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This special issue raises three grounding questions for management learning and education:

1. In what sense is rational action the aim for management learning and education?
2. How do we cultivate rational managers and workplaces?
3. In studying management learning and education, what alternative conceptions of rationality

emerge?

These questions have taken on pressing urgency for management educators. Questions about the
efficacy of evidence-based approaches to decision making (Morrell & Learmonth, 2015), long standing
concerns over whose and what rationality is at stake (Nkomo, 1992; Ross-Smith & Kornberger, 2004),
and the associations between reason, selfishness and business schools’ teaching (Ghoshal, 2005;
Rollert, 2018), are being accompanied by doubts about the utility of rationality as a key tool in a
manager’s skillset (Newark, 2017). Relatedly, mounting concerns about the trustworthiness of

information in the wake of fake news and propaganda warfare (McKay & Munro, 2012; Etter, et al.,



2018) are being amplified by the rapid rise of (big) data analytics, technological mediation (George et
al., 2016) and artificial intelligence, that have begun to radically transform or replace human work
(Richardson, 2016), including the “thinking work™ of managers (Chun, 2016; Kallinikos, 2011; Zuboff,
1988). In asking how to educate managers to cope and excel in such environments, this Special Issue is
motivated by a basic consideration: is the conception of rationality that frames and provides the content

for management training programs and business school curricula adequate?

From its theoretical beginnings in Max Weber and Frederick Taylor’s classic contributions, through
thinkers like Schumpeter, Follett, Simon and Chandler, management is conceived as rational activity
(March, 2003; Joullie, 2016). Management learning and education, consequently, becomes a means of
developing managers equipped with skills to design and encourage a rational ordering of material and
symbolic wealth production through advocacy of generic standards, evidence-based procedures and
calculable aims (Glen, et al., 2014; Akrivou & Bradbury-Huang, 2015). Importantly, this line of
thought assumes an intimacy between management practice and agent neutrality, where evaluation
criteria are taken as objectively settled and organizational roles and structures are defined through
clear, procedural reasoning. With the onset of technology, and with reason becoming almost
synonymous with information processing enhanced by digitized analysis (Kiechel, 2010), management
practice—and education—has increasingly turned into a technical exercise involving KPIs, integrated
governance systems, evidence-based decision making, best practice performance assessment systems,

and many other rationalistic tools (Rousseau, et al., 2008).

This understanding of reason has been subjected to increasing criticism from a number of sources,
raising serious questions about management practice and appropriate forms of management education
(Kepes, et al., 2014). Studies in behavioral economy, for example, have mapped our extensive inability
to live up to the standards of rationality, whether those instilled through the occupation of
administrative roles or those associated with knowing and balancing of multiple interests (Kahnemann
2003). The insight into our proneness to systematic bias intensifies the need for new forms of
management. It is in this context that the focus on nonrational behavioral modification, such as
nudging, as central management tools, becomes relevant (Thaler & Sunstein 2008), and more broadly a

shift in focus from improving the behavior of boundedly rational actors through learning and feedback



(Augier, 2004) to accommodating or expanding the boundaries of rationality, including interest in
irrationality, as points of departure for inquiry into management and organizational learning (Kieser,

2008; Roberts 2012; Vince 2010).

Others question the nature and practical use of rational standards. They suggest managers learn and
become experts through a situated capacity for discerning what to do in in specific situations (Contu,
2013; Feldman and Orlikowski, 2011); a skill which transgresses what can be made fully explicit in
procedural terms. Instead of carefully calibrated value assignments and weighted decision making, a
more immediate involvement with emerging events becomes articulated as a condition of judgment
(Holt, 2018) as found in unfolding rationality (Quattrone, 2015), phronesis (Clegg & Ross-Smith 2003;
Shotter & Tsoukas, 2014), wisdom (Kessler & Bailey, 2007; Nonaka, et al. 2014; Rhee, 2010),
practical reason (Hibbert et al., 2017), performative praxis (Cabantous & Gond, 2011), metis (Mackay
et al., 2014), design thinking (Glen et al., 2014), and bounded emotionality (Mumby & Putnam, 1992).
Some even suggest the abdication of rationality altogether, instead entertaining “absurdity,” “play,”
“luck,” “spirituality,” or “mindfulness” (Wagner 1978; Gebauer 2012; Izak 2015; Newark, 2017); non-
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rational immediate action based on “enthusiasm,” “confidence,” and “improvisation,” (Cunha, et al
2015); bricolage, practical coping (Dey & Mason, 2018); and managing as art and craft (Mintzberg,
2004). Others suggest simple rules associated with agility (Sull & Eisenhardt, 2012) as a more

appropriate modus operandi for management practice.

These concerns for rationality in the context of management learning and education are accompanied
by current developments in the field of philosophy, notably attempts to reconceive and thereby
rehabilitate rationality (McDowell, 1996; Brandom, 1994). Whilst these philosophers agree that reason
is “nonnegotiable” (Pinker, 2018), the modeling of reason according to ideals from the natural sciences
remains contested. Instead reason may be conceived as a practical capacity for self-governance that
presupposes training, exercise and cultivation so as to constitute agency and identity (Korsgaard, 2009).
Relatedly, some discuss the kind of knowledge that may be conceived as expressions of reason and

whether the forms of objectivity hitherto regarded as fixed, neutral, and context-free, might be better



understood as entwined with experience and hence with the objects and materials of interpretation

(Barad, 2007; Figal, 2010; Hibbert, Beech & Seedlock 2017).

This Special Issue seeks to critically engage with this debate. In asking whether rational action can be
an (or “the”) aim for management learning and education, we invite empirical and conceptual
contributions that develop or help reevaluate the persuasiveness of the criticism of the traditional
picture of rational management, as well as manuscripts reconceiving of rational management, such that
it can overcome or circumvent these objections. We are therefore also looking for contributions that
explore wider conceptions of reason which develop a fuller and more embodied understanding of
human conduct in the context of management learning and education. In asking how rational managers
and workplaces may be cultivated, we also invite papers that develop learning and education strategies

or pedagogies.

One avenue toward understanding the prominence of the procedural picture within management and
strategy is thus to engage with philosophical sources of inspirations for the paradigm of rational
decision making within management. For example, Donald Davidson’s (1963) work on procedural
rationality has had profound influence on the idea of rational choice in economics and management (cf.
Isaac, 2014). On the other hand, philosophers, both living and from the tradition (Aristotle, Eth. Nich.;
Kant, 1957; Korsgaard, 2009), have labored to articulate alternative conceptions of what it means to be
rational and how this capacity can be cultivated. Such figures may also act as valuable resources in the
attempt to develop an alternative paradigm or at least a more nuanced conception of rationality with
relevance for management learning and education. We also encourage submissions investigating how a
better understanding of reason can also be of practical help in clarifying our self-conception as

management educators.

In addition, we encourage studies that show forms of managerial reasoning in action and how these
have been sustained, challenged and refined, including alternative understandings of rationality. These
challenges and alternatives can emerge from reflections on how reason is experienced within different
educational and organizational roles and positions, within different cultural and social contexts, and

within different experiences of self and group development, both as learners and educators.



Suggested topics:

e What is the history of reason in management and what implications can be drawn for
management learning at the business schools? In particular, how, historically, have rationality
and rationalization been entangled?

e What is the relationship between notions of rationality, learning and technology (both historical
and current) (Zuboff, 1988), in particular the role of analytics and information processing
apparatuses (e.g. Bachmann & Shah, 2016; Chun, 2016)?

e What are key developments, revisions, or modifications to our conception of rational standards
within social theory, philosophy as well as management theory, and what are their implications
for rationality as an implicit or explicit authority within management learning and education
(e.g., Beyes, Parker, & Steyaert, 2016)?

e What notions of rationality are prevalent in management practice, education, and leadership
development, and how is their effectiveness evaluated (e.g., Rousseau & McCarthy, 2007)?

e What can a revised conception of our capacity for reason, for example based on work within the
behavioral sciences, offer to the discussion on managerial micro foundations and the behavioral
strategies adopted by organizations and individuals (e.g., Greve, 2013)?

e How is rationality understood, developed and taught in different cultural traditions and spaces?

e How can we develop the idea of rationality as a situated capacity within the field of
management using for example resources from the phenomenological tradition or design
thinking, and how can we teach this capacity to management students?

e Are there differing conceptions of rationality associated with different organizational positions
(for example seniority) and roles (research and innovation, risk management, marketing,
strategy, and so on)?

e How do gender, ethnicity and age influence the conceptions of rationality and how they are
incorporated into management education? (Ely et al., 2011; Nkomo, 1992; Richardson, 2016;
Ross-Smith & Kornberger, 2004)



e What is the relationship between reason, humor and play in management education (Kark,
2011)? How can for example the capacity for irony, rhetoric and aesthetic playfulness—
traditionally linked with the cultivation of reason—be used by management educators in order
to shape and nuance our capacity for rationality (e.g., Whiteman et al., forthcoming)?

e How may developments or critical modifications of our conceptions of rational standards for
management be incorporated into management education? What are the pedagogies and
didactics implied by different conceptions of management rationality?

e What is the relationship between rationality, ethics, and character and how can business school
curriculums integrate these relations (e.g., De Los Reyes, Kim & Weaver, 2014)?

e The use and influence of tools in reason-based learning, notably their being implicated in
political and emotionally charged processes as readily as cool, analytic ones (e.g., Jarzabkowski

& Kaplan, 2015)?

References

Akrivou, K. & Bradbury-Huang, H. 2015. Educating integrated catalysts: Transforming business
schools toward ethics and sustainability. Academy of Management Learning & Education, 14(2): 222—
240.

Augier, M. 2004. James March on education, leadership, and Don Quixote: Introduction and interview.
Academy of Management Learning & Education 3(2): 169-177.

Barad, K. 2007. Meeting the universe halfway: Quantum physics and the entanglement of matter and
meaning. Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press.

Beyes, T., Parker, M., Steyaert, C. 2016. Introduction: Why does management education need
reinventing? In The Routledge Companion to reinventing management education, ed. T. Beyes, M.
Parker, C. Steyaert. London: Routledge,

Bachmann, G., and Shah, N. 2016. Hacking the classroom: Rethinking learning through social media
practices. In The Routledge Companion to reinventing management education, ed. T. Beyes, M. Parker,
C. Steyaert. London: Routledge.

Cabantous, L, Gond, J.-P. 2011. Rational decision making as performative praxis: Explaining
rationality’s éternel retour. Organization Science 22(3): 573-586.

Chun, W. 2016. Updating to remain the same. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Clegg, S. & Ross-Smith, A. 2003. Revising the boundaries: Management education and learning in a
postpostitivst world. Academy of Management Learning & Education, 2(1): 85-98.

Contu, A. 2014. On boundaries and difference: Communities of practice and power relations in creative
work, Management Learning 45 (3) 89-316.



Cunha, M., Neves, P., Clegg, S., Rego, A. 2015. Tales of the unexpected: Discussing improvisational
learning, Management Learning, 46(5): 511-529.

Davidson, D. 1963. Action, reasons, causes. Journal of Philosophy 60 (23): 685-700.

De Los Reyes, G., Kim, T.W., Weaver, G.R. 2014. Teaching ethics in business schools: A conversation
on disciplinary differences, academic provincialism, and the case for integrated pedagogy. Academy of
Management Learning & Education, 16(2): 314-336.

Dey, P., Mason, C. 2018. Overcoming constraints of collective imagination: An inquiry into activist
entrepreneuring, disruptive truth-telling and the creation of “possible worlds.” Journal of Business
Venturing, 33: 84-99.

Ely, R. J., Ibarra, H., & Kolb, D. M. 2011. Taking gender into account: Theory and design for women’s
leadership programs. Academy of Management Learning & Education, 10(3): 474-493.

Etter, M., Ravasi, D., Colleoni, 2018. Social media and the formation of organizational reputation.
Academy of Management Review. Forthcoming.

Feldman M and Orlikowski W 2011. Theorizing practice and practicing theory. Organization Science
22(5): 1240-1253.

Figal, G. 2010. Objectivity. The Hermeneutical and Philosophy. Translated by Theodore D. George.
Albany, NY: State University of New York Press.

Gebauer, A. 2012. Mindful organizing as a paradigm to develop managers. Journal of Management
Education 37(2): 203-228.

George, G., Osinga, E., Lavie, D. & Scott, B. 2016. Big data and science methods for management
research. Academy of Management Journal 59(5): 1493-1507.

Ghoshal, S. 2005. Bad management theories are destroying good management practices. Academy of
Management Learning & Education, 4(1): 75-91.

Glen, R., Suciu, C., Baughn, C. 2014. The need for design thinking in business schools: A review,
Academy of Management Learning & Education 13(4): 653-667.

Greve, H. R. 2013. Microfoundations of management: Behavioral strategies and levels of rationality in
organizational action, Academy of Management Perspectives, 27(2): 103—119.

Holt, R. 2018 Judgment and strategy. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Hibbert, P, Beech, N. & Seedlock, F. 2017. Leadership formation: Interpreting experience, Academy of
Management Learning & Education 16(4): 603—622.

Isaac, J. 2014. Donald Davidson and the analytic revolution in American philosophy, 1940-1970.
Historical Journal 56(3): 757-779.

Izak, M. 2015. Learning from a fool: Searching for the “unmanaged” context for radical learning.
Management Learning 46(1): 87-104.

Jarzabkowski, P., Kaplan, S. 2015. Strategy tools-in-use: A framework for understanding “technologies
of rationality” in practice, Strategic Management Journal, 36: 537-558.

Joullie, J.E. 2016. The philosophical foundations of management thought. Academy of Management
Learning & Education, 15(1): 157-179.

Kahneman, D. (2003) Maps of bounded rationality: Psychology for behaviorial economics. American
Economic Review 93(5): 1449—1475.

Kallinikos, J. 2011. Governing through technology. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan,

Kant, I. 1957/1790. Kritik der Urteilskraft. Ed. W. Weischedel. Berlin, Germany: Suhrkamp Verlag.
Kark, R. 2011. Games managers play: Play as a form of leadership development. Academy of
Management Learning & Education 10(3): 507-527.



Kepes, S., Bennett, A, McDaniel, M. 2014. Evidence-based management and the trustworthiness of
our cumulative scientific knowledge. Academy of Management Learning & Education 13(3): 446—466.
Kessler, E. & Bailey, J. (eds.) 2007. Handbook of organizational and managerial wisdom. Thousand
Oaks, CA: Sage.

Kiechel, W. 2010. Lords of strategy: The secret intellectual history of the new corporate world.
Boston, MA. Harvard Business Review Press.

Kieser, A. & Koch, U. 2008. Bounded rationality and organizational learning based on rule changes.
Management Learning 39 (3): 329-347.

Korsgaard, C. 2009. Self-constitution. Agency, identity and integrity. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
March, J. 2003. Rationality, foolishness, and adaptive intelligence. Strategic Management Journal, 27:
201-214.

McDowell, J. 1996. Mind and World. Boston, MA: Harvard University Press.

McKay, B. & Munro, 1. 2012. Information warfare and new organizational landscapes: An inquiry into
the ExxonMobil-Greenpeace dispute over climate change. Organization Studies 33(11): 1507-1536.
Mintzberg, H. 2004. Managers not MBAs San Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers.

Morrell, K., Learmonth, M. 2015. Against evidence-based management, for management learning.
Academy of Management Learning & Education 14(4): 520-533.

Mumby, D. and Putnam, L. 1992. The politics of emotion: A feminist reading of bounded rationality.
Academy of Management Review 17(3):465-486.

Nkomo, S. 1992. The emperor has no Clothes: Rewriting race in organizations Academy of
Management Review 17(3): 487-513.

Newark, D. 2017. Leadership and the logic of absurdity. Academy of Management Review, 43(2): 198—
216.

Nonaka, 1., Chia, R., Holt, R., & Peltokorpi, V. 2014. Wisdom, management and organization.
Management Learning 45(4): 365-376.

Pinker, S. 2018. Enlightenment Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress. New
York: Penguin Books.

Quattrone, P. 2015 Governing Social Orders, Unfolding Rationality, and Jesuit Accounting Practices
Administrative Science Quarterly 60(3): 411-445.

Rhee, M. 2010. The pursuit of shared wisdom in class: when classical Chinese thinkers meet James
March. Academy of Management Learning & Education, 9(2): 258-279.

Richardson, L. 2016. Feminist geographies of digital work. Progress in Human Geography 42(2) 244—
263.

Roberts, J. 2012. Organizational ignorance: Towards a managerial perspective on the unknown.
Management Learning 44(3): 215-236.

Rollert, John P. 2018. The B-school experiment and the rise of renegade capitalism. Critical Inquiry
44(3): 479-497.

Ross-Smith, A., Kornberger, M. 2004 Gendered rationality? A genealogical exploration of the
philosophical and sociological conceptions of rationality, masculinity and organization, Gender, Work
and Organization, 11(3): 280-305.

Rousseau, D. and McCarthy, S. 2007. Educating managers from an evidence-based perspective,
Academy of Management Learning & Education, 6(1): 84—101.

Shotter, J. & Tsoukas H. 2014. In Search of Phronesis: Leadership and the Art of Judgment. Academy
of Management Learning & Education 13(2): 224-243.



Sull, D. & Eisenhardt, K. 2012. Simple rules for a complex world. Harvard Business Review,
September.

Thaler, R. H. & Sunstein, C. 2008. Nudge. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Vince, R. 2010. Anxiety, politics and critical management education. British Journal of Management,
21(1):26-39.

Wagner, J. A. 1978. Organizational double-bind: Toward an understanding of rationality and its
complement. Academy of Management Review: 3(4): 786—795.

Whiteman, G., Zundel, M. & Holt, R. Forthcoming. Provoked by Charlie Hebdo: Visual satire and
management studies. Academy of Management Review. Online first.

Zuboft, S. 1988. In the age of the smart machine: The future of work and power. New York: Basic
Books.



