That is, from a population of potentially innumerable theorists, someone or other 
had to make the choice to bring Weber to the attention of MOS theorists. The surfacing of Weber’s 
work by various actor and actor-networks involved not only a selected range of his work but also 
a selection of the internal specifics of his particular writings. The presentation of these selected 
elements and interpretations of Weber’s work relied on choices of narrative style to bring the ‘facts’ 
to life, e.g. Weber the apostle of efficiency or the victim of scholarly neglect. Following these 
choices, the crafting of history by subsequent other communities of practice (Clegg and Lounsbury, 
2009) or actor networks (Latour, 2005) then play their additional part in the further dissemination 
of these selected ideas accruing even more.

For those with a direct interest in history and MOS, these past events have been presented as 
‘recovery’ through various excavations; revealing the role of Weber in the making of our field of 
endeavour. What remains masked in each recovery is the author’s own role; not only in determin-
ing which events, people, and timeframes constitute something called MOS, but also in the crea-
tion of MOS as an historical phenomena itself (see, for example, Wren, 1979; Wren and Bedeian, 
2009). This is likely not the type of ‘attentiveness to historical processes’ that Cummings and 
Bridgman, (2011) had in mind. Yet, even though we can admit that the past once existed—one 
where real people lived real lives—it, the ‘past,’ does not have ‘a continuing “material” presence’ 
(Munslow, 2010: 2) into the present. It is a different category of experience from ‘history’ and thus 
‘has considerable consequences for historical thinking and practice’ (Munslow, 2010, p.37). The 
‘past’, contrary to what the debates around issues of translation seem to suggest, does not reside in 
some empirically verifiable form of words that mirror the past. There is no reality-correspondent 
‘truth’ of the past. Rather the words first mediate and thus constitute the past. Historical ‘truth 
(what the past was and what it meant) means to come down to what “appears to be the case” from 
the historian’s perspective’ (Munslow, 2010: 49). In short, no description of the past ‘can escape its 
epistemic status as a figurative and expressive mediation to which the author-historian’s aesthetic 
and ethical judgements are central’ (Munslow, 2010: 7).

Even those scholars whose work has no particular focus on the past-as-history still invoke the 
past, either directly or indirectly, to concretize their message when claiming that the past has spo-
ken, that people and events are established facts and that it is time to move forward with that 
knowledge. The past-as-history means that we need not further concern ourselves with its mean-
ing, as meanings are irrelevant in the present, as Robbins (1997, cited in Cummings and Bridgman, 
2011, 77) argues that ‘students want to know what works and what doesn’t … they are not inter-
ested in the historical evolution or our knowledge’. This declaration evokes notions of a fixed past 
that has somehow (verifiably) contributed to the present in an almost continuous stream of knowl-
edge production. Similarly, for many MOS scholars who reference Weber and his theory of bureau-
cracy, it is as if what is being said are somehow historical facts, rather than representations, 
debatable only in the details!

Even critiques of MOS accounts of Weber tend to evoke problematic rather than problematized 
notions of the ‘past’. We might ask, for instance, given the role of language in mediating the ‘past’, 
how do we decide what is a ‘faithful’ translation of an author’s intent? Given the various (concepts 
of) processes (e.g. biographical, organizational, cultural, economic, political) that are said to influ-
ence human existence what is there to help us decide what constitutes the ‘context’ in which Weber 
lived? Given that the ‘past’ can only ever be represented through such things as tropes, narrative 
style and pre-figured order (Foucault, 1972: White, 1973, 1985) how do we decide what counts as 
an appropriate historical process? The answers to these questions are problematic and left unasked 
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often lead us to default to foundational claims of a ‘real’ past, where perhaps a ‘better’ Weber is 
waiting to be uncovered/discovered. In MOS’ turn to history, these issues remain problematic, as 
we shall argue, and ultimately serve to undermine arguments for more critical accounts of MOS. 
As Munslow (2010: 2) puts it, while we can ‘presuppose the existence of a past’ we should ‘also 
acknowledge the problems involved in describing/inscribing it as “history”’ (p. 2). Something 
which we collectively do not currently do!

Mad Max II: the return of Martin Guerre

After years of living with certain versions of Max Weber in MOS, a number of recent accounts have 
attempted to herald the return of a different, more rounded and more profound Max Weber. A Weber 
who is perhaps more comfortable in a new postpositivist (Prasad, 2005) surrounding than the older, 
more positivist, version (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). Like the story of Martin Guerre (Davis, 1983), 
we are asked to believe in the new Max Weber—but we can’t reference any foundationally-based 
evidence of this as ‘we cannot demonstrate in and through our histories that we have the basis for 
“true” knowledge about what the past did mean’ (Munslow, 2010: 4). However, Munslow (2010: 
46–53) offers a way out of the conundrum through what he calls ‘multiple skepticism’. What this 
means is that we can accept that things (people, their interactions, and accounts of those lives) 
existed before now. For example, we can certainly claim with some verifiable accuracy that Max 
Weber existed in the past, and that he was the author of certain texts. We may therefore accept that 
it is a reasonable expectation that an historical account be about things that must have existed and 
taken place (Veyne, 1984). However, acceptance of either of these tenets does not imply an accept-
ance that somehow a history is ‘real’ and that the past can be more or less accurately represented 
through it. For ‘skeptical historians are likely to doubt the knowability of “the” meaning of the past 
because … the past does not exist (i.e. is known before it is “(hi)storied”’ (Munslow, 2010: 3–4). 
Thus, a skeptical approach is one that presupposes the existence of a past but also acknowledges the 
‘problems involved in describing/inscribing it as “history”’ (Munslow, 2010: 2).

Towards an epistemic phase of the historical turn

The primary ‘grounding’ for a skeptical approach is ethics and aesthetics; a self-consciously ethical 
position that views ‘the production of knowledge about the past’ not as an end in itself, but as a way 
of disrupting ‘the certainties of the present and so [opening] the way to imagining a different 
future’ (Scott, 2006, quoted in Munslow, 2010: 70: see also Booth and Rowlinson, 2006; Jacques, 
1996 who make very similar points). The issue of aesthetics is summed up nicely by Jenkins 
(1997b: 62), who argues that

historiography—despite its sometime empirical features—is, in the forming of its ‘narrative substances’ 
… an aestheticising practice. Accordingly, because aesthetics are not subject to true/false interrogation … 
such a discourse cannot logically support true/false ‘significations’ beyond the level of the statement or the 
chronicle.

Quite simply, yet profoundly, a skeptical historian understands that, to paraphrase Weick (1995), 
historical narratives can only be about their plausibility rather than any correspondent measure of 
accuracy.

MOS is a discourse ‘constituted by a matrix of texts, theories, concepts, practices and institu-
tional forms and arrangements’ (Westwood and Clegg, 2003: 1). Much of the matrix is inscribed in 
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and constituted by the narratives found in our journals and texts (whether presented as histories or 
not) and these are forms of discursive practice and instantiations of power (Foucault, 1980) in our 
field. They become the legitimating devices (Mumby, 1987) used to regulate the field as ‘what we 
create in language “uses us” in that it provides a point of view (a context) within which we “know” 
reality and orient our actions’ (Boje et al., 2004: 571). Only by understanding the ontological dif-
ferences between representations of the past, historical narratives and the irrecoverable and 
unknowability of the past reality of the world, can we begin to see that the present epistemic con-
figuration of the ‘matrix’ that is MOS is the result of our ordering of history—not of any past 
comprised of a series of present moments where we collectively argued that ‘this is the way it is’ 
based upon the past-as-history logic of the ‘this is the way it was’!

As we have shown in the various representations of Weber, including the histories of Weber 
constructed over time, Weberian narratives are the results of the ‘interests’ of the various communi-
ties of practice or actor-networks established in relation to their own projects, their own schools or 
their own perspectives. These relations are both created by these actors and networks, for we are 
all historians (Geary, 2008), as much as they are mediated by how our histories portray and inter-
pret Weber and his work. Thus, the mutability of Weber and Weberian theory is the result of the 
ongoing process of subsequent and iterative re-interpretation of Weber as scholars, situated in one 
socio-political moment, move between their present projects and Weberian historical traces in 
another socio-political moment. The implication from this view is that a ‘Parsonian’ Weber cannot 
be any less, nor any more, ‘truly’ Weberian than a ‘Bendixian’ (Bendix, 1960), ‘Cleggian’ (Clegg 
and Lounsbury, 2009) or ‘Shenhavian’ (Shenhav, 2003) version. Each representation is, at its most 
fundamental, an historical interpretation of Weber’s work made within a specific socio-political 
context and for a specific purpose. Each is one scholarly reading of Weber’s theory, used in an 
attempt to persuade others of a specific point of view or perspective; philosophical, political, theo-
retical or methodological: a fluidity of meaning of interpretation when read in the present 
(Westwood and Clegg, 2003). In this respect, historical knowledge is always continuously emer-
gent and historical awareness is the result of an ongoing process of oscillation occuring in the 
intellectual spaces opened up between an ever-shifting present and an unrecoverable past. Thus, 
relational views of history fosters skepticism by opening up history through multiple understand-
ings of the past by allowing us to ask different questions than we otherwise may have as ‘every way 
of seeing is also a way of not seeing’ (Burke, 1935: 70).

For critical management scholarship the (skeptically) relationalist approach outlined here still 
poses various problems and challenges, not least of which is a renewed questioning of both realism 
and recent calls for a ‘materialist turn’ in MOS and relativist claims of a specifically individualist 
or discursive kind found in poststructuralist historiography. Thus, even while we draw on Munslow 
(2010), Jenkins (1997b) and other postructuralist historians for understandings of the past/history 
conundrum, our point of departure lies in the notion that historical accounts are always multiple 
and adjudicated by individual historians (Fish, 1994). We argue instead for an approach that 
draws on the sociology of knowledge to explain how history-as-knowledge held by a community 
is produced through an historicized actor network (Durepos and Mills, 2012b) that allows us to 
‘follow the actors’ in the development of MOS and its history. In that process, our embedded 
critique of materialism should only be read as a question of balance and emphasis. We accept the 
ontological reality of people as material beings but contend that there are no epistemologically 
universal truths or projects of liberation embedded in these persons as ‘facts’—or the past-as-
history perspective. Facts and narrative yield only the potential for more or less plausible accounts 
within networks. For example, while Shenhav’s (1995; Shenhav and Weitz, 2000) otherwise use-
ful relational account of the development of Taylorism is grounded in realist notions of 
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the primacy of facts and a metaphysical notion of history as both real yet transcending human 
existence, for us the liberationary potential lies in freeing human action from the burden of how 
we believe history while simultaneously retaining our ability to capture what is important through 
stories and narratives over time.

The project of history should be one of understanding and meaning-making as history is argu-
ably one of the last, and most powerful, discourses to retain a hold on extant knowledge and our 
recourse to settle disputes by references to the ‘past’. It permeates our arguments and thus sidesteps 
and avoids the critical gaze that we otherwise bring to all other aspects of the present and the capa-
bility to move understanding in new directions. Thus, we call for an approach to the development 
of critical organizational histories that at one and the same time exposes (and thus weakens) the 
socially assembled nature of history-as-knowledge, while continuing to value the character of nar-
ratives as multiple but not fully definitive. Developing a more critically oriented historical con-
sciousness allows us to avoid the ‘common-sense’ trap of the conflation of the past with history. By 
recognizing the ontological difference between the ‘past’ and ‘history’ we can develop a more 
nuanced understanding of the productive and enactive dimensions of history-making in our 
research and surface the ontological politics of our work. A reflexively balanced historicizing pro-
cess is one that remains cognizant of the interplay between the factive and narrative elements in our 
writing, acknowledges that history is neither singular and unitary nor plural and relative and stems 
from the relations of actors as they become networks (or vice versa) in a particular socio-political 
context. Taken together, we see this as an approach which allows MOS to more fully and more 
reflectively engage with History and history in answer to the call for an ‘Historic Turn’: an approach 
that critically sets out to move forward the call for more plural understandings of the past while not 
buying into the metaphysical notion of history as the arbiter of the past.
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