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PREFACE 
This dissertation consists of three papers, which are meant to be as self-standing. Earlier 

versions of the papers have been presented in various forums, including international 

conferences and seminars. The details of each paper are listed below.  

The paper “The Matter of Matter of the Past: Unveiling Temporal Materiality in 

Organization Studies” (hereafter, Study 1) is a literature review paper and is single-authored. 

The paper has been discussed during Visiting Period at Copenhagen Business School (January-

July 2022) and has been presented and discussed at the Organization Theory Winter Workshop, 

2nd-3rd February 2023, Oslo. 

The paper “Organizational category work: the case of “Historical Shops” (hereafter, 

Study 2)  is an empirical paper, co-authored with Professor Maria Lusiani, Department of 

Management, Ca’ Foscari University of Venice. The previous version of the paper was 

submitted to Journal of Management Studies and rejected after reviews. Previous versions of 

the paper have been presented at EURAM Conference 2020, Warwick Summer School on 

Practice and Process Studies 2021, The Academy of Management Meeting 2021. 

The paper “Politics of time around a legacy: the case of Caffè Pedrocchi” (hereafter, 

Study 3) is an empirical paper, co-authored with Professor Giovanni Favero, Department of 

Management, Ca’ Foscari University of Venice. I presented earlier versions of the paper at the 

2nd Workshop on Business History in Central and Eastern Europe "Uses of the Past by 

Enterprises in Central-Eastern Europe" , 7th EIASM Workshop on Managing Arts and Cultural 

Organizations 2020, EGOS 2021 (Sub-theme 01: Organization & Time: The Situated Activity 

of Time Enactment), Process Organization Studies Symposium (PROS) 2021. I also discussed 

the previous version of the paper at the Centre for Business History at Copenhagen Business 

School (Department of Management, Politics and Philosophy). The current version of the paper 

has been accepted for presentation at BHC Meeting 2023 and at EGOS 2023 (Sub-theme 51: 

Organizational History for Good: Legacy, Collective Memory, and Change).  
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All the three papers have been discussed with distinguished scholars and peers during 

the PhD Visiting Period I spent at Copenhagen Business School, Department of Organization, 

from January to July 2022.  

Furthermore, even if not included in this thesis, during my PhD course I have developed 

an empirical paper on the topic of ‘Historical Shops category’ in public media, which can be 

seen as complementary and integrative to Study 2. The paper is entitled “Public Discourse and 

Category Formation: A Topic Modelling Exploration of ‘Historical Shops’ on Italian Media” 

and is co-authored with Maria Lusiani and Dario Bertocchi. It has been published in PuntoOrg 

International Journal (2020, vol. 5, no. 2, pp. 99-134; DOI: 

https://doi.org/10.19245/25.05.pij.5.2.2) as part of a Special Issue titled ‘Automatic 

understanding of texts in social and computer sciences’.  

  

https://doi.org/10.19245/25.05.pij.5.2.2
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ABSTRACT 
The study of the past and its effects on organizations in the present and for the future 

has been increasingly finding space in organization and management studies. Slightly 

distancing from the most widespread rhetorical history approach, some scholarship has started 

to acknowledge the relevance of material objects, artefacts, physical spaces, buildings, and 

other remaining from past times in recollecting, remembering and representing the past in 

organizations. This thesis aims extending this topic by asking: how does the materiality of the 

past affect the present and the future of organizations?  

In the first paper, I review the roles of materiality in uses of the past and organizational 

memory studies and I propose the idea of ‘temporal materiality’ through two more dynamic 

perspectives for its study: ‘performing’ (in time, through practices) and ‘historicizing 

(considering its embeddedness with the historical context).  

In the second paper, I deepen the ‘performing’ perspective focusing on the category of 

‘Historical Shops’. Adopting a multiple case study design and a qualitative methodology, I 

found that ‘category work’ occurs when organizational categories are well designed by policy-

makers for formal recognition, but also coherently performed day-to-day through material, 

spatial and verbal practices, allowing for the experience of the category and its wider situated 

recognition.  

In the third paper, I delve into the ‘historicizing’ perspective through a historical case 

study on a Historical Café, problematizing uses of the past literature through the concept of 

legacy. I provide a process model explaining the management of a legacy over time, dealing 

with multiple actors and materiality, which acknowledge the co-existence of change and 

continuity in material and pluralistic settings where the past is unavoidable and contested. 

Overall, the thesis contributes to a further understanding of the widely studied 

relationship between continuity and change in organizations and to the emerging stream of 
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studies concerning the history as experienced more than as told, with a historiographical 

reflexive approach. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Management and organizational scholarships increasingly recognize the past to play a 

vital role in organizational present and future (Brunninge, 2009; Bucheli and Wadhwani, 2014; 

Casey and Olivera, 2011). For this reason, around some decades ago, a ‘historic turn’ in 

organization studies has started to be brought forward by both business historians (Bucheli and 

Wadhwani, 2014; Kipping and Üsdiken, 2014; Rowlinson et al., 2014) and organizational 

scholars (e.g. Suddaby, 2016). Notwithstanding the various pleas to integrate the both 

disciplines (e.g. Üsdiken & Kieser, 2004), what the exhorted ‘historic turn’ produced in the 

following years has been a variety of approaches which sometimes overlap and other times 

contrast, given a fragmentation in both the ontologies and the methods regarding the study of 

the past (Decker et al., 2021; Foroughi et al., 2020). The use of historical methodologies and 

archival data for producing theories in management and organization studies has been labelled 

as “Historical Organization Studies” (Maclean et al., 2016). As noticed by Decker and 

colleagues (2020), these kinds of studies are beneficial for exploring matters that are not 

observable today, but unfortunately, they treat history only as a setting for a study and are 

therefore uncapable of providing a picture on the effects that the past has for organizational life 

in the present and for the future. This task is handled by the studies on “Uses of the Past”, a 

stream of literature that aims at understanding the employment of the past for organizations’ 

present purposes (Wadhwani et al., 2018). Given the increased interest in this topic, many 

scholars started to explore the role of memory and organizational remembering (Blagoev et al., 

2018; Decker et al., 2021), thus feeding another stream of studies labelled “Organizational 

Memory Studies”, defined as “an inquiry into the varieties of ways that organizations and 

organizing processes shape, and are shaped by, remembering and forgetting” (Foroughi et al., 

2020:1726). Both uses of the past and organizational memory studies mainly rely on 

retrospective methods (Decker et al., 2021), i.e. the classical methods in social constructionist 

organization studies, that are qualitative methodologies drawing from interviews, observation, 
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and secondary data. The two streams are also associated by the conception of the past as 

memory, i.e. the collective representation of the past, rather than history, i.e. the knowledge of 

the past (Jenkins and Munslow, 1999; Munslow, 1997). Just few studies, by now, has tackled 

uses of the past with a historical approach (e.g. see Lubinski, 2018; Rowlinson & Hassard, 

1993; Smith & Simeone, 2017). What holds is that the past is chronologically gone and the 

ways to recall it in the present are either narrating it through history or remembering it by 

memory. A major stress on the relationship between the past (as gone and remembered), the 

present (as ongoing activities), and the future (as still not existing, but imaginable), is explored 

in the studies about “Temporality” (Schultz and Hernes, 2013). The temporality approach 

conceives the organization as always in becoming (Hernes, 2014, 2022), where past and future 

are continually defined and re-defined in situated activities (Schultz and Hernes, 2013) through 

“temporal work” (Kaplan and Orlikowski, 2013). Therefore, the past (as well as the future) is 

“neither given not stable, but require[s] constant attention and negotiation in the ongoing 

present” (Schultz and Hernes, 2013). According to this vision, the past is a collection of 

experiences, occasions or periods that are available for actors’ recall (Hernes and Schultz, 

2020). Although the past may receive some closure, it can always be reinterpreted in the present 

(Hernes, 2014, 2022) through “materials of the present” that “shape how past and future events 

are addressed by actors” (Mead, 1932; Hernes & Schultz, 2020). 

And yet, most studies dealing with the effects of the past in organizational present (and 

future), notwithstanding their plurality of ontologies and methodological approaches, grounds 

their contribution on the analysis of historical narratives in form of written or oral texts (Sadeghi 

and Islam, 2021; Schultz and Hernes, 2013). In managerial literature, this probably derives from 

the large interest in “rhetorical history”, i.e. “the strategic use of the past as a persuasive strategy 

for managing key stakeholders” (Suddaby et al., 2010: 157), which is mostly based on the study 
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of narrative accounts of managers that flexibly reconstruct corporate history for specific 

purposes.  

However, thinking that the interpretation of the past in the present can derive only by 

textual account is limiting our possibility to study how the past is recollected in the present in 

organizations, given “the contingent “stickiness” of past material reality’ (Abbott, 2001; 

Blagoev et al., 2018). Indeed, “memory takes root in the concrete, in spaces, gestures, images, 

and objects” (Nora, 1989: 9), and when materiality is invested of a symbolic and functional 

meaning it becomes a proper ‘site’ of memory (ibid.). Therefore, materiality from the past -

including material objects, artefacts (often collected in corporate museums), physical spaces, 

buildings and other remaining from the past - still have effects on organizing. 

However, not many contributions in management and organizational literature have 

interrogated on the way in which materials deriving from the past have effects on present and 

future organizing. This is even more surprisingly given the increasing importance of the 

“material turn” in organization studies (Baldessarelli et al., 2021; Boxenbaum et al., 2018; 

Carlile et al., 2013), brought forward to complement with materials and visuals the plethora of 

papers concerned with the power of discourse in various organizational processes and 

dynamics, and developed almost in parallel with uses of the past literature (the Organization 

Studies special issues “Towards an articulation of the material and visual Turn in organization 

studies” by Boxenbaum, Jones, Meyer and Svejenova, and “History as Organizing: Uses of the 

Past in Organization Studies” by Wadhwani, Suddaby, Mordhorst and Popp, have both been 

published in 2018).  

Therefore, through this thesis, I aim at delving into the relationship between materiality 

of the past and organizing, by asking: how does the materiality of the past affect the present 

and the future of organizations? 
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I reply to this overarching research question through the three studies composing this 

dissertation, whose structure is outlined in Table 1. As showed, the first study provides a 

theoretical umbrella to the topic, while the second and the third ones empirically develop the 

theoretical perspectives emerged from the first study on two different constructs in 

organizational theories. I explain hereafter in detail the structure of the thesis and the connection 

between the three papers.  

Table 1 - Structure of the thesis 

Thesis title Matter of Time:  
Materials from the past in organizing for the future 

Overarching 
Research 
Question  

How does the materiality of the past affect the present and the future of organizations? 

 Study 1 (literature review) 

Paper Title The Matter of Matter of the Past: 
Unveiling Temporal Materiality in Organization Studies 

Research 
Question What roles materiality of the past has in using and remembering the past in organizations? 

Emerging 
Theoretical 
Perspectives 

“anchoring” materiality; “inspiring” materiality 

“performing” materiality “historicizing” materiality 

 Study 2 (empirical – qualitative) Study 3 (empirical – historical) 

Paper Title Organizational category work: the case of 
“Historical Shops” 

Politics of time around a legacy: 
the case of Caffè Pedrocchi 

Research 
Question 

How are symbolic and material resources 
contributing to the situated recognition of an 

organizational category? 

How do organizations manage a legacy over 
time, dealing with its materiality and with 

multiple actors’ diverse stakes and temporal 
orientations? 

Empirical 
Setting 

Meso level 
Historical Shops in Genoa and Padua (Italy) 

Micro level 
Historical Café in Padua  

(Italy) 

Emerging 
Theoretical 
Constructs 

Category work, category performance, 
category experience, category formal and 

situated recognition 

Politics of time, legacy as enabler or 
burden, contextual dynamics 
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The first study addresses the overarching research question through a review of 

organizational literature, by asking, specifically: What roles materiality of the past has in using 

and remembering the past in organizations? By reviewing some exemplar papers at the 

intersection of past and materiality, the study disentangles the roles of ‘anchoring’ and 

‘inspiring’ materiality in current literature in uses of the past and organizational memory 

studies. Then, by problematizing these as “static” views on materiality, it advances two 

complementary, more dynamic perspectives that literature has not directly addressed yet: 

‘performing’ materiality and ‘changing over time’ materiality. Overall, it shows that materiality 

of the past affects the present and the future of organizing by contributing to both stability and 

change in organizations.  

The two perspectives proposed in the first study are deepened respectively in the 

empirical studies 2 and 3 in relation with two different theoretical constructs: ‘category’, widely 

studied in managerial literature, and ‘legacy’, which instead is still an emerging one, using the 

same empirical setting, the one of Historical Shops in Italy. The empirical setting of Historical 

Shops – i.e. long standing retails with historical, cultural and traditional values, normally 

located in city centers – was particularly fitting to the investigation of these research questions 

because it provided a sample of still ongoing organizations which are characterized by an 

evident materiality and which rely on continuity as their main asset, but at the same time are 

also invested by the changes that, more or less naturally, occur in our societies and cities with 

the passing of time. 

Through a qualitative multiple case study on Historical Shops in Genoa and Padua 

(Italy), the second study aims at shedding light on the situatedness of ‘category work’ by asking: 

How are symbolic and material resources contributing to the situated recognition of an 

organizational category? It shows the ‘performing’ role of the materiality of the past by 
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disentangling material, spatial and verbal practices as fundamental drivers for category 

experience and, hence, category situated recognition. 

Through an in-depth historical case study on Caffé Pedrocchi, a historical café in Padua 

(Italy), the third study aims at investigating the effects of receiving a ‘legacy’ by organizations, 

considering the legacy’s relationality and contextual situatedness, by asking: How do 

organizations manage a legacy over time, dealing with its materiality and with multiple actors’ 

diverse stakes and temporal orientations? It shows that the ‘changing over time’ materiality 

constrains organizations, but also enables their future by being trans-formed, while being trans-

ferred, over time. 

Overall, the thesis contributes to organization theories and to historical organization 

studies by providing an informed overview on the employment of the materiality of the past in 

organizations, that opens up reflections on the widely studied relationship between continuity 

and change in organizations (Hernes, 2014; Tsoukas and Chia, 2002), and on the emerging 

stream of studies on experiencing – more than narrating –  history (Crawford et al., 2022; 

Lubinski, 2018). 

The following chapters contains the three studies at the core of this thesis and an overall 

conclusion of the dissertation.  
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STUDY 1 

The Matter of Matter of the Past: Unveiling Temporal Materiality 

in Organization Studies  
Camilla Ferri 

Ca’ Foscari University of Venice, Department of Management 

 
 
 
Abstract 

The past and its effects on organizations in the present (and for the future) have been 

increasingly finding space in organization and management studies. Responding to a call for a 

‘historic turn’ in this realm, uses-of-the-past and organizational memory studies have brought 

different - but related and sometimes overlapping - perspectives on the relevance of the past in 

organizations and organizational processes. Slightly distancing from a ‘pure’ rhetorical history 

approach - more centered on a strategic interpretation of the past based on discourse, narratives 

and spoken or written language -, some scholarship interested in the past has started to embrace 

the so called ‘material turn’ in organization studies. Material objects, artefacts, physical spaces, 

buildings, and other remaining from past times have been acknowledged to play a relevant role 

in recollecting, remembering and representing the past in the present. However, perspectives, 

research methods and insights differ from paper to paper, probably due to distinct theoretical 

approaches to the past and to materiality. Through a narrative review of some exemplars of 

published works at the intersection of the past and materiality, this paper aims at showing the 

different roles that materiality has in uses of the past and organizational memory studies. Basing 

on these insights and in the wake of the “historiographical reflexivity” approach advanced by 

Decker, Hassard and Rowlinson (2020), I propose an agenda for future research advocating a 

“temporal materiality”, which comprises the study of materiality in time (through practices) 

and over time (considering a view on materiality and its embeddedness in the historical 

context). 
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Keywords: past, memory, history, , materiality, historiographical reflexivity 

Introduction 

Growing attention is devoted by management and organization scholarships in the study 

of the effects of the past in organizations. Grounded in the ‘historic turn’ in management, 

launched by business historians  and organizational scholars (e.g. Suddaby, 2016), the “Uses of 

the Past” stream (Wadhwani et al., 2018) started investigating how organizations remember (or 

forget) the past and employ it for present purposes. This literature stream agrees on the idea 

that the past is chronologically gone, but often underestimates the conceptual difference 

between history and memory, through which the past can be retrieved in the present (Decker et 

al., 2021): memory is a “collectively shared representation of the past” (Decker et al., 2021; 

Olick, 1999; Suddaby et al., 2023), perceived in continuity with the present (Decker et al., 

2021), while history is the “knowledge of the past” which is more clearly distinct from the 

present (Decker et al., 2021; Jenkins and Munslow, 1999; Munslow, 1997). The majority of 

studies in “Uses of the Past” are retrospective and qualitative (Decker et al., 2021), and 

approach the past more as memory than as history. This connects “Uses of the Past” stream 

with the emerging and broader literature of “Organizational Memory Studies” (Foroughi et al., 

2020). Just few studies by now tackled the uses of the past from a historical perspective, using 

historical sources and methods (e.g. Lubinski, 2018; Rowlinson and Hassard, 1993 as analyzed 

in Decker et al., 2021).  

Either retrospective or historical, most of these contributions build on narratives of the 

past, in the form of written or oral texts (Sadeghi and Islam, 2021; Schultz and Hernes, 2013). 

Especially, they stress the interpretative malleability of histories and show how managers and 

other organizational actors leverage on them to persuade key firm stakeholders and reach 

strategic goals (Foster et al., 2017; Suddaby et al., 2010, 2021, 2023). However, what these 

studies often disregard is that the past has a material aspect, beyond a narrative one. Indeed, the 
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past comes into the present also through materials, like objects, artefacts, physical spaces, 

buildings and other remaining, that may still have consequences on the organizations carrying 

or receiving them. As pointed by Sadeghi and Islam (2021: 4), “historical representations are 

articulated not only in the minds and words of actors but also in their practices and material 

constructions”. Furthermore, “historical objects are more than mere passive objects from the 

past […] they both constrain and enable remembrance of the past” (Blagoev et al., 2018 in 

Hernes, 2022: 166). Notwithstanding these arguments, not many contributions in Uses of the 

Past and Organizational Memory studies have devoted a systematic attention to the role of 

materiality in using and remembering the past in organization. 

By “materiality”, I mean here the combination of matter and form (Leonardi, 2012), 

which express itself in the physical properties1 – e.g.  size, shape, weight, orientation, or 

placement’ (McDonnell, 2010:1801) –  of artefacts, objects, building, spaces, places, etc, that 

“shapes processes through its tight connection to the social realm” (Boxenbaum et al., 

2018:601). 

Different scholars underlined how materiality affects organizing: it allows to better 

conceive new ideas and stabilize complex ones (Boxenbaum et al., 2018), it supports 

institutional maintenance (Colombero and Boxenbaum, 2019) and sensemaking (Stigliani and 

Ravasi, 2012), it triggers sensory reactions capable of influencing individual and collective 

behaviours in organizations (Baldessarelli et al., 2021). Ultimately, matter matters because it is 

inherently entangled with the social (Carlile et al., 2013). 

 
1 I refer here to “physical properties” to distinguish materiality from visuality (two concepts that are often theorized 
together, e.g. as in Boxenbaum et al. 2018). For the scope of this article, which aims at understanding the 
materiality of the past in organizing, I argue that visuality (e.g. images, photographs, illustrations) is included 
within materiality – in line with what theorized about “material artefacts” in aesthetics by Baldessarelli and 
colleagues (2022). Accordingly, I distinguish materiality from practices, but I acknowledge the existence of 
“material practices” – meant as “patterns of behavior involving the collection, production, manipulation, or use of 
one or more types of material artefacts” (Stigliani and Ravasi, 2012:1238) – which are at the basis of the 
“performative” role of materiality of the past proposed further in the article. 
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Inspired by the growing interests in materiality and the past in organization studies, and 

acknowledging the relevance that materials coming from the past have in organizational 

memory and uses of the past, with this paper I more explicitly dig into the roles that past 

materiality has in using and remembering the past by analyzing some empirical papers that have 

been published at the intersection of these realms. 

Based on these readings, I first identify two perspectives (which I label “anchoring” and 

“inspiring”) through which materiality of the past has been treated in currently published papers 

on uses of the past and organizational remembering. Then, I adopt a problematizing approach 

(Alvesson and Sandberg, 2020) and propose two different perspectives (that I label 

“performing” and “historicizing”) which result to be less – or less explicitly – utilized when 

studying materiality from the past in organizational remembering and uses of the past. The 

paper contributes to the literature on uses of the past and organizational memory by proposing 

a new research agenda in this realm, that does not exclude what previously done but 

complement and advance it by the acknowledgement of a “temporal materiality”, a dynamic 

and historiographical reflexive view on materiality based on the focus on practices and the 

historical context, which broadens the current state of art considering materiality of the past 

almost exclusively as a static resource in organizations. 

Methodological note  

This paper does not want to be a systematic review of the whole literature published in 

organization and management studies at the intersection of the past and materiality, rather it is 

a narrative review of this field (Ferri et al., 2018) made with the intention of being an “opening 

up exercise” (Alvesson and Sandberg, 2020), aiming at widening organizational scholars’ sight 

on the ways to conceive past materiality in organizational uses of the past and memory. To this 

purpose, I have selected papers that explicitly (in keywords, abstracts, introductions) refer to 

“uses of the past”, “organizational remembering”, “organizational memory”, or “uses of 
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history” as for their positioning, and to “materiality”, “artefacts”, “materials”, “material 

memory”, “historical artefact”, “historical material”, “tangible memories” in the whole paper 

and analysis. The selected papers are exclusively empirical, since my interest is to understand 

the role of materiality in uses of the past and organizational memory in different case studies 

starting from phenomena observed in the field.  

Given the focus on the effects of the past in the present, I have chosen papers where 

“materiality”, “artefacts”, “materials”, “buildings”, etc. are expressions relating to materials 

coming from the past in the empirical analysis. For this reason, I have excluded those papers 

that are positioned in uses of the past or organizational memory but consider materiality from 

present perspectives. For example, I have excluded Crawford and colleagues's (2022) study on 

Grand Canyon Dories, since the materiality they speak about refers to new boats constructed in 

order to remember a “painful past” of destroyed natural wonders. For a similar reason, I have 

also excluded papers that talk about materiality in the past, but that does not have any effects 

in the present, i.e. those papers using “the past” and historical methods as settings (e.g. 

Giovannoni & Napier, 2022; Giovannoni & Quattrone, 2018), pertaining more to “historical 

organization studies” (Maclean et al., 2016) than to “organizational memory studies” (Decker 

et al., 2021; Foroughi et al., 2020).  

Furthermore, since materiality is also widely defined as comprehending or 

complementing spatiality (e.g. Baldessarelli et al., 2022; Boxenbaum et al., 2018; Schultz & 

Hernes, 2013), I have decided to include papers analyzing buildings with the concept of space 

(e.g. Decker, 2014; Liu and Grey, 2018). This also resonates with the diffused notion of Lieux 

de Mémoire of Pierre Nora (1989), described as material, symbolic and functional sites evoking 

memory and narrating history to people visiting them.  

The review covered empirical papers published in high-ranked management journals 

and business history journals: Academy of Management Journal, Administrative Science 
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Quarterly, Organization Science, Organization Studies, Human Relations, Organization, 

Business History.  

Once selected the sample of papers, I have carefully read each one and identified how 

those studies considered materiality in using and remembering the past in the organization they 

analyzed, e.g. by replying to questions like: how does materiality of the past affect the way in 

which the past is used or remembered in the focal organization? What does materiality of the 

past do in the organizations that use and remember the past? And also: how is materiality 

conceived (e.g. as something standing, or as something evolving)?  

Through an in-depth analysis of the papers, considering the kind of materiality involved, 

the literature addressed, the research question, the methodology, and the key findings regarding 

materiality and the past (as reported in Tables 1 and 2 in the following paragraphs), I have 

inductively disentangled four categories: “anchoring” and “inspiring” were the most evident 

and populated, while “performing” and “historicizing” emerged as residual ones, after a critical 

analysis of the previous ones, which provided a “problematization” to the current literature 

(Alvesson and Sandberg, 2020) and future avenues of research towards a conception of a 

“temporal materiality”.  

The role of ‘materiality of the past’ in organizational present and future 

Current literature has highlighted two main perspectives on the role of materiality of the 

past in organizational memory and present uses of the past in organizations. I have summed 

them up under the labels anchoring and inspiring, and hereafter I explain them in detail through 

the reference to some exemplar pieces in both perspectives. Table 1 provides a summary of 

these exemplary papers and their main features.  

‘Anchoring’ materiality 

Given their physical features of ‘stickiness’ (Abbott, 2001) and endurance over time, 

past materials are often found to confer stability to organizational processes and provide 
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concreteness to abstract values or concepts. In this perspective, materiality anchors 

organizational processes to the past, imprinting a sense of continuity that can be useful for 

making sense of problematic situations, for defining core values of the firm, or its identity.  

Howard-Grenville, Metzger and Meyer (2013) refer to ‘tangible resources’ to identify 

some material underpinnings fueling a process of reproduction of a community’s collective 

identity. Through a longitudinal study from 1973 to 2011, the paper analyzes three phases in 

which Eugene’s collective identity as “Track Town U.S.A” declines, is threatened and finally 

resurrects. The ‘tangible resources’ are broadly defined as financial, human and physical, and 

juxtaposed with intangible ones, focusing more on symbolic aspects and relational systems 

within the community. The authors show that able community leaders use tangible resources 

and mutually leverage on intangible ones to orchestrate experiences arising emotions among 

community members. The staging of these ‘live’ experiences is successful in reproducing the 

identity when other members find them resonating with the past and therefore evaluated as 

authentic. Instead, when experiences are organized without counting on tangible (and 

intangible) resources, members are not able to trace a link with the past, hence without 

regenerating memories and stories they value the experience as inauthentic or artificial, 

contributing to the decline of the community identity. Howard-Grenville and colleagues 

(2013)’s analysis recognizes that tangible resources anchor the process of identity resurrection 

thanks to the emotional involvement arising from experiences valued, in this way, as authentic. 

Hence, they foreground emotions and experience’s role over the cognitive one in identity 

processes, and underscore the relevance of ‘custodians’ (Dacin et al., 2019) in safeguarding 

“records and mementos” at the roots of the community’s identity (ibid.:131).  

Sadeghi and Islam (2021)’s study on the different relationship towards the past in a new 

generation of art galleries in Tehran also acknowledges an anchoring and stabilizing role to 

materiality, given its features of stability and concreteness. The authors speak of ‘material 
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historical cues’ referring to “observable, tangible objects, or structure” offering historical 

representations, such as Tehran historical downtown area and some idiosyncratic elements of 

the historical buildings, in which the galleries are located (e.g. traditional courtyards, 

staircases). Resonating with Howard-Grenville et al. (2013)’s “authentication”, Sadeghi and 

Islam (2021)’s material historical cues are of particular importance for the enactment of 

‘authenticating practices’ establishing positive relationships with a ‘cherished past’ (ibid.), 

which is hence maintained and enhanced in the galleries. Here the perception of authenticity is 

triggered by the immediacy with which the materiality communicates the relation with a 

beloved past, which helps the new generation of gallerists to legitimize their presence 

downtown and to attract a selected audience. Given the durability provided by materiality, 

together with narratives and activities, the organizations not only build a connection with the 

past, but also forge a continuity towards the future. Sadeghi and Islam (2021) show that material 

historical representations also contribute in ‘distinguishing practices’, enacted to take a distance 

with an unpleasant past (here, the post-revolution period), by ‘accommodating’ the ‘change’ 

through referral to the past (ibid.). Similarly to an ‘outpasting’ technique frequently used in 

rhetorical history (Lubinski, 2018), gallerists stress the maintenance of traditional and original 

elements of the building housing the galleries in order to distinguish themselves from modern 

white mainstream galleries, embedding the spirit of the period they want to take distance from. 

The physical distance from mainstream galleries (downtown versus periphery) is a material 

element that helps galleries to manifest opposition and navigate a conflicted relationship with 

the past, too. In sum, Sadeghi and Islam (2021)’s work provides a rich multimodal account of 

uses of the past in the present, where materiality anchors organizational practices, providing 

them concreteness, solidity and continuity. They see materiality as a ‘fixed’ modality, which 

can be made “malleable” through the interpretations that actors may attribute to it through 

discursive modalities – which always act interconnectedly in practice.  
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Instead, by means of a comparative study of four corporate museums, Ravasi, Rindova 

and Stigliani (2019) provide a framework explaining the construction of historicized 

organizational identity understandings through material memory. They identify three modes of 

organizational members’ engagement with history and identity, having different features and 

producing different actions. In two of the three – “identity stewardship” and “identity 

evangelizing” – material memory acts as anchor of the identity construction process, in the third 

one – “heritage mining” – it acts as an inspirer of new actions (see in the next paragraph).  

The authors show that, once having defined a primary referent audience in the 

mnemonic community and the attribute of organizational identity to be prioritized, 

organizational members create, accordingly, a historicized identity understanding that is 

instrumental for the performance of a task and, hence, results in an organizational action 

towards the future. This understanding is based on an interpretive use of some artefacts in the 

analyzed corporate museums. The way in which history is linked to identity in this interpretive 

process differs according to the identified engagement mode. In “identity stewardship” artefacts 

are “identity markers” representing the consistency and continuity of the identity of the 

organization, whose history is seen as a sequence of events from the past to the current times. 

The creation of an understanding of identity as an “enduring” feature of the firm derives from 

the stylistic and technical aspects of products, which, for example, designers can have 

experience of in corporate museum. They then compare them over time, so to create a new 

coherent product anchored in the tradition, according to the material memory of the 

organization. In “identity evangelizing” artefacts are “organizational relics” embedding the 

core, essential and timeless features of the organizational identity. The objects in the museums 

provide a springboard into an immersive experience of the essence of the corporate, which is 

abstract and transcends time, but still, rooted in and made possible by the materials exhibited 

in the space. Ravasi and colleagues (2019) contribute to a view of material memory as “a source 
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of cues” that, when retrospective, i.e. aimed at preserving continuity, anchors identity 

understanding creation processes, and when prospective, inspires them (see later).  

‘Inspiring’ materiality 

Starting from the recollection of the past, material memory can be a source of inspiration 

for new, different future-oriented actions. 

Schultz and Hernes (2013) coin the expression “memory forms” to point at the means 

through which the past can be evoked by organizational actors, and distinguish them into oral, 

textual and material. Through the idea of ‘evocation’ of memory ‘forms’ they aim at showing 

that the meaning of an experience may change according to the way in which actors make sense 

of it, whether through texts, narratives or artefacts. The stress on the material - deriving from 

Mead’s philosophy on “materials of the present” (1932) - is particularly relevant for broadening 

a perspective on memory as purely textual and as a ‘bin’ (Walsh and Ungson, 1991), i.e. a static 

repository from which collecting available reminders from the past. Their definition of material 

memory forms includes artefacts, physical spaces, prototypes, corporate museums, emblems, 

which are capable of arise different experiences and sensory reactions, and, consequently, are 

open to multiple interpretations. Empirically, the authors compare two occasions of identity 

reconstruction at the LEGO Group and reflect on the temporality characterizing them, in terms 

of time horizon, and the scope and depth of identity claims. They show that, in the second 

occasion, actors use material memory forms reciprocally with oral and textual sources, and this 

contributes to the articulation of identity claims that were broader in scope and deeper in the 

content, compared to the first one, in which past was accessed exclusively through textual and 

oral forms (and sequentially, not reciprocally). The contact with materials (wooden toys) and 

spaces (old founder house) allowed actors to have a sensorial experience that evoked the past 

and spurred them to enter in contact with other memory forms, then defining new future identity 

claims and forgetting old ones. The past that was evoked through artefacts was the one of the 
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founder, i.e. the origins of the company. This distant time horizon evoked through material 

memory forms contributed to the articulation of new identity claims, with a more distant future 

horizon, too. Recalling the past inspired a new interpretation of the founder’s motto (which was 

carved in wood and the copy was hung in the CEO’s office) and the new use of the founder’s 

house as corporate museum. In this way, Schultz and Hernes’ (2013) study shows that evoking 

the past through material memory forms can inspire organizational future actions and values. 

The argument is further developed in the study of historicizing at Carlsberg brewery by 

Hatch & Schultz (2017). The artefact at the center of their empirical story is the founder’s motto 

carved on a stone doorway, which for most of the course of Carlsberg history remains latent 

and unnoticed, but is rediscovered twice to inspire two different organizational actions: the 

naming of a newly produced hand-crafted beer and the creation of a new identity statement 

fitting the enlarged Group in a moment of acquisitions of other breweries. The focus of the 

authors is to explain the micro-level activities carried out by organizational actors when using 

history (how history is used) and their drivers (why history is used). This process consists of a 

temporal pattern of micro-processes of “rediscovering”, “recontextualizing”, “reclaiming”, 

“renewing”, and “re-embedding” (ibid.). ‘Material history’ is showed to be the necessary 

starting point of this whole process, which is made possible by the connection that is established 

between the material (and its interpretation) and the new actions (the product, the identity 

claim), based on the perception of authenticity (that has a function of validation, similarly to 

Howard-Grenville et al., 2013). Not only materiality “attract[s] attention and stimulate[s] 

imagination” (ibid.:684), but infuses authenticity to the new initiatives, paving the way for the 

new materials to enter in the records of organizational history in the future (for example, the 

bottles of the line branded with the founders’ motto are now in the Ny Carlsberg Brewhouse, a 

historical building which is now the headquarter of the company foundation). Actors “extract 

meaning from the materiality of old historical material” and recollect further materials for 
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adding historical evidence and authentication in front of external audiences (ibid.: 689). In order 

to explain the inspiring function of the material artefacts the authors recall Proust (1997) and 

use the expression “set it free” to address the symbolic use of the artefact, allowing for not only 

the past’s re-interpretation but also its re-contextualization according to organizational future 

needs and purposes. 

In a similar vein, Ravasi and colleagues (2019) describe a third way through which 

organizational actors can engage with history and identity in corporate museums, that they label 

“heritage mining” (beyond “identity stewardship” and “identity evangelizing”, explained in the 

previous paragraph). Through this mode, historical artefacts are creatively re-interpreted as 

“symbolic resources” that inspire a re-contextualization into new objects and products, with 

functions that differ from the main and original products of the firm. Organizational members 

leverage on the “symbolic potential of historical artefacts” (ibid.: 1540) and on their notoriety, 

and, in an automatic and intuitive way, imagine them into new things, with new uses; for 

example, miniature re-editions for collectors, clothes or stationery with brand logo, other kinds 

of merchandising. The display of corporate museums offers stimuli, or cues, that are 

materialized in different ways into new offerings, which further strengthen the distinctiveness 

of organizational identity, beyond adding value and enlarging the product range of the 

company. 

In sum, material memory forms, in the shape of both latent artefacts, spaces, or objects 

in corporate museums, inspire organizational actors to re-contextualize the materiality in 

contemporary times or to use history into new products and initiatives, in a way that “makes 

history alive” (an expression used by both Hatch and Schultz, 2017 and Ravasi et al., 2019) and 

triggers future new organizational actions and purposes. 

Table 1 -  Exemplary papers of ‘Anchoring’ and ‘Inspiring’ perspectives  

Role of 
materiality 
of the past 

Reference  Kind of 
Materiality 
involved  

Literature 
addressed 

Research 
question 

Method Key findings 
regarding 
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materiality and 
the past 

‘Anchoring’ 

Howard-Grenville, 
Metzger and Meyer, 
2013. Academy of 
Management 
Journal 
“Rekindling the 
flame: processes of 
identity 
resurrection” 

‘Tangible 
resources’ 
(financial, 
human, and 
physical) 
 
e.g. money, trial 
stadium, sport 
infrastructure, 
skilled athletes 
and ardent 
volunteers  

Collective 
Identity 
continuity and 
change  

How do actors 
resurrect a 
collective 
identity? 

Longitudinal 
case study of 
Eugene, “track 
town USA”. 
Interviews, 
naturalistic 
observations, 
and archives ( 
documents, 
journalistic 
accounts, 
personal 
memoirs), 
analyzed 
through 
grounded 
theory. 

Tangible 
resources, together 
with intangible 
ones, support the 
process of identity 
resurrection thanks 
to the conferral of 
authenticity and 
the orchestration 
of experiences  

Sadeghi and Islam, 
2021. 
Organization 
“Modes of 
Exhibition: Uses of 
the past in Tehran 
art Galleries” 

‘Material 
historical cues’  
 
e.g. location in 
the downtown 
area, elements of 
historical 
buildings 

Uses of the past 
and 
multimodality 

How do 
complex 
relationships 
to the past 
influence 
historical 
representation 
in 
organizational 
practices? 

Case study on 
Tehran Art 
Galleries 
Interviews 
observation and 
secondary data 

Material historical 
cues, given their 
immediacy, mainly 
contribute to 
authenticating 
practices 
establishing 
connectedness and 
continuity with a 
pleasant past. 
Material modality 
also support 
practices of 
distinguishing 
from an unpleasant 
past and of 
opposing with a 
conflicted past 

Ravasi, Rindova, 
and Stigliani, 2019  
Academy of 
Management 
Journal  
“The Stuff of 
legend: History, 
Memory and the 
temporality of 
organizational 
identity 
construction” 
*  As for “Identity 
stewardship” and 
“Identity 
evangelizing” 

‘Material 
memory’ i.e. 
artefacts in 
corporate 
museums 
 
e.g. prototypes, 
objects, stylistic 
and technical 
features of old 
products 

Organizational 
Identity 

How 
organizational 
members 
engage with 
history in a 
way that oi is 
maintained 
and action for 
the future is 
taken? 

Qualitative 
theory building 
study of four 
corporate 
museums, 
through 
Interviews, 
archival sources 
and 
observations   

“Identity 
stewardship”: 
material memory 
is an identity 
marker based on a 
recollection of 
ordered past 
events, that gives 
enduringness and 
continuity to 
identity 
“Identity 
Evangelizing”: 
material memory 
is at the basis of 
the museum 
experience, thanks 
to which members 
can capture and 
then abstract the 
core, timeless 
feature of identity  

‘Inspiring’ 

Schultz & Hernes, 
2013.  
Organization 
Science 
“A temporal 
perspective on 
organizational 
identity” 

Material 
memory forms, 
i.e. material 
objects, 
prototypes, 
physical spaces, 
emblems, 
corporate 
museums 
e.g. wooden 
hand-carved 
motto; founders’ 
old house in 
which they 
display Lego 
products  

Organizational 
Identity 

How do 
organizational 
actors use 
memory forms 
when evoking 
the past in 
organizational 
identity 
reconstruction, 
and how does 
the use of 
memory 
influence 
identity claims 
for the future? 

Case study on 
two occasions 
of identity 
reconstruction 
in the LEGO 
Group. Use of 
Interviews;  
Desk research 
(corporate 
archive, reports, 
media); 
observations. 

The use of material 
memory forms, 
reciprocally with 
textual and oral 
ones, enables 
actors  
to evoke the 
original past of the 
organization, 
inspiring a new 
redefinition of 
identity claims, 
which results to be 
broader, deeper 
and oriented 
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toward a more 
distant future 

Hatch and Schultz, 
2017.  
Administrative 
Science Quarterly 
“Toward a theory of 
Using History 
Authentically: 
Historicizing in the 
Carlsberg Group” 

Historical 
artefact; (also 
recalled as 
artefact in the 
organizational 
history, 
historical 
material).  
The founder’s 
motto carved on 
a stone doorway 
 

Uses of history, 
organizational 
identity 

How history is 
used at the 
micro-level 
activities and 
why actors 
used it in the 
first place? 

Analysis of 2 
occasions 
(1999-2001; 
2009-2013) of 
use of an 
historical 
artefact 
(‘Semper 
Ardens’, 
Carlsberg 
founder’s motto 
carved on a 
doorway) 
through 
Interviews;  
Desk research 
(corporate 
archive, reports, 
media); 
Observations. 

Materiality triggers 
the whole process 
of historicizing 
and confers 
authenticity to it. 
Materiality allows 
corporate history 
to be 
“rediscovered”, 
“recontextualized”, 
“reclaimed”, 
“renewed”, “re-
embedded” for the 
creation of a new 
product and a new 
identity statement.  

Ravasi, Rindova, 
and Stigliani, 2019  
Academy of 
Management 
Journal  
“The Stuff of 
legend: History, 
Memory and the 
temporality of 
organizational 
identity 
construction” 
* As for “Heritage 
Mining” 

‘Material 
memory’ i.e. 
artefacts in 
corporate 
museums 
 

Organizational 
Identity 

How 
organizational 
members 
engage with 
history in a 
way that oi is 
maintained 
and action for 
the future is 
taken? 

Qualitative 
theory building 
study of four 
corporate 
museums, 
through 
Interviews, 
archival sources 
and 
observations   

Material artefacts 
represent symbols 
of the firm identity 
that inspire the 
creation of new 
offerings  

 

The anchoring and inspiring role of materiality of the past that I have identified as emerging 

from current literature at the intersection of materiality, uses of the past and organizational 

memory are not meant to be dichotomies, instead, the papers can be positioned along a 

continuum, where the two perspectives are the extremes (as represented visually in Figure 1). 

Figure 1 - Roles of materiality of the past in current literature 

 

Introducing “temporal materiality” 
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The aforementioned exemplary papers highlight the relevance of the materiality 

inherited from the past as anchoring organizational processes or values and as inspiring new 

organizational actions. These roles are fundamental to understand the processes of 

remembering and using organizational past in present times,  either as retrospectively 

(anchoring) or prospectively (inspiring) (Ravasi et al., 2019). However, viewing the materiality 

of the past only as an anchor or as an inspirer provides a too static point of view on it. Indeed, 

in the anchoring perspective, materiality is often referred as a cue, something that is at the 

disposal of organizational members, to which they can pay attention to or not, according to 

internal or external necessities. Furthermore, the static character of this materiality is also 

connected to its stabilizing role in organizational processes, which is often juxtaposed with the 

malleable nature of the historical narratives (e.g. Sadeghi & Islam, 2021). What changes is the 

interpretation that actors give to it according to the purpose they have. Also when materiality is 

inspiring, it remains static, being seen a stable point of departure for new actions, what changes 

here is the new contemporary version of the product, or the identity claim inspired by it. 

However, materiality can change, both in time and over time. For example, buildings 

change over time because of “the usages in and around them [that] are changing constantly” 

(Brand, 1994: Chapter 1) and the adjustment made to restore or adapt them to other purposes 

(de Vaujany and Vaast, 2014), even if guided by authenticity and contributing to institutional 

maintenance (Colombero and Boxenbaum, 2019). Artefacts in corporate museums change 

position or can be excluded from the exhibition, given curators’ choices (Nissley and Casey, 

2002), as well.  

Looking at materiality only as anchoring or inspiring fails to notice its dynamic 

character, which has important effects on uses of history, and on organizational remembering 

and forgetting. Indeed, “materials are open-ended, indeterminate, their capacities revealed only 

in networks with people and other objects” (Lipartito, 2016:135). The idea of a dynamic 
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materiality also resonates with the idea of organizations as always in becoming (that is, in 

accordance to a process ontology – Hernes, 2014; Langley & Tsoukas, 2010), being in an 

ongoing present, in which “things change as time moves on” (Hernes, 2014:5) with “multiple 

possibilities of becoming” (ibid :3).  

Building on these premises, to acknowledge the inherent dynamism of materiality due 

to interactions and the flow of time, I propose an idea of “temporal materiality”, pointing the 

attention on two dimensions: practices (in time) and over time change of the historical context.  

The interest in practices is not new to materiality literature, for example Nicolini, 

Reinecke and Ismail (2021) look at material-based practices in processes of legitimation. A 

recent literature review on the “aesthetic dimension of organizing” (Baldessarelli et al., 2021) 

acknowledges material practices alongside material artefacts, being both part of the “material 

dimension of organizing” from which the sensory reactions responsible of individual and 

collective behaviors in organizations are generated. They define material practices as 

“intentional collection, production, manipulation, and use of materiality” (ibid.:239) and 

underline their role in “using and manipulating artefacts in order to accomplish creativity (e.g. 

Ewenstein & Whyte, 2007), carry out daily work (e.g. Slavich et al., 2020), supporting 

collective sensemaking in creative collaborations (Stigliani and Ravasi, 2012, 2018)” 

(ibid.:239). Considering practices as ongoing situated activities in relation with materiality also 

allows to have a situated temporal view of materiality, as advocated by Hernes & Schultz 

(2020), according to which “materiality acts as the means through which pasts and futures are 

addressed in the present [and] it may also serve as a means through which to imagine distant 

future or past events” (ibid:14). Furthermore, in line with Eric Hobsbawm (1983)’s thought 
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expressed in “The Invention of Tradition”2 – one of the foundational works from which 

organizational memory studies are originating (Decker et al., 2021) – practices are recognized 

to be relevant for providing a more “contextualized conception of uses-of-the-past” (Lubinski, 

2018:1785), even if often overlooked by the studies on rhetorical history, which rely more on 

the use of written narratives (ibid.). Indeed, acknowledging practices as part of the study of 

historical context in organization studies embraces a historiographical reflexive approach, 

defined as “a way of not just enriching organization theory as conceived by integrationists3, but 

more importantly as a way to widen and deepen the engagement with historical theories and 

methods and their relationship to organizational memory” (Decker et al., 2021a:1124). The 

authors proposing this approach (ibid.) call for more studies about memory in the past through 

archival methods (a mode of inquiry that they label “historical organizational memory”), 

capable to be more context-sensitive than the ones that investigates memory retrospectively 

through interviews, observations, secondary data. Studying materiality from the past with a 

historiographical reflexive lens allows unveiling the change(s) of artefacts over time by 

pointing major attention to the dynamics of the historical context through the collection of 

archival resources and the employment of historical methods. Considering materiality as 

evolving over time also allows pointing the focus onto the historical and social process of 

formation of artefacts, as they are “gradually constructed in the social interactions between and 

within relevant social groups” (Bijker, 1995:270) and hence subjected to power dynamics that 

bring to a certain degree of stabilization of their meaning (ibid.).  

 

2 “Hobsbawm (1983, p. 12) makes the argument that changes in practices are often more insightful than ‘official 
statements of authorities or spokesmen for organizations’.” (Lubinski, 2018: 1789)   

3 History as a ‘source of explanatory generalisations or theories’ (Usdiken and Kieser 2004: 324) 
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For these reasons, I advance two other perspectives capable of acknowledging the 

inherent dynamism of the materiality of the past: materiality as performing and materiality as 

historicizing. I define this way to conceive materiality in uses of the past and organizational 

memory as “temporal materiality”, in order to give the idea that materiality can be conceived 

in time (inspired by the idea of situated temporality of Hernes & Schultz, 2020) and over time 

(through the attention to historical context), hence stressing that temporal materiality is 

historiographically reflexive (Decker et al., 2021; Lubinski, 2018).   

These two perspectives are not excluding the aforementioned anchoring and inspiring 

ones, instead, they provide a further dimension about the roles that materiality of the past has 

for organizational present and future. 

Accordingly, in the following paragraphs I re-read some exemplary papers in the realm 

of materiality and the past in the light of the two ‘dynamic’ perspectives I am here proposing, 

without underestimating the ‘static’ role that materiality has in these contributions. Table 2 

provides a summary of the exemplar papers that advance the newly proposed dynamic 

perspectives. Figure 2 visually represents the analysis of the exemplary papers chosen within 

this part of the review, that introduce the dynamic nature of materiality. As the figure shows, 

“temporal materiality” is a further dimension to be added to the static one. The chosen 

exemplary papers (in the grey boxes) have been analyzed in the light of two dimensions 

(static/dynamic), and are positioned in the figure according to which of the four static and 

dynamic perspectives (anchoring/inspiring and performing/historicizing) they adopt.  

Table 2 - Exemplary papers of ‘Performing’ and ‘Historicizing’ perspectives 

Role of 
materiality 
of the past 

Reference  Kind of 
Materiality 
involved  

Literature 
addressed 

Research 
question 

Method and 
data 

Key findings 
regarding 
materiality and 
the past 

Performing 

Cappelen and 
Strandgaard 
Pedersen, 2021. 
Organization 
Studies 
Inventing Culinary 
Heritage through 

Artefacts, 
material memory 
forms  
e.g. dishes and 
traditional way 
of cooking 

Uses of the past How do 
organizational 
actors use 
strategic 
ambiguity to 
construct 
legitimate 
historical 

Case study on 
New Anatolian 
kitchen. 
Grounded 
theory on data 
from 
interviews, 

Chef creates new 
recipes and 
dishes by 
flexibly mixing 
less known 
traditional dishes 
with new tastes, 
hence 
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Strategic Historical 
Ambiguity 

narratives of a 
common 
cultural 
heritage? 

observations, 
secondary data 

contributing to 
create a culinary 
heritage 
perceived as 
authentic. 

Pirani, 2022. 
Business History 
“Invented Market 
Traditions: the 
marketing of Italian 
Breakfast” 

Brand related 
materiality; mass 
produced 
commodities. 
e.g. Frollini 
(biscuits) 

Uses of the past, 
invention of 
market traditions 

How to invent 
market 
traditions? 

Historical case 
study on the 
invented 
market 
tradition of 
Italian 
Breakfast by 
Mulino Bianco 
– Italian 
bakery brand – 
through 
archival 
sources (1973-
1996) 

Materiality and 
the nostalgic 
feelings arising 
by its design and 
way of 
consumption 
contribute to the 
creation of a 
nostalgic 
experience that 
binds the 
consumer with a 
collective 
memory that was 
previously not 
existing, thus 
giving 
authenticity to 
the invented 
market tradition 

 Blagoev, Felten and 
Kahn, 2018. 
Organization 
Studies “The Career 
of a Catalogue: 
Organizational 
Memory, Materiality 
and the Dual 
Nature of the Past at 
the British Museum 
(1970–Today)” 

Technology of 
memory 
(computers) for 
digitization of 
British Museum 
collection 

Uses of the past 
and 
organizational 
memory studies  

How do 
material objects 
shape evolving 
processes of 
organizational 
remembering? 

Analitically 
structured 
history 
grounded on: 
internal and 
public 
documentation 
from Museum 
Archive, 
archival 
material from 
Parliament, 
media 
material, 
internal 
observations, 
oral history 
interviews 

Materiality of 
the past 
“constrained and 
oriented how 
actors enacted 
digitization” 
(ibid:1776). 
Organizational 
memory is 
constituted by 
the entanglement 
with material 
technologies of 
memory and 
social practices 
of remembering 

Historicizing 
 

Decker, 2014. 
Organization 
“Solid intentions: 
An archival 
ethnography of 
corporate 
architecture and 
organizational 
remembering” 
 

Spatiality and 
architecture  
Corporate 
buildings  
Corporate 
headquarters , 
landmark 
buildings 

Collective 
memory  
Organizational 
remembering 

What is the role 
of corporate 
architecture and 
the built 
environment in 
social practices 
of remembering 
in 
organizational 
life? 

Archival 
ethnography 
(archival 
historical 
sources in 
written and 
visual format) 

The meaning of 
building changes 
according to the 
changes in the 
collective 
memory 

Liu and Grey, 2018 
Human Relations  
“History, gendered 
space and 
organizational 
identity: An archival 
study of a university 
building” 

University 
building; space 

Organizational 
Identity, Space 
and History, 
with a focus on 
Lefebvre theory 
on space 

How do 
buildings 
contribute to an 
organization’s 
sense of what it 
is?  

Historical case 
study on the 
Founder’s 
building of the 
Royal 
Holloway 
University of 
London, 
through 
Archival 
sources 
(institutional 
records and 
informal ones)  
1889-1965 

The meaning of 
the building, 
which differs 
according to its 
conceived, 
perceived and 
lived 
dimensions, 
change over time 
and is subjected 
to ongoing re-
conception. 
Organizational 
space and its 
history can be a 
key resource for 
present day 
organizational 
identity.  
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Figure 2 -  Visual summary of proposed framework 

 

 

‘Performing’ materiality 

As aforementioned, materiality from the past changes in the present (and the future) due 

to the practices through which people interact with it, or the way people use those materials. 

This dynamic aspect of materiality emerges in Cappelen and Strandgaard Pedersen (2021)’s 

study about the invention of “New Anatolian Kitchen” heritage based on different kinds of 

strategic historical ambiguity. Beyond ‘ambiguity of origin’ and ‘ambiguity of ownership’, the 

authors show that the organizations proposing this new culinary movement strategically 

leverage on ‘ambiguity of artefacts’. It consists of enacting in the present, through historical 

material elements, the historical narratives with flexibility that hence result authenticated and 

legitimized (ibid.). For example, chefs create “new dishes combining recipes, techniques and 

ingredients” (ibid.:234) strategically avoiding the most known traditional Turkish recipes (in 

order not to be criticized) and giving more space to less known ingredients coming from 

different places and deriving from different layers of time, but still evoking memories of the 

past. These culinary “fusions […] and recollections […] strengthen the perceived authenticity 

of the novel dishes” (ibid.:235). Thanks to ‘ambiguity of artefacts’ the authors demonstrate how 

a ‘vaguely defined past’ is successfully concretized and performed in order to create a common 
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cultural heritage. Hence, materiality changes, acquires a meaning and produces effects 

depending on the way in which it is used and assembled by actors interacting with it. In this 

way, Cappelen and Strandgaard (2020) provide an idea of materiality of the past that is both 

anchoring (since it provides authenticity by locating the new products in the past culinary 

tradition) and inspiring (since the historical narratives are strategically assembled to further 

legitimize the new products), at the same time showing its inherent dynamism given by the 

performing role attached to it (indeed, in Figure 1 this exemplar paper is positioned at the 

intersection of the three perspectives: anchoring, inspiring and performing).  

On a similar line of inquiry, the one of “invented market traditions”, Pirani, (2022)’s 

work on the marketing of Italian breakfast in 1973-1996 brings forward the idea of “nostalgic 

performance” through materiality. Frollini, a biscuit invented by Mulino Bianco, an Italian 

bakery brand, materialized the rhetorical history narrative of a nostalgic pre-industrial past, 

positioning this habit into the invented idea of a traditional Italian breakfast rooted in the rural 

past of the country. The irregular, round-edged shape of the biscuits, their packaging in soft 

yellow bags reminding brown bags used in bakeries, and the idea of consuming it dunked in 

milk (an habit people had once with bread, not with biscuits) made tangible the staging of a 

daily performance, that raised nostalgic feelings capable of creating an authentic bound with a 

collective memory of a past way of doing breakfast that actually never existed. The materiality 

in this study has an explicit anchoring function, however, through the description of the 

nostalgic performance, the author ‘implicitly’ endorses a more performative view of 

materiality, which acquires meaning due to this particular experience. Furthermore, Pirani 

studies the ‘invention’ of memory in the past and insert in her theorization the influence of 

historical context on the marketing choices done by Mulino Bianco in 1973-1996. Hence, the 

paper explicitly embraces the aforementioned historiographical approach and in particular 

“historical organizational memory” (Decker et al. 2021), however, it does not explicitly apply 
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this approach to past materiality, which, as said, is treated as a background anchoring element 

in the empirical story and theoretical argument (for these reasons, in Figure 1, this exemplar 

paper is positioned at the intersection of anchoring and performing perspectives).  

Another study of uses of the past and organizational remembering embedding a 

performative view on materiality is Blagoev, Felten and Khan (2018) article on the technologies 

of memory at British Museum (1970-today), which has also been classified as “performative” 

in Foroughi and colleagues' (2020) framework on organizational memory studies. Blagoy and 

colleagues (2018) adopt a sociomateriality lens in order to highlight the active role of material 

objects in organizational remembering. According to their study on the use of computers in the 

museum from the ‘70s, materials shape organizational memory given the entanglement between 

the social practice of remembering and the technologies of memory. They stress on the fact that 

materials and the past have an active role in organizations because they are not only capable of 

enabling and constraining organizational present actions, but are also potentially able of 

orienting action for the future. In this way, this study provide an idea of materiality as both 

performative and inspiring future action (hence, in Figure 1, this exemplar paper is positioned 

at the intersection of the performing and inspiring perspectives).  

‘Historicizing’ materiality 

The literature on uses of the past and organizational memory does not often treat 

materiality with a historiographical reflexive approach (Lubinski, in press), nor as historicizing, 

meaning with this expression changing over time according to the historical context. A work 

that can be read as “historical organizational memory” (Decker et al., 2021) concerning 

materiality is Decker (2014)’s study on corporate architecture in Ghana and Nigeria in 1950s 

and 1960s. The important acknowledgement of this paper is the dynamic approach to memory 

in the interpretation of the meaning of buildings. Indeed, Decker argues that “although the built 

environment gives observers a sense of stability, the way people experience architecture is 
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embedded in a specific time and context” (ibid: 515). Therefore, in order to detect the changing 

meanings of architecture over time, she employs “archival ethnography” (Rowlinson et al., 

2014), a historical method that does not aim at recollecting the events occurred, rather, it 

reconstructs “commonly held assumptions and intentions” (Decker, 2014:520) interpreting 

those events that are reported in the archive. In this study, she resorts to not only written archival 

material, but also to visual records of the buildings she focused on, and this combination of 

sources supported her analysis of the buildings’ meaning over time. According to her findings, 

architecture itself did not change, what changed (over time) is the shared understanding of the 

buildings, and consequently, their meaning, given the dynamism of the community around it. 

Collective memory is formed and transformed by the encounter between the space and the 

people that use it or have stakes on it (ibid.). What is peculiar about the described cases is the 

fact that the architecture design embeds a “progressive vision of the future” (ibid:515) that does 

not give a sense of stability in the meaning of the buildings, rather creates complex relationships 

to the past and the future (similarly to Sadeghi & Islam, 2021), whose interpretation changes 

during the course of time. For these reasons, this paper seems to provide an idea of  historizing 

and, at the same time, inspiring materiality (indeed, in Figure 1 it is positioned at the 

intersection of these two perspectives).  

In a similar vein, a contribution that looks at materiality as historicizing is Liu and Grey 

(2018)’s archival study on the Royal Holloway University Founder’s Building. The authors 

employ formal and informal sources contained in the university archive in order to show that 

space and history are key resources for the current organizational identity. They analyze the 

building’s past (from the Foundation as a female college in 1889 to co-education in 1965) 

according to Lefebvre’s three category of space: conceived, perceived and lived, with a focus 

on gender in space. Not only the meaning of the building changes along the three dimensions, 

but it also shifts over time thanks to the three dimensions’ dynamic interaction and the influence 
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of political, economic and historical forces (ibid.). When looking at the effects of the history of 

organizational space on present day organizational identity, authors acknowledge that 

“organizational space is not just an ‘inheritance’ but something whose meaning is amenable to 

re-working and re-interpretation” (ibid.: 662). For example, the building was founded on values 

of gender and class, and now it is re-conceived basing on values of community and diversity. 

Notwithstanding the inherent materiality change here is not considered (“bricks and mortar 

have not changed”, ibid: 662), the reconstruction of the conceived, perceived and lived space 

in the past through archival resources, and the analysis of how these dimensions affect present 

day organizational identity allow to see buildings as outcomes (or, better, part) of an ongoing 

historical process which comprehends what was the space before the construction of the 

building, how it changed from its foundation, how it is imagined for the future. What is key 

here in the study of the building as a long historical process is the use of archival method, which 

provides an understanding of what the organization was in the past, in order to understand 

(prospectively) how history can be a resource for the present; instead of looking at how the past 

is invoked in organizational present and proceeding backwards, as commonly done in 

“retrospective organizational memory studies” (Decker et al., 2021). Hence, this study shows 

how the building changes over time but always being a stable “reminder of history” (Liu and 

Grey, 2018:641), capable to anchor organizational identity over time, in different historical 

context (this is why this exemplary paper is positioned in Figure 1 at the intersection of 

historicizing and anchoring perspectives).  

Conclusion  

This paper aimed at pointing the attention onto the materiality of the past as an important 

- but often overlooked - part of the process through which individuals and organizations 

remember the past and use it in the present for future purposes. Indeed, given its physicality 

and immediacy, materiality of the past confers continuity to organizations and stability to core 
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values (like, for example, organizational identity), or triggers new ideas through its renewal and 

re-contextualization, more than what a discursive trace of the past can do, even when 

rhetorically re-interpreted.  

Based on this premise, this paper organized a space to understand the current and still 

scarce literature in this realm in order to widen organizational and historical researchers’ view 

on this topic for further research. I did so first by disentangling the roles of anchoring and 

inspiring materiality of the past in the current literature, and then by proposing an idea of 

‘temporal materiality’ informed by historiographical reflexivity (Decker et al., 2021) and the 

situated enactment of time (Hernes and Schultz, 2020).   

The idea of a temporal materiality started from the problematization of the papers 

adopting the “anchoring” and “inspiring” perspectives, which take for granted that materiality 

is a stable cue which organizations can ground on, or a fixed point of departure to take 

inspiration from. Instead, notwithstanding the undeniable concreteness of materiality, 

considering that materiality of the past can change through practices and according to the 

historical context unveils sides of the functioning of organizational memory and of the way in 

which the past is used (or not) in organizations both in time and over time, that are still unknown 

in current literature. 

In particular, I have identified some research avenues that could benefit from the 

adoption of a “temporal materiality” perspective. 

Interplay between static and dynamic perspectives on materiality of the past 

Beyond investigating the dynamic perspectives of materiality of the past – asking for example: 

how does materiality of the past change over time? How does materiality of the past change 

according to the practices through which individuals interact with it? – future research could 

reflect on the interplay between the static and the dynamic aspects of materiality. Employing 

the framework proposed here, new interesting research questions could emerge at the 
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intersection among the four perspectives, for example by investigating: how does materiality of 

the past keep anchoring/inspiring organizational values over time, considering the inherent 

changes to the materiality and to the historical context? How are organizational processes 

anchored or inspired according to the way in which organizational members interact with the 

materiality of the past? 

Materiality of the past “in the past” 

As aforementioned, Decker and colleagues (2021) advocate for a clearer distinction 

about the way in which the past is conceptualized (as memory or as history) and researched 

(with archival or with retrospective methods), and, hence, they aim at re-orientating 

organizational research towards a more reflexive engagement with historiography. 

Accordingly, they propose to advance two underdeveloped modes of inquiry: “historical 

organizational memory”, investigating how memory was conceived and shaped in the past with 

historical methods, and “retrospective organizational history”, using retrospective methods 

(mainly, interviews) to contribute to history, so that to give voice to silenced aspects of the past, 

beyond the one recorded in archives.  

Both approaches can be beneficial for researching the dynamic aspects of the materiality 

of the past in the past. For example, archival methods can be used to analyze the “official” use 

of specific artefacts, buildings, spaces in the past and how that use changed according to the 

historical contexts occurring around them. Instead, oral history interviews may unveil 

uncommon and “unofficial” practices related to the use of materiality of the past and may help 

in reconstructing the past uses of buildings or spaces through the voice of the people living and 

working there, and how they changed over time.  

Dynamic collective memory 

Considering materiality as temporal helps to shed light on the idea of “dynamic 

collective memory” (Olick, 1999), taking distance from the idea of memory as a static ‘bin’ or 
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repository (Walsh and Ungson, 1991). As a matter of fact, collective memory is not the result 

of all stored information, but depends on the ways in which mnemonic communities (Crawford 

et al., 2022; Ravasi et al., 2019; Zerubavel, 2003) remember and what they choose to remember 

(Suddaby et al., 2023). Acknowledging that materiality changes according to practices and 

historical contexts offers a new avenue for theorizing how organizations and societal actors 

shape social memory and hence consider the past in order to move towards the future, which 

goes beyond the common idea that “stories are the primary mechanism by which collective 

memory is created, maintained and changed” (Suddaby et al., 2023:249, emphasis in original). 

For example, papers adopting a temporal materiality perspective may unveil not only how 

materiality of the past influence the ongoing construction of collective memory over time, but 

also how dynamic collective memory impacts on the use, the meaning and the maintenance of 

materiality of the past.  

Collectors and collections of materials of the past   

Another interesting line of reasoning on temporal materiality regards how materiality of 

the past came and survived to present times, hence bringing forward the role of collectors and 

collection of historical artefacts in organizations. Nissley and Casey (2002) critically address 

this topic by advancing the idea of “politics of exhibitions” in corporate museums, reflecting 

on the fact that collectors are “not merely guardians” but “manufacturers of memory” (ibid: 

S41), that strategically choose what to display (politics of remembering) and what not (politics 

of forgetting). Historical artefacts and buildings are indeed subjected to “strategic forgetting” 

(Anteby and Molnár, 2012), too, and this underlines their inherent dynamic character, how they 

can change from being remembered to being forgotten (or vice versa) according to their usage 

or historical contingencies. For example, material cultural heritage may become undesirable, 

hence raising dilemmas on its existence or alteration in order to match with a changed collective 

identity (Macdonald, 2006).  
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Future research could look at the dynamics of remembering and forgetting that concern 

the materiality of the past, beyond what already investigated as for rhetoric and narratives 

(Anteby and Molnár, 2012; Casey and Olivera, 2011; Coraiola and Derry, 2020; Mena et al., 

2016; Suddaby et al., 2023), and could investigate how historical material objects survive over 

time, critically considering the possible influence of survival biases in different societies and 

context, and the role of different collectors in organizations and societies (communities, firms, 

heritage safeguarding institutions, etc.), which can be broadly seen as stakeholders with 

different temporal orientations (Suddaby et al., 2021). Adopting a lens of temporal materiality 

can particularly suit to these purposes, since it helps to specifically stress how the perception of 

the meaning of material remaining from the past shifts in time and over time according to 

collecting practices and the idea of safeguard in the historical context which they are situated 

in.  

In conclusion, I argue that developing these lines of inquiry by replying to these research 

questions and similar others through the lens of temporal materiality offers a new and more 

complete view on how organizations engage with the traces of the past in the present, in order 

to move towards the future in a more informed and meaningful way. 
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Abstract 

Categories make our world intelligible by classifying and labelling objects, actors and 

events around us. Yet categories do not equally work in all settings. With a focus on 

organizational categories and on the situated use of categories in mundane activities, this paper 

unveils the underlying ‘category work’ explaining why some organizations are more effective 

than others at being recognized as part of a same category. Adopting a multiple case study 

design, this paper compares the category of “Historical Shops” in two Italian cities analysing 

how symbolic and material resources characterizing a category contribute to its situated 

recognition in daily practices. It is found that category work occurs not only when the 

organizational category is well designed on a formal level, but also when it is coherently 

performed day-to-day through material, spatial and verbal practices, that hence allow it to be 

experienced and recognized in its situated use. This paper contributes to categorization studies 

by providing a performative view on categorization where materiality, place, and experience 

have a fundamental role in enacting a category, beyond the formal design undertaken by 

regulators and policy makers. 

Keywords: Category situated recognition, category performance, materiality, , practices  

Introduction  

Categories have always been used to order the complex reality among us, being 

categorization one of the most natural functions of living creatures (Mervis and Rosch, 1981). 

This paper focuses particularly on organizational categories, i.e. those “meaningful conceptual 

systems” gathering organizations having shared features (Gehman and Grimes, 2017; Navis 
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and Glynn, 2010), which are fundamental for them to be recognized and legitimized on the 

market (Zuckerman, 1999). Yet not all organizational categories “work”. Some organizations 

are more effective than others at being recognized as part of a same category. The literature 

falls short in explaining how a category is lived and used by organizations: previous studies 

paid attention to category emergence (Navis and Glynn, 2010; Siltaoja et al., 2020; Slavich et 

al., 2020), creation (Anand and Jones, 2008), change (Chliova et al., 2020; Delmestri and 

Greenwood, 2016; Pedeliento et al., 2020), and just few others at category failure (Kuilman and 

van Driel, 2013; Smith and Johns, 2020). The issue of a category’s mundane use has been only 

barely addressed (Granqvist and Siltaoja, 2020). In regard to this, Lo, Fiss, Rhee and Kennedy 

(2020) introduced the concept of category viability – i.e. categories ability to group similar 

entities and differentiate between dissimilar ones, which make them “useful for sensemaking, 

analysis and coordination” (ibid.:86) - but always in relation to their emergence or demise.  

Instead, studying the performance of an organizational category on a daily basis can be 

relevant for understanding the inherent ‘category work’, meant as the process through which 

actors construct and maintain a category in the ongoing flux of organizational life. This situated 

approach may unveil why some categories “work”, i.e. what allows a category to be recognized 

as such (or not) by members and audiences in their mundane use. The situated recognition of a 

category becomes of particular importance for organizational categories, since organizations 

are recognized as members of a specific category if there is consensual understanding of their 

characterizing “material and symbolic resources” (Vergne and Wry, 2014: 68, emphasis 

added),which are often interwoven (Porac et al., 2011; ibid.), but may also mismatch, if 

coherence is missing (Kennedy et al., 2010). This may happen in particular when formal, 

symbolic features of the category (e.g. labels, certification, standards) are not in line with the 

situated use of the category, hence with its more “substantial features”4, and vice versa.   Hence, 

 
4 In their seminal paper offering a glossary of category literature, Vergne and Wry (2014:68) distinguish symbolic 
resources from material ones stating that “material resources include technologies, skills, and funding sources. 
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to understand what makes an organizational category work, we ask: how are symbolic and 

material resources contributing to the situated recognition of an organizational category? 

We set out to reply to this question through a comparative case study (Eisenhardt, 1989) 

on Historical Shops in two Italian cities, Genoa and Padua. Historical Shops are retails of 

various kinds - cafés, pharmacies, clothes shops, bakeries, etc, - which have been in activity for 

a considerable amount of time, and, for this reason, categorized as “historical” above their core 

commercial typology5. What we faced was the case of the same organizational category, 

Historical Shops, provided with different ‘symbolic resources’ (meaning, with them, formal 

characters, e.g labels, boundaries, standard-setting procedures) and ‘material ones’ (meaning, 

with them, in a broad sense, “substantial” practices of use of the category), which produce a 

different performance and, consequently, a different situated recognition of the category in the 

two cities.  

Essentially, we find that a category is recognized in its mundane use when it is well 

designed in its formal elements (with clear labels and boundaries), which enables the category 

to be formally recognized and to be perceived as internally homogeneous and externally 

distinctive, but also and most of all when it is coherently performed day-to-day through 

material, spatial and verbal practices that enable categorical members and audiences to 

“tangibly” experience the category. In this way, formal recognition and situated recognition 

feed each other, and the performance of the category is sustained in the daily use, in an enduring 

 
Symbolic resources include identities, certifications, and cultural features”. Basing on their words (and still using 
them as reference), we adopted their distinction between symbolic and material resources interpreting it in a broad 
sense as a distinction between formal and substantial features of the category. Specifically, as we are going to 
explain in the theoretical background section, we define as material-substantial resources the practices enacted by 
individuals in the organizations that refer to the category. Our findings show that these practices relate to 
materiality, spatiality and verbality, and are “material” in the broad sense (and hence, substantial) since they have 
a material component in the body of the individuals performing them, and in the artifacts and spaces with which 
they interact with. 
5 We argue that “Historical Shops” is a category to the same extent of shops’ category of activity (e.g. “café”, 
“bakery”, “drugstore”...), which are intersecting on the same level. We also argue that Historical Shop can be 
considered a market category as well, since these kinds of shops constitute a market for specific targets (e.g. 
tourists, city users and inhabitants). 
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process of category work. This, we believe, is an important contribution to the literature on 

categorization, since it advances our understanding of the mundane uses of a category,  

unveiling the situated and performative nature of especially organizational categories,  

disentangling the different levels through which a category can be recognized, and showing that 

symbolic and material resources may also mismatch and not lead to an actual, situated 

categorization.  

Theoretical background 

Categories and agency  

Categories are groups of objects, actors, practices or events with similar properties, 

which an audience collectively attributes a shared meaning to (Curchod et al., 2014; Durand 

and Paolella, 2013; Negro et al., 2010). They have always been used to make the complex 

reality around us intelligible (Curchod et al., 2014; Mervis and Rosch, 1981), affecting 

valuation (Khaire and Wadhwani, 2010), driving expectations (Durand and Paolella, 2013; 

Vergne and Wry, 2014), conveying identities (Curchod et al., 2014), and supporting people’s 

understanding of innovations (Slavich et al., 2020). Therefore, in market settings, categories 

constitute the basis for exchanges between producers and consumers (David and Lee, 2022), 

classifying either products or organizations. In this sense, categories have a “disciplining role” 

(Kennedy and Fiss, 2013: 1138), meaning that they are “used to reward and punish things that 

fit or deviate from them” (ibid.) and exist “ex ante” as stable meaning systems (Corbett et al., 

2013; Glynn and Navis, 2013): organizations and actors can only passively adapt to these kinds 

of classifications, on penalty of paying an “illegitimacy discount” (Zuckerman, 1999:1398). In 

contrast, studies on category formation and change (e.g. Delmestri and Greenwood, 2016; 

Slavich et al., 2020), adopting a more dynamic view on the process of categorization, shifted 

the attention on the agentic role that various actors may have in establishing and shaping 

categories: producers (Jones et al., 2012), new entrants (Rao et al., 2005), innovators (Slavich 
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et al., 2020) - which can all act as pioneers (Chliova et al., 2020) -, intermediaries  (Hsu, 2006; 

Khaire and Wadhwani, 2010), regulators (Lee et al., 2017; Suarez et al., 2015), media (Siltaoja 

et al., 2020).  

The agentic role of these actors has been studied along various stages of category’s 

lifecycle. For example, new categories emerge because innovators experiment new styles and 

communicate them by coining labels or contesting existing ones (Slavich et al., 2020), or 

because members and intermediaries re-interpret historical constructs or frame traditions in a 

way that they can be related with new categorical meanings (Khaire and Wadhwani, 2010; 

Mathias and Fisher, 2022). As for category development, Delmestri and Greenwood (2016) 

show that even a single organization can be the agent of a growth of status of an entire category, 

while, in a similar way, Pedeliento and colleagues (2020) underscore the role of premium 

products in re-settling a category, in accordance with a change in the historical context and 

audience’s taste regime. Also category demise has been studied as a result of the emancipating 

action of lower-level members willing to challenge an organizational form (Ruef, 2004), or as 

a result of weak institutional recognition and a poor sanction system against non-fitting 

members (Kuilman and van Driel, 2013). 

Categories in their mundane functioning: category work 

Notwithstanding the acknowledgement of the socio-cultural dynamism of categories 

and the influence of different actors in these processes over time, these studies overlook a 

theorization on the role of agency, which is often meant as a producer’s strategic choice to be 

part of a category or of another one (David and Lee, 2022). In particular, considering that 

“human agency, thought, and action play an important role in establishing and institutionalizing 

the structure and meaning of categories” (Corbett et al., 2013:1098), it seems surprising that the 

literature has ignored the inherent ‘category work’, i.e. “how categorization takes place in real-

time interactions” (Granqvist and Siltaoja, 2020:21), hence the socio-symbolic process 
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(Lawrence and Phillips, 2019) through which actors construct and maintain a category in the 

ongoing flux of organizational life. Category work has been studied according to categories’ 

potential of being moral and political in nature (Cornelissen and Cholakova, 2021) or in terms 

of category change (Leudar and Nekvapil, 2000), underscoring actors’ conflictual effort of 

categorizing, more than actors’ practices of enactment of categories in the daily use. Instead, 

categories are not closed cognitive generalizations, but have a situated application in the open-

ended context in which organizational action takes place (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002) and their 

meaning is “intrinsically activity bound and always crafted or tailored to fit the unique 

circumstances of its utterance” (Mäkitalo, 2009: 3). Such a closer look on categories during 

their mundane usage unveils that market categories are not only abstract generalizations, but 

they “combine both material and abstract elements that are represented and enacted in various 

ways” (Delmestri et al., 2020; Granqvist and Siltaoja, 2020:22). 

Material and symbolic resources for category situated recognition 

Investigating the ways in which category work unfolds in ongoing practices allows to 

pose a question: how is it possible for a category, which is a generalization of mundane reality, 

to be recognized in its situated application? This issue is particularly relevant for organizational 

categories, which are “recognized as such when similar member organizations and a set of 

associated external audiences come to a mutual understanding of the material and symbolic 

resources that serve as a basis to assess membership in the category” (Vergne and Wry, 2014: 

68, emphasis added). The authors of this widely used definition outline symbolic resources as 

including “identities, certifications, and cultural features” and material resources as including 

“technologies, skills, and funding sources” (ibid.:68). Among symbolic resources, labels are 

capable of spanning organizational and cultural borders and build understanding through 

discourse (Granqvist et al., 2013); while certifications are “a salient example of a symbolic 

resource that denotes category membership” (Gehman and Grimes, 2017: 2296). However, the 
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symbolic use of a label or a certification may not correspond to organizations’ actual 

capabilities (Granqvist et al., 2013) and hence has to be distinguished from the situated use of 

the category they refer to (Mäkitalo, 2009), which is “made meaningful through the labels’ use 

in local contexts” (Barley, 1983; Gehman and Grimes, 2017; Granqvist et al., 2013:396).  

The situated use of a category can be understood through a closer look at practices, - i.e. 

shared and recognizable way of doing things (Schatzki, 2001; Smets et al., 2012) -, enacted in 

relation to the category. The majority of studies that investigated practices related to 

categorization identify the shared and repeated use of language and discourse as the main source 

for categories’ meaning construction and legitimation (Granqvist and Siltaoja, 2020). For 

example, in their analysis of the discursive processes at the basis of the emergence of Modern 

Indian Art category, Khaire and Wadhwani (2010) identify ‘rhetoric actions’ of various 

intermediaries (in their case: auction houses, art critics and historians, reporters), rather than 

the ones of consumers and producers, as the main leverage of re-interpretation of meaning 

constructs at the basis of the new category emergence, valuation and institutionalization. 

Siltaoja and colleagues (2020) outline several ‘discursive practices’ contributing to the 

stigmatization of a category and, successively, at the contestation of this stigmatization through 

the construction of categorical boundaries. Slavich and colleagues (2020) analyze the ‘semiotic 

moves’ that innovators and intermediaries act in order to conceptualize a new culinary style and 

form a new legitimate category.  

Above discourses, categories are brought into being and “practiced” also through visual 

inscriptions (Blanchet, 2018), which contribute to “embody the category by defining its 

boundaries and subcategories, its members, and prototypes” (ibid: 375). Organizations can also 

strategically leverage on visual and verbal projected images for positioning in the categories 

they want to be part of and for claiming their organizational or product identity (Anthony et al., 

2016; Zamparini and Lurati, 2017), while pioneers can use products’ visuals and materials 
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aspects for distancing from a categorical meaning and convey new ones (Delmestri and 

Greenwood, 2016) or for communicating the uniqueness of a new emergent category (Slavich 

et al., 2020). These scattered contributions unveil multimodal and material aspects of 

categorization (Granqvist and Siltaoja, 2020), and categories performativity (Blanchet, 2018), 

which have not been systematically addressed yet by categories literature, in particular for 

looking at categories in their ongoing use.  

Categories are used, therefore recognized and meant capable for sensemaking, analysis 

and coordination when they are “viable”, i.e. when they have an optimal balance of internal 

coherence and external distinctiveness (Lo et al., 2020). What we still overlook is how this 

viability occurs in categories situated application, considering that categories are characterized 

by material and symbolic resources (Kennedy et al., 2010; Porac et al., 2011; Vergne and Wry, 

2014) that may (or may not) interact in their mundane performance. For this reason, it becomes 

of particular importance to distinguish between symbolic or formal resources and more material 

or substantive ones, as they are both responsible of category situated recognition.  

Therefore, with this paper, we ask: how are symbolic and material resources6 

contributing to the situated recognition of an organizational category? Studying category work  

as the situated application of categories in the material context may allow for a more holistic 

understanding of categories meaning-making (Blanchet, 2018; Granqvist and Siltaoja, 2020; 

Grodal and Kahl, 2017) and categories actual collective usage by audiences and other market 

actors, ultimately leading to explain why a category ‘works better’ in some settings and less in 

others. 

Methods 

Research setting: the phenomenon of “Historical Shops” in Italy 

 
6 As previously specificated, we adopt here the same wording of Vergne and Wry (2014) meaning symbolic as 
formal and material in a broad sense as substantive, hence referring to the “practiced side” of categories.  
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In the last decades, many Italian policies for urban centers requalification included, 

among others, the listing of “Historical Shops” to safeguard retails with particular historical 

value and a relevant time continuity of their activity. Historical Shops are considered strategic 

factors for territorial economic and social development, to be safeguarded and enhanced as 

custodians of traditions, ancient crafts, territorial products and excellences, city identity. By 

appointing labels, definitions, criteria of inclusion, and an envisaged aim, these policies have 

created a category by re-assembling already existing entities with a strategic purpose (Durand 

and Khaire, 2017). However, “Historical Shops” has been implemented and accepted 

differently in the territory: despite sharing the same label, some shops are recognized as more 

historical than others in their day-to-day activity. To explore what makes it possible to 

recognize a category during its mundane usage, we compared how two Italian cities enacted the 

same category of “Historical Shops”.  

Research design and sampling  

We adopted a multiple case study design (Eisenhardt, 2021), based on a comparison of 

the Historical Shops category between two “macro” cases, the city of Genoa and the city of 

Padua, and within multiple nested “micro” cases (19 Historical Shops in Genoa and 14 

Historical Shops in Padua).  

Genoa and Padua 

Genoa is a city of 566.410 inhabitants in the North-west of Italy; Padua is a city of 

209.730 inhabitants in the North-east of Italy (ISTAT, 2022a). Beside their differences in terms 

of urban landscape and dimension, these cities offer a good mix of similarity and variations that 

makes them two comparable contexts to study the situatedness of the Historical Shops 

phenomenon. First, they both have a long and rich commercial tradition. Genoa is till nowadays 

one of the most important harbour cities in Italy, and since the Middle Ages its harbour had 

been an important traffic hub of luxury wares coming from the East and Flanders. On the other 
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side, in the Middle Ages Padua was a crucial point in the commercial traffic from the region's 

mainland to Venice, thanks to the presence of various navigable canals and a terminal port in 

its city centre. In both cities, the past commercial tradition is witnessed by the survival of a 

number of marketplaces: cafés, restaurants, drugstores, clothes shops, craft ateliers, 

confectionery, pastry and chocolate shops, and the commercial systems of the two cities still 

maintain some identifying traits. Second, the two cities have a comparable pattern in tourism 

development: tourism is growing in both cities1, without the excesses of overtourism (Milano 

et al., 2019). Third, both cities have systems of safeguard of their Historical Shops, which are 

based on one or more lists, whose admission is subordinated to the compliance with several 

criteria, and to an evaluation by a commission composed of multiple public actors (see findings 

section). 

In sum, these represent two “sufficiently similar settings” (Granqvist and Ritvala, 2016), 

in which multiple actors and audiences were involved in a process of category creation that 

started in similar moments (2011 in Genoa and 2007 in Padua). Interestingly, though, this 

similar categorization process has been more successful in Genoa, rather than Padua so far, in 

terms of safeguard of traditions and territorial development. In other words, they are all 

historical shops, but some work as “more historical” than others – why? A comparative study 

can be particularly useful to highlight the different dynamics associated to the category 

enactment in real time can assume in similar, but different, contexts.  

“Historical Shops” in Genoa and Padua 

We theoretically sampled (Eisenhardt, 1989) the “micro” cases to be studied within the 

two cities. Beside accessibility (we reached most of the shops thanks to the intermediation of 

the vice president of a Trade Association in Genoa and a middle manager of the same Trade 

Association in Padua), the final choice of the shops was based on the following criteria: (a) 

location in historical centres; (b) sale of comparable products in the two cities, in order to have 
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a variegated sample “within case”, but similar “cross-case”; (c) focus on the oldest and most 

known Historical Shops2 in the two cities, similarly to Sasaki et al. (2019). We also included 

some more “recently” founded retails, and some of those that were lately inscribed in the lists 

(see Table I for the resulting sample).  

Table I - Sample 
 

City Name Type of shop/products Foundation Information about the firm 

Genoa 

Antica Farmacia S. Anna Pharmacy, herbalist shop 1650 Monastic organization 

Cartoleria Barisione Stationery Store 1889 Family firm since origins 

Pietro Romanengo fu Stefano Confectionery 1780 Family firm since origins 

Stagno Calzature Shoe Shop 1915 Family firm since origins 

Drogheria M. Torrielli Drugstore (spices, food and 
household products) 1930 Family firm since origins 

Viganotti Fabbrica di 
Cioccolato Chocolate factory and shop 1866 Founder’s family till 1999; 

current family since 1999. 

Arduino Antiquariato Antiques and costume 
jewelry 1907 Founder’s family till 1972; 

current shopkeeper since 2010 
Busellato incisioni Engravings and stamps 1896 Family firm since origins 

Klainguti Bar Pasticceria Cafè and Patisserie 1828 Current  shopkeeper since some 
decades 

Libreria Antiquaria Dallai Ancient book shop 1939 Family firm since origins 

Lucarda Abbigliamento Clothes Shop 1920 Family firm since origins 

Macelleria Nico Butcher 1790 Current shopkeeper since 1986 

Polleria Aresu Poultry Shop 1910 Family firm since origins 

Athos Abbigliamento Clothes Shop 1946 Family firm since origins 

Pescetto Abbigliamento Clothes Shop 1899 Family firm since origins 
Bottaro Bottega Artigiana del 

Vetro Glass making atelier 1937 Family firm since origins 

G.M. Luico Turaccioli Winemaking products 1855 Family firm since origins 

Pasticceria Profumo Patisserie 1827 Current family since 1964 

Barberia Giacalone Barber shop 1908 Founder’s family till 1992 

Padua 

Pasticceria Wiennese Cafè and Patisserie 1964 
 

Family firm since origins 
1969 current location 

Argenteria Calegaro Silverware products 1921 Family firm since origins 

Antica Salumeria Guarnieri Delicatessen 1968 Current shopkeepers since 2011 

Cappelleria Zin & De Lucia Hats shop 1920 Family firm since origins 

Cartoleria Prosdocimi Stationery Store 1900 Family firm since origins 

Pasticceria Graziati Cafè and Patisserie 1919 Family firm since origins 

Antica Salumeria Franchin Delicatessen 1904 
 Current family since 1978 

Farmacia del Duomo Pharmacy 1500 Current family since 1932 

Laboratorio Orafo Z. Jewellery laboratory 1939 Current family since 1960 
Current location since 1995 

Drogheria ai Due Catini d’oro Drugstore (spices, food and 
household products) 1775 Current family since 1970 
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Emporio Zorzi Seeds, fake flowers and 
home decor 1828 Current family since (approx.) 1900 

Panificio Bettio Backery 1949 Family firm 

Drogheria Preti Drugstore (spices, food and 
household products) 1936 Current shopkeeper since 1999 

 
Data Collection  

The investigation required the collection of primary and secondary data from various 

sources (Table II). 

Table II - Data sources 
Data Type Source and details (Genoa) Source and details (Padua) 

Interviews 
(int.) 

27 interviews with 39 informants in 19 
Historical Shops 
- 21 Shopkeepers 
- 1 Family representative and minor 
shareholder 
- 1 Employee 
- 1 Friar 
- 1 Communication manager 
- 1 Pharmacist (employee) 
- 2 Family collaborators 
- 1 Head of local FAI delegation 
- 1 Assessor to Commerce, Craft, Safeguard 
and Development of valleys, big events, 
historical city center 
- 1 representative of the Chamber of 
Commerce 
- 1 Vice president of Trade Association 
- 3 Representatives of Trade Associations 
- 2 Officials of Superintendence 

24 interviews with 27 informants in 14 Historical 
Shops 
- 11 Shopkeepers 
- 1 Pharmacist (shopkeeper) 
- 1 Shop Director 
- 8 Employees 
- 1 Family collaborator 
- 1 Assessor to Productive activities and Commerce 
- 1 Assessor to Culture, Museum, Monuments and 
Tourism 
- 1 representative of DMO consortium 
- 1 representative of the Chamber of Commerce 
- 1 president of a Trade Association 
- 4 representatives of Trade and Artisanal 
Associations  
- 1 tourist guide and representative of a Trade 
Association 
 
 

Observations 
(obs.) 

- 11 shops’ daily activities observations in 10 
Historical Shops 
- 6 unplanned observations of shops’ daily 
activities during interviews  
- 1 book presentation 
- 2 guided tours   
- 1 presentation event organized by the 
Chamber of Commerce 
- 1 presentation event organized by a Trade 
Association 

- 4 Shops’ daily activities observations in 4 
Historical Shops 
- 1 Unplanned observation of shops’ daily activities 
during interview 
- 1 Guided tour 
- 1 Stakeholders meeting within a Historical Shops-
related project  
- 1 Seminar within a Historical Shops-related 
project  
- 1 Municipal Meeting of the Historical Shops List 
Commission 

Informal 
Conversations 
(inf. conv.) 

13 informal conversations with 15 informants  
- 10 Shopkeepers 
- 4 Employees 
- 1 Ex-employee 
- 1 Family collaborator 

3 informal conversations with 3 informants  
- 2 shopkeepers 
- 1 Shop assistant 

Archive Material 
(online/offline 
mat.) 

Offline material  
- 3 Shop’s brochures 
- 1 Book 
- 1 Shop’s products’ catalogue 
- 3 Historical Shops brochure  
- 2 business cards  
- 1 exhibition catalogue 
- Some gifted/bought products & packaging 
- Municipal List of Historical Shop  
- Regional law on Commerce Reformation 
- Municipal deliberations on Historical Shops 
Online material 

Offline Material 
- 1 Shop’s flyer 
- 2 business cards 
- 2 Historical Shops brochure 
- Archival material on a shop (provided by 
shopkeeper) 
- Municipal List of Historical Shops 
- Regional List of Historical Shops 
- Statute of Historical Shops Foundation  
- Regional law on Commerce Reformation 
- Municipal deliberations on Historical Shops 
Online Material 
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- Shops’ Google Maps information 
- Shops’ Website 
- Shops’ Facebook pages 
- Shops’ Instagram pages 
- Shops’ Pinterest pages 
- Shop’s online reviews (Tripadvisor, 
Google, approx. 320 pages, available for 18 
shops)  
- Historical Shop’s website 
- Tourist Agency’s website 

- Shops’ Google Maps information 
- Shops’ Website 
- Shops’ Facebook pages 
- Shops’ Instagram pages 
- Shops’ Pinterest pages 
- Shop’s online reviews (Tripadvisor, Google, 
approx. 223 pages, available for 12 shops)  
 

Pictures and 
Video 
 

- 231 pictures shot by author during shops’ 
visits, tours 
- 1 video shot by author during shops’ visits 
- pictures from websites and social networks 

- 98 pictures shot by author during shops’ visits, 
tours 
- pictures from websites and social networks 

 
 

Interviews, 27 with 39 informants in Genoa, and 24 with 27 informants in Padua (in 

total 51), were conducted by the first author in Italian, taped and transcribed. They lasted from 

5 minutes (to some employees) to 2 hours, on average 54 minutes. The main informants were 

shopkeepers, in many cases part of the shop founders’ family, but sometimes we also 

interviewed or conversated with employees and family collaborators. The semi-structured 

interviews aimed at understanding the main characteristics of the shop (name, products, clients), 

the informants’ knowledge and sensibility towards the shop’s historical features and their 

feelings about being a Historical Shop inserted in the city’s list (see Appendix 1 for the 

interviews protocols). All the interviews took place in the shops. This allowed the researcher to 

be first introduced to the shops’ premises, doing a first focused observation on its physical 

characteristics and taking pictures and/or videos, but it also encouraged informants to talk about 

and show her material characteristics of the shops. Since many interviews occurred during 

working hours, the researcher also had the chance to experience some unplanned observations 

about the daily job practices in the shops, in particular in relation with clients. To have a wider 

understanding of the context and the categorization process, we also interviewed various 

stakeholders from the Municipality, the Chamber of Commerce and some Trade Association of 

both cities, as members of the Commissions evaluating Historical Shops’ access to the lists. 

Where possible, we ran non-participatory observations in the shops (31 in total), lasting 

from a minimum of 2 hours to a maximum of 4.30 hours within the same shop. The observations 
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occurred in the open-to-public part of the retails and aimed at understanding the daily activities 

at the shop and the relationships between shopkeepers, employees, family collaborators, and 

the audience. During work breaks, we engaged in many informal conversations with 

shopkeepers and employees about work-life in the shops, the life in the city, the making of 

products, historical and territorial traditions, which are collected in the field notes as well. We 

also attended events relating to Historical Shops as a system or to singular retails. 

Furthermore, we also collected, read and codified secondary archival materials, both 

online (shops’ own websites and social media pages, external websites related to Historical 

Shops both individually and as a system, and shops’ online reviews on Google ® and 

Tripadvisor ® - for a total of about 543 pages for both cases), and offline (shops’ brochures, 

books, business cards, and some gifted or bought products with relative packaging). 

We also collected the texts of regional laws, regional or municipal deliberations and 

regulations regarding the safeguard of Historical Shops and their inscription to ad hoc lists, and 

the statutes and missions of the actors involved, directly or indirectly, in the categorization 

process.  

Data Analysis 

We adopted an inductive qualitative methodology to deeply delve into the contextual 

conditions, processes and practices of category enactment. We followed the recommendations 

of multiple case study research (Eisenhardt, 1989), and used NVivo to better support inductive 

coding, while also organizing the data by type and case and, hence, facilitate the analysis.  

The analysis of the regulations produced the themes of “labelling” and “boundary 

setting”, recalling well known constructs in categorization literature (e.g., respectively: Slavich 

et al., 2020 and Granqvist & Ritvala, 2016, among others) that we considered two elements of 

category formal design. However, on field, we soon realized that the regulations were only 

producing a formal, top-down categorization, not a substantial one. For example, in many of 
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Padua’s listed Historical Shops, the furniture had been modernized and many traditional 

products had been abandoned, thus making it difficult to recognize those shops as belonging to 

the Historical Shop category, beside the logo affixed on their doors. Hence, we explored our 

qualitative dataset of interviews and observations, searching for practices which could be 

related to the substantial enactment of the formal categorization set by regulations. We thus 

distinguished “material practices”, “spatial practices” and “verbal practices” performed in the 

shops during daily business, and we clustered them as elements of category substantial 

performance. From the analysis of observations, interviews and online reviews a relevant theme 

of “category experience” emerged, referring to the feelings and the atmosphere that visiting or 

working in those shops conveys.  

Finally, the theme of “category situated recognition” emerged from two kinds of 

analysis: first, a visual analysis and comparison of online/offline materials, reviews, and the 

pictures and videos that we took on site, second, an analysis from shopkeepers’ claims about 

their categorical belonging in interviews and observations, as well as of those reported and 

observed spontaneous and vivid cues signaling a collective recognition of those shops’ 

categorical membership, beyond the formal one (which is another theme that emerged from the 

analysis of interviews with retailers, stakeholders, as well as from online materials and offline 

documents). Table III displays our inductive process.  
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Table III - Coding inductive process 

Empirical coding 
 Themes 

 
Aggregated 
dimensions Genoa Padua 

- Evocative label 
‘Botteghe 
Storiche’ 
(“Historical 
Shops”) 

- Ambiguous label 
‘Locali Storici’ 
(“Historical 
Places”) and 
‘Attività Storiche’ 
(“Historical 
Activities”) 

Labelling 
(acts through which 

regulations coin one or 
more specific name 

gathering the shops in the 
city’s lists) Formal 

category 
design - Strict criteria 

(70 years and at 
least three of the 
five requisites; 
exceptions not 
possible) 

- Lax criteria 
(40 years of 
activity in the 
same location; 
same category of 
products, 
exceptions 
possible) 

Boundary setting 
(acts through which 

regulations set criteria of 
exclusion or inclusion in 

the city’s lists) 

- Use of past 
physical objects 
(furniture, 
equipment) 

- Continuity of 
traditional 
products and 
gestures 

- No or limited use 
of past physical 
objects 

- Abandonment of 
traditional 
products 

Material practices 
(recurrent activities 

performed in the shop 
through the involvement of 
materiality, e.g. furniture, 

equipment, traditional 
products) 

Substantial 
category 

performance 

- Maintenance of 
the original 
display 

- Location 

- Alteration to the 
original display 

- Relocation 

Spatial practices 
(recurrent activities in 

relationship with the space 
within or outside the shop) 

- Historical 
Explanations 

- Rhetoric 

- Few or no 
reference to 
shop’s history 

- Few or no use of 
rhetoric 

 

Verbal practices 
(recurrent use of oral and 

written narratives as part of 
organizational activities) 
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(continued) 

Empirical coding Themes Aggregated  
dimensions Genoa Padua 

- Multisensorial 
experience 

- Feeling an 
atmosphere of the 
past 

 

- X (not observed) 
- Not much feeling 

an atmosphere of 
the past 

External experience 
(external audience’s multi-
faceted feeling of being in 

front of an organization that 
is member of the category) 

Category 
experience 

 
- Emotional 

attachment to the 
shop’s historical 
features 

- Feeling 
“Historical Shop” 

- Emotional 
detachment from 
the shop’s 
historical features 

- No value in being 
‘Historical’ Shop 

Internal experience 
(multi-faceted feeling of 

being in front of an 
organization that is member 

of the category, felt by 
individuals working in the 

organization) 

- Official procedure for insertion in the List 
- Award ceremonies 
- Awards, logos and plaques 

 

Formal 
recognition 

(acts that officially 
recognize to an 
organization the 

formal belonging to a 
category) 

- External 
perception of 
category 
homogeneity 

- External 
perception of 
category 
distinctiveness 

- People 
recognition of 
Shop’s historical 
character 

- External perception 
of category non-
homogeneity 

- External perception 
of category non-
distinctiveness 

- X (not observed) 

 

 
External situated 

recognition 
(recognition of internal 
coherence within the 

category, -i.e. perceived 
similarity among categorical 
members – and of external 

distinctiveness of the 
category – i.e. perceived 

difference from non-
categorical members; felt by 

audience) Situated 
category 

recognition 
 

- Feeling as a group 
of shops with some 
special characteristics 

- Not feeling as a 
group of shops 
with some special 
characteristics 

Internal situated 
recognition 

(recognition of internal 
coherence within the 

category, -i.e. perceived 
similarity among categorical 
members – and of external 

distinctiveness of the 
category – i.e. perceived 

difference from non-
categorical members; felt by 
individuals working within 

the categorized 
organizations) 
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(continued) 

Empirical coding 
Themes Aggregated dimensions Genoa Padua 

- No material 
changes in the 
shops after 
enlisting 

- X (not observed)  
Coherence between 
formal design and 

substantial 
performance 

- Diffused common 
knowledge of 
Historical Shops 
in the city 

- X (not observed)  

 

Situated category 
recognition 

triggering formal 
recognition 

- Chamber of 
Commerce 
initiatives for 
enlisted shops 

- Visibility & 
tourism 

- Formal 
recognition is 
just as reward 

- No effects 
after being 
enlisted 

 
Formal recognition 

enhancing wider 
situated recognition 

 

  
Findings 

Our findings unveil a process of category work that allows for category recognition in its 

situated activities. We found that an organizational category is recognized in its mundane usage 

when category design (as a symbolic resource) and category performance (as a material 

resource) co-occur and are coherent to each other, allowing for an experience of the category 

among external and internal audiences, conducive to a situated perception of the category 

homogeneity and distinctiveness, which triggers formal recognition and is enhanced by it, and 

hence sustained over time.  The following sections zoom into each building block of our 

argumentation, building on evidence from the two cities, visualized in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 - Visual summary of findings 
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Formal category design  

 Similarly to what happens in categorization processes involving certification or 

standard-setting (Lee et al., 2017; Siltaoja et al., 2020), in our case too, the category is formally 

designed by actors that are external to it, i.e. local regulators. The Municipalities of both Genoa 

and Padua recently established a List of Historical Shops, together with criteria and a procedure 

that retails have to comply with to be awarded as Historical Shops. In other words, the formal 

categorical membership is assessed through a formal recognition in both cities (presented next 
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– see also upper part in Figures 1a and 1b). However, there are significant differences between 

the two regulatory systems that have an impact on the substantial recognition of the category 

(presented later). 

 Labelling: Both Municipalities have established a List of the Historical Shops in the 

city’s territory, with a relative label. In Genoa the label is evocative: ‘Botteghe Storiche’, 

translatable as “Historical Shops” – where the term ‘Bottega’ evokes, in common knowledge, 

a modest, familiar shop, or an artisan’s atelier. In Padua, instead, the label is ambiguous, in that 

the List comprehends both ‘Locali Storici’ (“Historical Places”) and ‘Attività Storiche’ 

(“Historical Activities”): although the regulations differentiate the prerequisites to be listed 

under each label, the ambiguity lies in the fact that, in common language, the two labels are 

barely used and can easily be perceived as synonyms.  

 Boundary Setting: In both cities, the insertion in the lists is subordinated to the 

compliance with some “minimum attributes” that set the formal categorical boundaries 

distinguishing what lies inside or outside the category (boundary setting). In Genoa this 

boundary setting is strict: Historical Shops can be inscribed in the Municipal List if they have 

been active for 70 years and have at least three of the following requisites: architectural 

elements, furniture, equipment – which must date back to at least 70 years and must be 

conserved or in use at least for the 70% within the shop – documents (attesting a continuity of 

activity for at least 70 years), and insertion in a well-maintained environmental-historical 

context. Exceptions to these criteria are limited, given the control by the Superintendence and 

the possibility, when not meeting at least three requisites, to be inserted in the separate list of 

“Places of Tradition”. Instead, boundary setting in Padua is rather lax: to be recognized as 

“Historical Activities”, shops must prove 40 years of activity in the same location and the 

continued sale of the same kind of products. Exceptions are possible, as confirmed by the laxity 

of the regulation’s text describing them. The shops that comply with these requirements and 
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additionally have a particular physical or morphological element of historical, cultural or 

artistical value are listed as “Historical Places”. Here, then, the boundaries are more inclusive 

and porous.  

However labels and boundaries are designed, their establishment contributes to a formal 

recognition of the categorical membership exerted by regulators.  

Formal recognition   

The creation of labels and boundaries through lists and criteria are symbolic resources 

setting the basis of a formal recognition of categorical membership. In both cities, formal 

validation occurs through the release of some symbolic awards. Both Genoa’s and Padua’s 

regulations designate a Commission in charge with the evaluation of every shop’s compliance 

with the requisites. In Genoa, the procedure is managed by the Chamber of Commerce, which 

(differently from Padua) requires the Superintendence to do an inspection in every shop to 

evaluate the effective presence of the requirements. After their advice, a Commission composed 

by these actors, the Assessor of Commerce and some Trade Associations evaluates the 

application and takes the final decision. In Padua, the procedure is led by the municipal offices 

of the Assessor of Commerce. The latter chairs the Commission which is also composed by 

other municipal departments’ representatives, the Chamber of Commerce and Trade 

Association. Shops’ inspection is envisaged only in the case of the valuation of “Historical 

Places”. Once inserted in the list, Historical Shops receive an attestation, a sticker with a logo 

in Padua, and a plaque in Genoa.  Furthermore, in the past the Municipality of Padua organized 

a ceremony to publicly award the inscribed shops and to release a leaflet listing all the 

recognized retails. The Chamber of  Commerce of Genoa organizes a similar event on an annual 

basis.   

Notwithstanding the aforementioned differences in category design, the establishment 

of some form of labelling and boundary setting contributes to a formal recognition through 
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which regulators award (or sanction, if shops lose their “historical” requirements) Historical 

Shops’ category membership (upper parts of Figures 1a and 1b). 

Substantial Category performance 

  We soon noticed that endorsing the formal membership of Historical Shop was not 

enough for the category “to work”, i.e. to be recognized in its mundane usage. In some cases 

(mostly in Genoa) the fact of being a Historical Shop was also performed in a bundle of 

ongoing, interrelated practices in the daily business (substantial category performance, see 

lower-left end in Figure 1a and 1b). Individual Historical Shops carry out their daily activities 

engaging more or less intensively with material, spatial and verbal practices that make their 

categorical membership more or less vivid. The following paragraphs explain each of them in 

details (Appendix 2 for further evidence). 

Material practices: Material practices refer to those recurrent activities performed in 

the shop through the involvement of materiality. In Genoa especially, mundane activities of 

many of the observed shops unfold through the use of material artifacts dating back to their 

foundation: original furniture is employed to store and sell products, ancient machinery and 

equipment are utilized in production processes (Figure 2). In other cases (mostly in Padua), 

material objects as furniture, machineries or equipment have been abandoned and substituted 

with more recent ones (Pasticceria Graziati, int. shopkeeper, obs. Padua; Emporio Zorzi, int. 

shopkeeper, unplanned  obs., Padua; Panificio Bettio, int. shopkeeper, unplanned obs., Padua). 

These shops thus lose any proof of their own past, and their retailers identify its tangible 

presence only in pictures, awards, or old instruments in the backrooms or exposed in the 

windows (Laboratorio Orafo Z., Padua, int. shopkeeper, unplanned obs.; Cartoleria Prosdocimi, 

int. shopkeeper, obs., Padua). Also, in these cases, when asked about historical elements 

representing the shop, shopkeepers often refer to a past other than their shop’s, such as the 

structural elements (columns, ruins, frescos…) of the historical building which their shop is 
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located in (Cartoleria Prosdocimi, int. shopkeeper, Padua; Pasticceria Graziati, int. shopkeeper, 

Padua). Hence, the engagement with material elements related to the categorical belonging is 

lighter than in the aforementioned cases.  

Material practices also relate to the sale of the shop’s traditional products, which 

sometimes are considered a “rarity” in modern shops or old-fashioned for contemporary times, 

for example: loose spices, traditional local pastry, traditional confectionery products. This does 

not mean that these shops do not sell modern products, but that original ones are kept as 

fundamental points within the shop selection of products: eliminating them would be losing 

some clients, or, even, a part of one’s own organizational identity: “[The factory] has 

maintained the same pralines, because you cannot change some of the pralines, they are part 

of the history and people come here explicitly for those pralines. You may say “but they are 50 

years old!” Yes, but those ones cannot lack. (Fabbrica di Cioccolato Viganotti, int. employee, 

Genoa). 

Furthermore, gestures are part of shops’ history and tradition, which have been kept 

over the course of time within the shops’ ongoing practices until nowadays. In three of the 

observed shops in Genoa, salespersons wrap cakes, chocolates or candy boxes with blue paper 

and a white stripe, deriving from the local tradition of re-using the blue paper of the sugar sacks 

to wrap items, and according to accurate manual rituals transmitted through time from 

salesperson to salesperson (Pasticceria Profumo, obs., Genoa; Romanengo Confetteria, obs., 

inf. conv., Genoa; Viganotti Fabbrica di Cioccolato, obs., Genoa). In other shops, traditional 

products and gestures are instead abandoned or dramatically reduced to leave space to more 

modern products (Laboratorio Orafo Z., int. shopkeeper, Padua), sometimes even bringing to a 

change in the main typology of products sold (Emporio Zorzi., int. shopkeeper, unplanned obs., 

Padua).  

Figure 2 - Material Practices  
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 Spatial practices: We considered spatial practices those recurrent mundane activities 

which occur in relationship with the space within or outside the shop. In many shops, mostly in 

Genoa, the internal display of the shop has been left as it was in the past: neither current nor 

previous shopkeepers modified the objects display, the furniture, or the products exhibition 

(Figure 3; Libreria Antiquaria Dallai, int. shopkeeper, Genoa; Klainguti Bar Pasticceria, int. 

shopkeeper, Genoa; Stagno Calzature, int. shopkeeper, Genoa, Barberia Giacalone, int. head of 

FAI delegation, Genoa). This also includes introducing improvements adapting to the 

environment (the space and its aesthetic) rather than substituting material objects and hence, 

modifying its aspect: “I tried to re-organize [the shop] as for the arrangement, for usage 

convenience, without turning it upside-down because I would have never seen it differently”. 

(Luico Turaccioli, shopkeeper, Genoa) 

Instead, mostly in Padua, there are shops whose owner-managers decide to totally 

change the shop’s display. Their desire is breaking with the past, which becomes synonym of 

“old” (in depreciative sense) or gives an impression of carelessness and, hence, must be 

cancelled to be more attractive towards the contemporary audience (Salumeria Franchin, int. 
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shopkeeper, Padua; Cappelleria Zin & De Lucia, Padua). This often happens when the furniture 

is not so “ancient” to be considered worth to be preserved: “The last renovation - as for the 

shop restoration and furniture – has been done in 2000. [We had a] willingness to change. 

[…]” (Cartoleria Prosdocimi, shopkeeper, Padua). 

Spatial practices include location choices, too. The very foundation of the shop has often 

been enabled by some peculiar dynamics of the city or the zone in which they are situated. For 

example, confectionery, patisseries and chocolate shops spread in Genoa as a consequence of 

the rich commercial exchanges with the East thanks to the harbour, similarly to the development 

of drugstores and spices shop near Padua market squares. Moreover, the characteristics of the 

zone of the city where the shop is located reflect the shop image and identity: “[The location] 

means everything, in my opinion. The fact that [the shop] is situated in a historical square, 

where you can sit outside and see… and feel also the historicity which the city can give to you 

is very important in my opinion.” (Pasticceria Graziati, int. employee, Padua). Over time, 

location has become strictly intertwined with the reputation the shop has among clients and 

citizens in general, to the point that “name and place are connected” (Cartoleria Barisione, int. 

shopkeeper, Genoa) or that “moving would mean closing” (Luico Turaccioli, int. shopkeeper, 

Genoa). In few cases (in Padua) shops changed their location, mainly due to business-related 

reasons as enlargement of sale surface, opening to public of atelier or laboratories (Laboratorio 

Orafo Z, int. shopkeeper, Padua).  

Figure 3 - Spatial Practices (display) 

 



 

   72 

Verbal practices: By verbal practices we mean the recursive use of oral and written 

narratives as part of organizational activities. Many Historical Shops make use of a certain 

history-related rhetoric to describe themselves in both online and offline materials, which are 

used, implicitly or explicitly, for promotion reasons. Sometimes the use of these narratives is 

limited to just some mentions of foundation dates or to the fact of being historical in their 

websites’ slogans and/or social media descriptions sections (Cappelleria Zin e De Lucia, online 

mat., Padua; Pasticceria Wiennese, online mat., Padua). Other times, shop managers do a vaster 

use of this kind of rhetoric, in media and materials: on packaging, business cards, receipts, signs 

and, even, in the name itself of the shop (Romanengo Confetteria; obs., Genoa; Farmacia S. 

Anna, offline and online mat., Genoa). Furthermore, oral and written discourses about 

Historical Shops often touch explanations about their past, founders’ or successors’ history, 

curious anecdotes or details connecting the shop to broader historical contingencies. This 

happens in written forms in specific sections of their websites (Luico Turaccioli, online mat., 

Genoa), or in the brochures provided with purchases (Viganotti Fabbrica di Cioccolato, offline 

mat., Genoa), but also when shopkeepers engage in lengthy storytelling during tourists’ visits 

(Abbigliamento Pescetto, int. shopkeeper, Genoa). 

Category experience 

 The more material, spatial and verbal practices related to the Historical Shop category 

were enacted, the more clients could multi-sensorially engage with the shop and feel an 

atmosphere of the past. Not only: by enacting these practices, shopkeepers too kept up the 

feeling of being Historical Shops. In other terms, the enactment and the interaction of practices 

is what makes visible and perceivable (hence performs) the substantial categorical membership 

to the internal and external audiences. What is performed is an intense (if the enacted practices 

are ongoing and interacting), or light (if the practices are more sporadic or partial) experience 
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of the category (central-lower box in Figure 1a and 1b). Detailed evidence is showcased in 

Appendix 3. 

External category experience (audience): The enactment of material, spatial and verbal 

practices makes the category “tangible” to external people that can perceive a shop’s features 

through the five senses. View is the first and main sense that enables categorical experience: 

display and furniture immediately communicate a sort of atmosphere of the past to people 

entering the shop: “the door with frosted glass makes you understand you are entering in a 

special place” (Cioccolateria Viganotti, online review, Genoa), or also: “As soon as we cross 

the door, the historical furniture and the beautiful garnished ceilings bring us at the XIX 

Century bourgeoisie” (Confetteria Romanengo, online review, Genoa).  Moreover, in the case 

of tourists visits, people can experience the shops’ past touching old kinds of cloths in vintage 

clothes stores, tastings traditional or rare product (rose syrup, rosolio candy, spiced chocolate) 

in food shops, or they can come into contact with noisy ancient machineries or old ways of 

production during laboratory visits (Polleria Aresu, obs., Genoa; Pescetto Abbigliamento, obs., 

Genoa; Romanengo Confetteria, obs., Genoa; Viganotti Fabbrica di Cioccolato, obs., Genoa). 

The experience is not just reserved to tourists, also clients, during normal purchases may have 

these multisensorial hints, for example, through smell – e.g. the strong smell of spices in 

drugstores, which permeates products as well (Drogheria Torrielli, unplanned obs., online 

reviews, Genoa). This multisensorial experience contributes to the creation of an atmosphere 

of the past that is externally perceived by people. Among tourists, it generates wonders, while 

among residents, it arises memory back to their childhood: “For some old people entering the 

shop means doing a dive into their past.” (Viganotti Fabbrica di Cioccolato, int. shopkeeper, 

Genoa). 

Differently, the experience of the category is milder in those shops (mostly in Padua) 

that enact in a lighter way – or, even, do not enact - spatial, material or verbal practices (Emporio 
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Zorzi; unplanned obs., Padua; Cartoleria Prosdocimi, obs., Padua; Salumeria Franchin, obs., 

Padua, Pasticceria Graziati, obs., Padua). 

Internal category experience (shopkeepers): The ongoing enactment of practices leads 

shopkeepers too to feel a sentimental attachment with the shops’ ‘historical’ features, even if 

this sometimes constitutes a constraint for the normal unfolding of daily activities in 

contemporary times:  

[The Shop structure] is a Venetian Neo-Gothic [style], all made of  wood and with 
all the little columns made of gold foil. […] Grandpa found it as such. I could have 
changed it, but it would have meant dismissing my intentions, my culture, the 
attachment to my family and to my family’s traditions. I would not touch it for any 
reason in the world. […] It is not a functioning pharmacy, of course, because, 
logically, it is an ancient pharmacy. It does not have drawlers, all those modern 
functioning things… However, I, but also the other [employees] and my son […] as 
well, we know it by heart, we know where things are […] (Farmacia al Duomo, int. 
shopkeeper, Padua) 

Experiencing this kind of feeling sustains the enactment of the material, spatial and 

verbal practices in turn. The shopkeepers engaging with this are the ones who more easily refer, 

in their narratives, to Historical Shops categorical classification scheme, for example by 

resorting often to the label - “this is a Historical Shop, this is the first I say” (Abbigliamento 

Pescetto, int. shopkeeper, Genoa) - or to other related adjectives and expressions (e.g. 

traditional, ancient…).  

On the contrary, few Padua retailers’ narratives include referral to the category, 

revealing that they do not consider being ‘historical’ among their primary identifying 

characteristics: “I would say that the historical aspect does not affect what we offer. I would 

say not at all. There is no relevance between what we sell and the historical aspect. […] It is a 

shop… we try to keep it as much modern as possible, because then if it is too old, it gives a 

sense of being antiquated”. (Salumeria Franchin, int. shopkeeper, Padua). These shopkeepers 

are less keen of perpetuating the enactment of the category-related practices: they renovate the 

shop to modernize it, they substitute ‘old-fashion’ original furniture, they leave more space to 
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new products changing their main selection over time, or, even, they change location 

(Cappelleria Zin & De Lucia, int. shopkeeper, Padua; Emporio Zorzi., int. shopkeeper, Padua; 

Laboratorio Orafo Z., int. shopkeeper, Padua). Their possibility, and their audience’s, to 

experience the category is, therefore, milder.  

Category situated recognition 

Our findings show that the situated recognition of the category derives from both 

symbolic resources and material ones.  

We noticed that formally setting strict or lax categorical boundaries, and creating 

evocative or ambiguous labelling, have an impact on the situated perception of a category’s 

internal homogeneity and external distinctiveness (Lo et al., 2020).  -. As a matter of fact, the 

case of Genoa shows that outlining stricter criteria results in listing less shops (at the moment, 

the listed shops are 39) with more evident historical attributes. Therefore, at a cognitive level, 

audiences can perceive these shops as a homogeneous category, that is thus experienced 

“tangibly” thanks to the enactment and interaction of category-related practices, which also 

denote the distinctiveness of these shops from “modern” ones (Appendix 4 for detailed 

evidence). This is further validated by clients and tourists (as reported in shops’ online reviews 

or as observed) stating that, experiencing the shops, they could clearly recognize their historical 

character. In parallel, many shopkeepers also reported (and our observations supported) that 

clients visited the shop and were amazed by it, many times because they consider it a rarity 

compared to the retails they use to attend: 

Many [people] come here and they get favourably struck by these old 
atmospheres… they say “oooh, how beautiful it is!”. They are struck… Many 
people, also young ones and not only foreigners but also Italian people. (Drogheria 
Torrielli, int. shopkeeper, Genoa) 

We also observed and collected various anecdotes in which shopkeepers described that 

many clients remember being children in their shops or other family-related stories around the 

shops, their products, the display or location in general.  
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[I think the place in which the shop is situated is important] because if we should 
change it, people maybe … […] You know, people come in just for curiosity and 
say: “I used to see it, I used to enter here with my father when I was a little girl” 
… maybe they enter just to have a look: “May I have a look since I remember when 
I was a child and I used to come hand in hand with my father?” Then, maybe they 
do not buy anything, but, you see, it has always been here. So, if we may move, we’ll 
close. (Luico Turaccioli, int. shopkeeper, Genoa) 

 
Furthermore, categorical members reported to “feel part of a group” (Abbigliamento 

Lucarda, int. shopkeeper, Genoa; Luico Turaccioli, int. shopkeeper, Genoa) of “equal” shops, 

particularly cared by institutions (differently from “modern” ones), despite different kinds of 

activity, products, and clients (Drogheria Torrielli, int. shopkeeper, Genoa): 

We are similar. […] I mean that we all have a family behind, we all have a story 
behind, we all have the same tradition behind […] But everyone has its own 
peculiarity, which is not “less” or “more”. […] We have common points. I feel 
very much bound with all of these [shops]. […] We understand each other since we 
have worked with our parents, so we know what it means, we have a Historical 
Shop and when the client comes in we know he/she looks for certain things. (Polleria 
Aresu, int. shopkeeper, Genoa) 

On the contrary, as observed in Padua, lax boundaries (and a more permissive evaluation 

procedure of the criteria) results in listing more shops (Padua’s list counts approximately 100 

historical retails) with subtler historical attributes: they have less years of activity and not all of 

them have and use original proofs of the past. This limits the recognition of the category as 

internally homogeneous, and blurs, sometimes, the differences between ‘historical’ and ‘non-

historical’ shops. Differently from Genoa, we did not find evidence of a similar group feeling 

in Padua’s retailers, despite the formal categorical membership, to the point that several 

shopkeepers did not know which other shops in town shared the same Historical Shops title  

(Drogheria ai Due Catini d’Oro, int. shopkeeper, Padua; Emporio Zorzi, int. shopkeeper, Padua; 

Pasticceria Wiennese, int. shopkeeper, Padua), and felt disoriented by - and often unaware of - 

the existence of multiple labels and lists (Drogheria ai Due Catini d’Oro, int. shopkeeper, 

Padua; Argenteria Calegaro, int. shopkeeper, Padua; Salumeria Franchin, int. shopkeeper, 
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Padua). The case of Padua shows that a weak category design and a weak category performance 

hinder category recognition in its situated usage.  

Interactions between formal and substantial levels  

Our findings show that symbolic resources and material resources may (or may not) 

mutually interact for the category to be recognized during its mundane usage. First, formal 

category design must be coherent with the substantial category performance, and viceversa. 

Second, the situated recognition of the category triggers its formal recognition. Third, formal 

recognition enhances a wider situated category recognition. 

Coherence between formal design and substantial performance: The analysis of our cases  

reveals that beyond the formal category design and the substantial category performance, it is 

the coherence between the two which lies at the basis of the category recognition. Formal 

requisites tracing the boundaries of the formal categorization must be strict enough to reflect an 

existing reality that can be perceived as homogeneous and distinctive to gather faithfully some 

shared meanings attached to it. Most of the practices (in particular the material and spatial ones) 

performing the substantial categorical membership were already existing and ongoing in 

categorized entities (Luico Turaccioli, int. shopkeeper, Genoa; Pescetto, Confetteria 

Romanengo, int. employee, Genoa). Regulators’ formal categorization (and recognition) 

highlighted these practices, but, in most cases, did not change them. Rather, they have been 

enhanced (see also later): none of our informants revealed to have changed anything in the shop 

as a consequence of their shop’s enlisting. Curiously, some of them (in Genoa) reported to have 

felt only a change in themselves, in particular relating to their ability to speak to public or 

willingness to tell their families’ stories to people, thus confirming that practices have not been 

changed but sustained by the whole process (Pasticceria Profumo, int. shopkeeper, Genoa; 

Abbigliamento Pescetto, inf. conv., Genoa).   
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Situated recognition triggering formal recognition, formal recognition enhancing 

situated recognition: Genoa’s shops have always been considered ‘Historical’ among residents, 

even before or regardless their inscription in the list (Abbigliamento Pescetto, int. shopkeeper, 

Genoa; Abbigliamento Lucarda, int. shopkeeper, Genoa). Indeed, in many cases, their 

collective recognition as Historical Shops triggered the successive process of formal 

recognition: 

I do not remember exactly the year [in which we obtained the Historical Shop 
recognition] but it happened not at our will: […] an official of the Superintendence 
or the Chamber of Commerce came and said “how is it possible you are not being 
inserted in the List? You have a shop with a so relevant family continuity! You have 
to do it!” (Drogheria Torrielli, int. shopkeeper, Genoa). 

In turn, the formal recognition enhanced a wider situated recognition of the category. 

First the Chamber of Commerce provided a series of dedicated opportunities for categorized 

Historical Shops thcategory: a leaflet and website gathering information about Genoa’s Shops, 

a related Facebook page and Instagram hashtag, training courses to support historical retailers 

in creating their own website and in managing their social media, guided tours with the City 

Tourism Agency, press and TV coverage (int. representative of the Chamber of Commerce, 

Genoa). These initiatives acted as a starting point towards an enhanced and diffused visibility 

for categorical members, which many of our informants referred to as follows: 

They gave us much visibility in the TV. Making people aware of 
Historical Shops, people got interested. With RAI [Italian Television 
company] we made so many services! […] They [the Chamber of 
Commerce] [also] organize these tours with all the Historical Shops, 
where everyone [each shop] is engaged. (Polleria Aresu, int. 
shopkeeper, Genoa) 

As the above quotation shows, Media (TV networks, press) widely talked about single 

Historical Shops or, also, of the category as a whole, increasing tourists’ and residents’ visits 

to the shops, also by inhabitants who were not aware of these shops’ existence and who later 

turned into new clients (Pasticceria Profumo, int. shopkeeper, Genoa).  
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In Padua, instead, there is less interaction between formal and substantial level of the 

category usage, and this results as well in a milder recognition of the category in its situated 

application. Even if the recognition of shops’ historical character was the initial motivation for 

institutional actors to set up these shops’ formal recogniton, differently from Genoa, Padua 

shops’ formal recognition did not bring about the implementation of coordinated initiatives, 

except for the first years after the establishment of the municipal list (Drogheria ai Due Catini 

d’Oro, int. shopkeeper, Padua). As a result, our informants in Padua do not feel that being 

recognized as Historical Shops has effects on their activity (Argenteria Calegaro, int. 

shopkeeper, Padua; Salumeria Franchin, int. shopkeeper, Padua; Cappelleria Zin e De Lucia, 

int. shopkeeper, Padua). They seem to perceive the listing as an award, which does not have 

any tangible or indirect return to their activity (Cartoleria Prosdocimi, int. shopkeeper, Padua; 

Pasticceria Wiennese, int. shopkeeper, Padua). All of this confirms that in Padua the Historical 

Shops’ formal recognition did not enhance a wider situated recognition of the category.  

 

Discussion and conclusion 

Using a multiple case study research design comparing the Historical Shops category in 

two Italian cities, Genoa and Padua, this paper explains what makes an organizational category 

“work”. Figure 4 depicts our emerging model. 

Figure 4 - A model of Category Work 
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An organizational category, such as the one of Historical Shops, is recognized in its 

situated application on the basis of symbolic (or, as in our case, formal) and material (or, as in 

our case, substantial) resources.   

Symbolic resources, like regulators’ actions of coining a label and delimiting the 

categorical boundaries through standards or criteria, design the category formally, and this 

contributes to its formal recognition (in our case, this occurs through valuation procedures, 

insertion in a list, awards in terms of plaques and attestations). However, the way in which the 

category is formally designed may vary and this may have effects on the substantial perception 

of the category in its mundane use: setting strict or lax categorical boundaries, together with 

evocative or ambiguous labelling, impacts on both organizational members and external 

audience’s possibility to perceive the category’s internal homogeneity and external 

distinctiveness. But, what foremost impacts on the organizational category’s possibility to be 

recognized in its situated application is the fact that it is coherently performed on a substantial 

level, beyond the formal one. Thanks to the day-to-day enactment and interaction of material, 
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spatial and verbal practices, internal categorical members and external audiences can intensely 

experience the category, through senses and feelings (and, in our case, memories too). The 

ongoing occurrence of category experience and of its consequential substantial recognition  

sustains, in turn, the enactment of category performance over time. Furthermore, the category 

recognition on the substantial level is capable of triggering the formal recognition, and the latter 

in turn contributes to a wider enhancement of the former.  

This is a process of category work in which symbolic and material resources mutually 

interact so that organizations can be collectively recognized as members of an organizational 

category during their mundane activities. Differently from previous literature (Cornelissen and 

Cholakova, 2021; Leudar and Nekvapil, 2000), we find that this ongoing category work does 

not actually change the category, rather it sustains it and, thanks to the interaction of formal and 

substantial recognitions, it enhances it over time. 

We can highlight three main contributions descending from our theoretical 

disentanglement of category work, presented next.  

Performing and experiencing categories, beyond communicative approaches   

Our unpacking of category work, meant as “how categories take place in real time 

interactions” (Granqvist and Siltaoja, 2020: 21), showed that organizational categories are 

recognized in their situated application when there is a substantial enactment of material, spatial 

and verbal practices, whose interaction allows for audiences and members to experience the 

category. Category literature states that categories are recognizable and thus useful for 

sensemaking, analysis and coordination (i.e. viable) when they balance both internal coherence 

and external distinctiveness (Lo et al., 2020), and that they are legitimated when there is a broad 

consensus around the meaning of a category (Hannan et al., 2007; Vergne and Wry, 2014). This 

meaning is often created through communicative processes, employing discourses (Khaire and 

Wadhwani, 2010), labelling (e.g. Slavich et al., 2020), storytelling (Granqvist and Siltaoja, 
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2020; Koçak et al., 2014). Our findings are consistent with the arguments of Granqvist and 

Siltaoja (2020), who stress the importance of language in categorization processes. Comparing 

Genoa and Padua’s cases, we observed, on the formal level, the importance of choosing 

evocative labels in processes of strategic categorization, as well as, on the substantial level, the 

role played by verbal practices, i.e. the use of narratives, rhetoric and vocabulary that are crucial 

for categorical meaning construction. However, language is just one part of the story of category 

work, where multimodality (Höllerer et al., 2018) is the other main character – virtually 

overlooked so far by category studies, even if some scholars recognized the importance of 

visual communication in category formation and meaning-making (Blanchet, 2018; Granqvist 

and Siltaoja, 2020). 

Our conception of category work goes beyond discursive approaches to categorization 

(although it contemplates them) and even beyond multimodal communication, in the sense that 

it puts upfront materiality (Boxenbaum et al., 2018), place (Gieryn, 2000) and, consequently, 

sensory reactions (Baldessarelli, Stigliani & Elsbach, 2021) not just as modes for 

communicating the category, but as pillars on which actual category performance and 

experience occur through the interaction with individuals who enact and feel the categorical 

membership in daily business practices. Therefore, our unpacking of category work adds an 

agentic and situated understanding to the construct of category viability (Lo et al., 2020), in 

which we highlight the importance of recognizing the category’s homogeneity and 

distinctiveness in mundane activities.   

Introducing the constructs of category performance and experience, our findings may 

bridge categorization studies within the literature on “inhabited institutionalism” (Hallett & 

Ventresca, 2006) and “practice-driven institutionalism”, according to which actors are 

“carriers” of institutions and institutional meanings (Zilber, 2002) and practitioners’ day-to-day 
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activities and rationalization may enable field level institutional change (Smets, Morris & 

Greenwood, 2012).  

Category as a collective performance 

Our study highlights that category’s recognition involves both internal members of 

categorized entities and external audiences. Navis and Glynn (2010) recognized that the 

emergence and legitimacy of a category (in their case, Satellite Radio in U.S.) results from the 

presence of factors internal to the category (entrepreneurial ventures) and external to it 

(interested audiences). Accordingly, but with a more situated and inhabited view of 

organizational categories, we claim that category situated recognition is built by individuals 

internal and external to the organizations. Hence, our perspective joins the “ecological” concept 

of audiences that have a role in delimiting the rules of inclusion within or exclusion from a 

category (Zuckerman, 1999; Hsu, 2006; Hannan et al., 2007) and the studies about individuals’ 

identification in categories (e.g. Curchod et al., 2014). However, while Curchod and colleagues 

(2014)’s study on Ebay business sellers demonstrates that categorical framing is a “sense-giving 

mechanism” through which categorized actors make sense of their identity and, possibly, 

identify with it, our study (the Genoa’s case, specifically) shows that it is the enactment of 

category-related practices and the resulting category experience what feeds individuals’ 

identification with the category (and sustains the enactment of the categorical performance over 

time), rather than the identification given by the formal recognition. 

Distinguishing formal and substantial categorization  

Our comparative study allowed us to unveil the different role of symbolic (i.e. in our 

theorization, formal) and material resources (i.e. in our theorization, substantial)  in contributing 

to category recognition.  

Literature in categories has spoken about regulatory categorization (Ozcan and Gurses, 

2018), standard setting procedures in the organic food (Lee et al., 2017) or organic farming 
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(Siltaoja et al., 2020), and certifications in the B-Corps (Gehman and Grimes, 2017; Grimes et 

al., 2018) and in the power sector (Sine et al., 2007). However, many studies neither distinguish 

regulatory formal acts from other categorizing sources – e.g. discourses done by media or 

producers  (Chliova et al., 2020; Siltaoja et al., 2020)-, nor look at the interactions between 

formal and informal levels and the agency of actors in shaping them (David and Lee, 2022).  

Our analysis of the case of Genoa shows that material resources are fundamental for 

category recognition in its situated application, but that symbolic resources are useful as well 

for defining and further enhancing the whole process of category work. Instead, the case of 

Padua shows that formal category design and the category’s substantial enactment in practices 

run on two parallel tracks: what is formally recognized is not mirrored on the substantial level, 

and this hinders the situated recognition of the category and the whole process of category work 

on a mundane basis. Hence, distinguishing the two forms of recognition (formal and situated) 

helps unpacking processes of categorization happening from both top-down and bottom-up 

mechanisms, and this can further suggest that they could be sometimes detached or not 

coherently communicating, or viceversa, that their interaction is fruitful for categorization.  

This last point relates also to the practical implications that this study may convey, 

regarding in particular urban policy making. Our analysis shows that processes of formal 

“labeling” in policy making have an actual success on a territory if categories are designed with 

specific (and not too lax) boundaries, within which some material, spatial and not only verbal 

practices are enacted and interact, and hence can be experienced by audiences (beyond internal 

members of the category, who are sometimes also unaware of them). It also underlines that 

policy makers should look at the reality of their territory when outlining a formal categorization, 

possibly being coherent about the requirements they set and their substantial presence in the 

categorized entities’ practices. 

Boundary conditions and future research 
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Most of the category literature focused specifically on product or market categories - 

e.g. organic food (Lee et al., 2017), Grappa drink (Delmestri and Greenwood, 2016), Light 

Cigarettes (Hsu and Grodal, 2015). Our study, instead, directly addressed organizational 

categories, considering that these are widespread in our society as objects of strategic 

categorization (e.g. B-corps, nonprofits, SMEs, etc.), that their categorization dynamics may 

have important consequences for markets and societies just like product ones (Durand and 

Khaire, 2017), and that there might be specific elements of organizational category deserving 

close attention. As noted, beyond aspects of category design, a core contribution of our findings 

is the importance of category performance and experience, which arguably apply to categories 

of organizations especially, rather than of products, because organizations are relational 

endeavors made up of interacting individuals. This is a boundary condition of our study, which 

nevertheless sheds some light on the importance of distinguishing between different types of 

categories, and potentially calls for more research exploring the dynamics of organizational 

categorization, specifically. 

Furthermore, we must state that the category work that we observed in real time is one 

still at an emerging stage. In a very similar empirical setting, the one of shinise, Kyoto’s multi-

centenary firms, Sasaki et al. (2019) offer a theorization of a category of Historical Shops that 

is at a more mature stage. As Historical Shops in Italy, shinise have been formally recognized 

by the local government, and share many themes with our observations: family values, the 

continuity of sale of high-quality and premium price products, the performance of practices 

related to traditions and heritage. Notwithstanding a similar empirical setting, Sasaki and 

colleagues describe a situation that is different from the one we observed. The mutual 

relationship that shinise have with Kyoto’s community let them have and maintain a high 

categorical status in the society, hence they represent not only a distinct social category (Glynn 

and Navis, 2013) but also a “distinguished” one (Sasaki et al., 2019). Instead, we observed two 
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situations in which the Historical Shop category – as a whole –  is just at a beginning stage (in 

Genoa’s case with more distinctiveness than in Padua’s) and has not reached a superior standing 

within the city. Arguably, in our cases only some individual organizations occupy a high-level 

position in the status hierarchy, and this may therefore leverage on the whole category status (a 

possible cross-topic to be explored in future research).  

Notes 

1 -  This statement is based on data of Italian National Institute of Statistics (Movement of 

guests in the collective accommodation establishments) without considering Covid-19 related 

stop of tourists flows from 2020 onwards (ISTAT, 2022b). 

2 - This was also supported by the interviews with our informants. 
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Interview protocols 
 
Shopkeepers 
 
The shop 
 
1. What is your activity? How would you describe/define it?  
 
2. What do you sell? 

 
3. Who is the clientele of the shop?  
 
4. Has the shop always been here or has it changed location? Why this location/why you 
moved? 
 
5. What are the values at the basis of your activity?  
 
History of the shop 
 
6. What is the history of the shop? 
 



 

   92 

7. Has the shop changed over time? If yes, how? 
 
8. Talking about the history of the shop, are there elements that represent it in the shop?  
 
9. Did the history of the shop contribute to forming the value of the shop 
 
Enlisting in “Historical Shop” List 
 
10. When have you been enlisted? 
 
11. How did you obtain the enlisting? In which context/moment? according to which 
procedure? 
 
12. (if the enlisting was voluntary) Why did you want to be enlisted?  
 
13. Were there institutions supporting you in obtaining the enlisting?  
 
14. Once enlisted, how do you feel? Do you feel it is important for your business to be 
enlisted as Historical Shop? Are you happy or indifferent of this enlisting?  
 
15. Were there effects (positive or negative) for your business as a consequence of the 
enlisting?  
 
16. Once enlisted, do you feel differentiated or homologated?  
 
17. Once enlisted, did your activity change  
 - on a material level (e.g. did you enhance some historical elements that before were less 

evident?)? 
- on promotional or organizational level? 

 
 
Organization profile 
 
18. Is the shop your own property or do you pay a rent to an external owner? 
 
19.  Are there constraints imposed by superior entities (e.g. Superintendence)? 
 
20. How is the business organized? (e.g. family business, employees…)  
 
21. Do you know other historical shops in town? 
 
 
Employees 
 
1. Since when are you working here? 
 
2. Why did you choose to work here? 
 
3. How would you define the retail you work for?  
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4. What do you sell? 
 

5. Who is the clientele of the shop?  
 
6. Do you think the location of the shop is important for the business?  
 
7. What are the values at the basis of the business you work for? 
 
8. Do you know the history of the shop? What do you know about it? 
 
9. What are the elements that represent the history of the shop? 
 
10. Do you think that the history of the shop is among the values of the shop/is 
important/contributes to other values?  
 
11. Do you know that the shop is enlisted as “Historical Shop”? 
 
12. Do you know what this enlisting is? 
 
13. Do you know when was the shop enlisted? 
 
14. Do you know why the enlisting was obtained? 
 
15. Do you think that for the business is important to be enlisted as “Historical Shop”? 
 
16. Do you think that this enlisting has effects on the retail? 
 
17. Do you know if, once enlisted, did the activity change  
 - on a material level (e.g. did you enhance some historical elements that before were less 

evident?)? 
- on promotional or organizational level? 

 
18. Do you know other historical shops in town? 
 
 
Stakeholders 
 
1. What is your role in this organization? 
2. What is your background? 
 
The Historical Shop in general 
 
3. What is a Historical Shop, according to you? 
 
4. What are the essential features of a Historical Shop? 
 
Historical Shops in Genoa/Padua 
 
5. What is the system of Historical Shops in Genoa/Padua? 
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6. Do you know the origin of the system? (when, why) 
 
7. Are Historical Shops system in Genoa/Padua part of a wider city strategy? If yes, which 
one? In which vision of the city this kind of safeguard is located?  
 
Commission for evaluating Historical Shops  
 
8. What is the role of your organization in the Commission for evaluating Historical Shops? 
 
9. What do you think about the criteria for being enlisted as a Historical Shop? Do you agree 
with them or would you change them?  
 
Constraints on Historical Shops  
 
10. Do you think that it is important to impose institutional constraints on Historical Shops?  
 
Actions and strategies 
 
11. Which actions your organization carried out for Historical Shops? (e.g. organization of 
events, activity, courses…)  
 
12. Which strategies will your organization carry out for Historical Shops in the future? 
 
Other actors  
 
13. Which other actors are involved in the city Historical Shops system?  
 
14. Which are the most important and which ones have a minor role? 
 
15. Do you know them? 
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Appendix 2: Substantial category performance 

 

Second-Order 
themes 

Ongoing & interacted enactment of practices 
(First-Order Codes and Selected Evidence) 

Sporadic & partial enactment of practices 
(First-Order Codes and Selected Evidence)  

Material 
Practices 
 

Use of past physical objects (furniture, equipment) 
We have been keeping the machineries since always.  […] All 
of them date back to end ‘800 beginning ‘900. The plant is 
functioning. We use it regularly, they do not give many 
problems. The sagacity is doing maintenance, clean them, 
keep them in order. (Fabbrica di Cioccolato Viganotti, int. 
shopkeeper, Genoa)  
That mirror for the egg is the most ancient machinery we 
have, it serves to see eggs’ freshness” (Polleria Aresu, 
shopkeeper and obs.) 
As you see, all the furniture is original since 1700 (Farmacia 
S. Anna, int. employee, Genoa) 
The counter represent the whole manufacturing of meat, 
anciently there are the cow, the bull, the calf, with all the 
necessary things to work the meat. Then, with Italian 
Unification, these heads have been applied: Garibaldi, 
Mazzini, the crowned Italy, Cavour, Bixio (Macelleria Nico, 
Genoa, int. shopkeeper Genoa)    
 
 
Continuity of traditional products and gestures 
[I see history] in particular on the mille-feuille pastry, on how 
they stretch the puff pastry, which is stretched and done how 
according to those time’s recipe. Then, in other small details 
on how they do hot chocolate: we buy cocoa and the various 
ingredients and we prepare it directly with the machineries in 
the back laboratory […]. So we know always [that we have] 

No or Few materials remains from the past 
All the pictures that we have, these are the past […] our 
personal business history is given by the picture we have and 
the article on The Times (Cartoleria Prosdocimi, int. 
shopkeeper, Padua)  
That is an old sphere to project light… […] We have some 
instrument in exhibition… the oldest thing we have is that 
winch, probably it dates back to beginning ‘800 … That is 
the old counter of my father [hanged on the wall] 
(Laboratorio Orafo Z., int. shopkeeper, Padua) 
Those column there is thousand years old as the house. […] 
The tea room, that has been recovered […] by my husband 
20 years ago (where they found Roman remains). Then, [the 
position of the cash], it has always been there, but probably 
with the restoration it will disappear. I remind that we I 
knew my husband, - before the other restoration – had a 
picture of his grandfather there. This is a piece of history that 
I remember (Pasticceria Graziati, int. shopkeeper, Padua 
emphasis added) 
 
Abandonment of traditional products  
[The shop] was born in 1828 as a point of reference for 
farmers looking for high-quality seeds. […] With the course 
of time, it kept this characteristic most of all till the ‘90s. 
[…] From that moment on, it moved a bit towards “home 
décor” and always more, because now all our things goes 
into living rooms (Emporio Zorzi, int. shopkeeper, Padua) 
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to follow determined recipes, which we used to have [in the 
past]. (Pasticceria Graziati, int. employee, Padua)  
Many pastry shops in Genoa use blue paper and not boxes [as 
packaging for the sweets], because… first of all it is the color 
of the city of Genoa, the blue-jeans… but also because once 
sugar came in those packages wrapped with blue paper, it was 
not exactly the same blue, but still, this thing has remained in 
historical patisseries, in those which have a certain historicity. 
Clients really want it! (Pasticceria Profumo, int. shopkeeper, 
Genoa) 
Since I have memory, I heard about their rose syrup and their 
rose water from my grandma and grand aunt. […] products 
are created with craftmanship. It is a cross-section of tradition 
(Farmacia S. Anna, online review,Genoa).  

From an initial stationery store it became a concept retail. 
(Cartoleria Prosdocimi, int. shopkeeper, Padua) 

Spatial 
Practices 
 

Maintenance of the original display 
Everything you find here - tiles, the marble counter, the ice-
house and all the marbles that surrounds the shop - dates back 
to 1910. Nothing has been changed […] Also the door dates 
back to 1910… where they used to hang chicken (Polleria 
Aresu, int. shopkeeper, Genoa) 
From that time [1936] till today nothing has been touched 
anymore in the interiors and in the furniture… nothing has 
been touched… actually some clients tell me that some 
products are in the same position of once… […] also the 
drawlers! (Drogheria Preti, int. shopkeeper Padua) 
Everything [remains from the past]. The only modern 
things are the computer, the telematic cash register, the 
phone, the alarm system. Above them, everything is from 
the foundation age. (Luico Turaccioli, int. shopkeeper, 
Genoa) 
 
Location  

Alteration to the original display 
When I started working here the shop was completely 
different. I define it: “the old shop”. Then in 2003 we did an 
important restoration, since, as you see, furniture, lights and 
so on are not 100 years old but 20! […] It was an old shop, it 
was dated. […] I wanted to turn the page.” (Cappelleria Zin 
& De Lucia, int. shopkeeper, Padua) 
In 1998 I wanted to modernize everything […] we restored 
the whole building. [..] The kind of offer was very limited. 
Now we have a much wider offer. It has been a necessity 
since nowadays, actually, since many years, everyone has 
widened the offer: bakeries became patisseries, bar became 
restaurants… (Pasticceria Graziati, int. shopkeeper, Padua) 
 
 
 
 
Relocation 
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The historicity is already due to the square. It is the oldest 
market square in Italy […] The activity is here since when the 
market exists, I think since 1400 (Drogheria di Due Catini 
d’Oro, int. shopkeeper, Padua) 
After all these years it is fundamental that the shop is here. At 
this point it is known here, « Barisione Stationery Shop is in 
Soziglia »: probably name and place are connected. 
(Cartoleria Barisione, int. shopkeeper, Genoa) 

The company belonged to my father, who had a laboratory 
in the squares zone, in Via dello Squarcione. […] It was a 
laboratory which assisted shops. We did not sale to general 
public. […] Then market trends have changed […] when we 
came here, instead, we opened to general public. 
(Laboratorio Orafo Z., int. shopkeeper, Padua) 

Verbal 
Practices 
 

Historical Explanations 

 
“The story […]” (Viganotti Fabbrica di Cioccolato, brochure, 
Genoa) 
 
Rhetoric 

 
“Cork Factory […] Since 1855 products for wine-making”  
(Luico Turaccioli, author’s picture, Genoa) 

Few or no reference to shop’s history 

 
“Franchin Ancient Delicatessen, grocery shop” (Salumeria 
Franchin, Facebook page, Padua) 
 
Few or no use of rhetoric  
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Ancient Pharmacy S. Anna since 1650 (Farmacia S. Anna, 
Genoa, website, brochure, Genoa) 

Since 1969 Wiennese is Sacher Torte, mille-feuille, Gateau 
but now also Bistrot! 
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Appendix 3: Category Experience 

 

Second-Order 
themes 

Intense category experience 
(First-Order Codes and Selected Evidence) 

Light category experience 
(First-Order Codes and Selected Evidence) 

External 
(audience) 

Multisensorial experience  
Do you feel the smell? Many people come here and tell me 
there is such a strong smell. I barely do not feel any more, I 
am acquainted to it. (Drogheria Preti, int. shopkeeper, 
Padua) 
[During the tour of the shop] the shopkeeper shows and turn 
among people vintage clothes made of obsolete materials, 
and this provoke surprise in tour participant, also arising 
memory from their childhood or youth (Abbigliamento 
Pescetto, field notes from tour obs., Genoa) 
When foreign people come here and I activate the 
machinery, they get thrilled! (Viganotti Fabbrica di 
Cioccolato, int. shopkeeper, Genoa) 
A place of other times. It is a very nice and well-finished 
herbalist shop. It seems to enter in an ancient shop with very 
particular perfumes and a unique sensation of peace. 
(Farmacia S. Anna, online review, Genoa) 
Old windows of walnut, alembics and precious traditional 
instruments.. the intense and forgotten perfumes of the 
herbs that friars cultivate and use for the production of the 
exposed medicines and unguents .. old printings, old 
potteries… time stops in front of you and is offered to you. 
(Farmacia S. Anna, online review, Genoa)  
Feeling an atmosphere of the past 

Light multisensorial experience and atmosphere of the past 
 

  
(Emporio Zorzi, pictures, Padua) 
Nice shop in the city historical center, mostly specialized in 
home décor with artificial flowers, but not only (candles, 
watering cans, vases). One can also find seeds bags, bulbs, and 
during the season, vegetable garden plants, for example tomato 
plants, basil… During Christmas time the shop proposes 
interesting decorations. The name “Emporio Botanico” 
[Botanical emporium] is improper and a little bit misleading - 
but maybe historical – since at the moment, as aforementioned, 
sells mainly artificial flowers. 
(Emporio Zorzi, pictures, online review Padua) 
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(Libreria Antiquaria Dallai, pictures, Genoa) 
For some old people entering the shop means doing a dive 
into the past. […] For the people what we sell here is not 
only selling chocolate, but you sell… memories. In the 
sense that, for many people, most of all for people coming 
here for many years, it is, actually… go back to childhood. 
You have that feeling. (Viganotti Fabbrica di Cioccolato, 
int. shopkeeper, Genoa) 
One of the few historical shops remaining in Genoa which 
distinguishes itself not only for classy and luxury fashion 
line, but also for wooden n furniture that confer it a 
fascinating atmosphere from other times. A gem: the 
historical store which gives a dive into the past with 
authentic clothes and a fine loom from 1800. It seems to be 
part of a movie from the first years of the XX Century.  
(Abbigliamento Pescetto, online review,  Genoa) 
Entering Pasticceria Profumo is an emotional experience. 
Beautiful historical shop characterized by refinement of the 
space, personalized by ancient pink marbles and the green 
lacquering of the boiserie. The owners will welcome you 
with sober elegance offering you tasty pleasures.  
(Pasticceria Profumo, online review, Genoa) 
A party for eyes and palate! It is not the “common” 
patisserie, but delicacy of passed times. (Pasticceria 
Profumo, online review, Genoa) 
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A place where history is alive (Luico Turaccioli, online 
review, Genoa) 

Internal 
(members) 

Emotional attachment to the shop’s historical features 
[The Shop structure] is a Venetian Neo-Gothic [style], all 
made of  wood and with all the little columns made of gold 
foil. […] Grandpa found it as such. I could have change it, 
but it would have meant dismissing my intentions, my 
culture, the attachment to my family and to my family’s 
traditions. I would not touch it for any reason in the world. 
[…] It is not a functioning pharmacy, of course, because, 
logically, it is an ancient pharmacy. It does not have 
drawlers, all those modern functioning things… However, I, 
but also the other [employees] and my son […] as well, we 
know it by heart, we know where things are […] (Farmacia 
al Duomo, int. shopkeeper, Padua) 
This counter is 4 meters long and it is a unique piece of 
wood, from walnut I think. If I want to sell it, there would 
be the line over there, thousand people have already asked 
me to sell it! [But I do not want to sell it] (Abbigliamento 
Lucarda, int. shopkeeper, Genoa)” 
Feeling “Historical Shops” 
This is one of the oldest Historical Shops […] it is a 
commercial activity which however has its own tradition, a 
very ancient tradition. (Antica Farmacia S. Anna, int. 
employee, Genoa) 
Mine is a Historical Shop, this is the first thing I say. 
(Abbigliamento Pescetto, int. shopkeeper, Genoa) 

Emotional detachment from the shop’s historical features 
Sincerely, I am fed up with all of this [old fashioned aspect]. 
My aunt took care of the last restoration in 1999, she wanted to 
imitate the previous one […] At those times I let her doing it 
…. […] but now I am fed up with all this old junk… I am 
looking forward to having a new shop. (Pasticceria Graziati, 
int. shopkeeper, Padua) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
No value in being ‘Historical’ Shop 
I would say that the historical aspect does not affect what we 
offer. I would say not at all. There is no relevance between 
what we sell and the historical aspect. […] It is a shop… We 
try to keep it as much modern as possible, because then if it is 
too old, it gives a sense of being antiquated (Salumeria 
Franchin, int. shopkeeper, Padua) 
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Appendix 3: Category recognition 

Second-
Order themes 

Neat perception of category homogeneity & distinctiveness  
(First-Order Codes and Selected Evidence) 

Blurred perception of category homogeneity & 
distinctiveness  
(First-Order Codes and Selected Evidence) 

External 
(audience) 

External perception of category homogeneity  

   
(Drogheria Torrielli, picture, Genoa VS Luico Turaccioli, 
picture, Genoa:  
Despite being shops with different products – a drugstore and a 
shop selling wine-related products-, furniture and display are 
similar, evoking their historical character)  

External perception of category non-homogeneity  

  
(Drogheria Preti, picture from website, Padua VS Cartoleria 
Prosdocimi, picture from website, Padua: the former is a 
drugstore with more visible historical characteristics, the 
latter is a stationery store where historical characteristics in 
the display and in the furniture are less evident) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
External perception of category non-distinctiveness 
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External perception of category distinctiveness 

  
(Farmacia S. Anna, picture, Genoa VS a non-historical 
pharmacy in Genoa, picture from website: they differ in 
furniture, display, product sold). 
One of the historical shops in Genoa […] They have also 
another point of sale in Genoa and at the airport, but this is the 
most authentic. (Confetteria Romanengo, online review, 
Genoa) 
 
People recognition of Shop’s historical character 
Father and son come to try on some Barbour jackets, but the 
sell is not finalized. - Retailer: at least you saw the shop! - Son: 
a little of Genoa History! 
- Father: we have never been here, it is so nice, with such 
British style! 
- Retailer: there are no more shops like this… They look and 
point at the historical details in the shops’ windows as 
typewriter, cricket uniforms. (Abbigliamento Athos, field notes, 
Genoa) 
Many [people] come here and they get favourably struck by 
these old atmospheres… they say “oooh, how beautiful it is!”. 
They are struck… Many people, also young ones and not only 
foreigners but also Italian people. (Drogheria Torrielli, 
shopkeeper, Genoa) 

  
(Pasticceria Graziati, picture from Facebook, Padua VS a 
non-historical patisserie in Padua, picture from Tripadvisor: 
both have modern furniture and a similar display of 
products) 
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A foreign person (English speaking) enter the shop and look 
around 
- Retailer: Can I help you?- Foreign person: just looking. What 
a cool shop! 
(Luico Turaccioli, field notes, Genoa) 
Historical Shop remained as 60 years ago, from what I 
remember. When some friends from outside Genoa come to 
visit me I bring them here for presents and souvenirs. They are 
looking open-mouthed! It should be inserted in the UNESCO 
World Heritage.  
(Abbigliamento Lucarda, Google review, Genoa) 

Internal 
(members) 

Feeling as a group of shops with some special characteristics  
Everyone is different in its own way, I mean we are all different 
as for management and manners. But I feel to be part of the 
group, I do not feel outside. (Abbigliamento Lucarda, int. 
shopkeeper, Genoa)  
We are similar. […] I mean that we all have a family behind, 
we all have a story behind, we all have the same tradition 
behind […] We have common points. I feel very bound with all 
of these [shops]. […] We understand each other since we have 
worked with our parents, so we know what it means, we have a 
Historical Shop and when the client comes in we know he/she 
looks for certain things. (Polleria Aresu, int. shopkeeper, 
Genoa) 
Apart from the Chambers of Commerce, I do not believe there 
is an entity which deals exclusively with Historical Shops, since 
we are a category we should have our own reference entity […] 
This initiative has given some pride to a whole category which 
otherwise should have been not so aware (Drogheria Torrielli, 
int. shopkeeper, Genoa) 
We must remember that the Historical Shops are the ones that 
make the difference from the other cities [that do not have 

Not feeling as a group  
I know some of them [i.e. other Historical Shops], but there 
is no attendance, there is no club. We would know each other 
[i.e. the other Historical Shops’ managers he knows] anyway. 
(Emporio Zorzi, shopkeeper, Padua) 
One [Historical Shop] that I know is a friend of mine, the 
one of the Hat Shop. They are a Historical Shop, too. […]. 
Then, above Pedrocchi, I do not remember anyone else. 
(Pasticceria Wiennese, int. shopkeeper, Padua) 
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historical shops] The atmosphere, the parfum you feel in these 
shops is indeed totally another thing. You know, sometimes 
these Historical Shops are also a bit a confessional. Many 
people comes and also tell you confidences, you know because 
here the world passed through, the history… [coming to these 
shops] is a bit like feeling cuddled. If you go to a contemporary 
shop […] they are all very cold. In historical shops you find 
warmth.   
(Abbigliamento Pescetto, int. shopkeeper, Genoa) 
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STUDY 3 

Politics of time around a legacy: the case of Caffè Pedrocchi 
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Abstract 

This paper explores how organizations manage a given legacy over time. The “uses of the past” 

literature has shed light on various ways through which the past is used as a resource for present and 

future purposes, or forgotten and ‘outpasted’, by organizations. Within this framing, a legacy is an 

instance in which past-future tensions are particularly acute, given the obligation to carry on 

something transmitted from the past in the present and for the future, in front of multiple actors with 

different stakes and temporal orientations, and – often – a binding materiality requiring ongoing care. 

Drawing on a historical retrospective study of a café in Italy (1891-2021), this paper builds a process 

model on managing a legacy over time, dealing with multiple actors and materiality. It finds that what 

establishes the meaning of a legacy at a given time is the actors’ dominant temporal orientation (rather 

past- or future-oriented) with material and performative consequences for organizations. But this 

dominant temporal orientation is only an unstable negotiation, subject to contestation (politics of 

time) and, over time, to change. Thanks to the concept of legacy and the case’s historical depth, this 

study offers a processual and critical view on uses of the past, acknowledging the co-existence of 

change and continuity in material and pluralistic settings where the past is unavoidable and contested. 

 

Keywords: uses of the past, legacy, politics of time, historical method 
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“I oblige solemnly and eternally the Municipality of Padua to preserve perpetually the property 

and the use of the Building as it is now, trying to promote and develop all those improvements 

which will be brought by the progress of times, putting the Building at their level, and not 

overlooking anything so as it may maintain the primacy in its category in Italy” 7   

With this statement, in 1891 Domenico Cappellato Pedrocchi, heir of the founder of Caffè 

Pedrocchi, a renowned café in Padua, Italy, was leaving the café to Padua’s Municipality with a 

challenging task: to preserve it “as it is now” and to improve it according to “the progress of times”. 

Hence, the future managers of the café would have to confront themselves with its past by one way 

or another, being explicitly called to be, simultaneously, past-oriented and future-oriented, as well as 

continuously so over time. This is the essence of the legacy, an obligation to manage something 

deriving from the past in the present and maintaining it for the future.  

Through this paper we problematize legacy in organization studies, arguing that this obligation 

poses some challenges for organizations, given the ambivalent aspects of the past for the future that 

have not been systematically addressed by the literature on uses of the past and organizational 

memory. Indeed, previous literature has highlighted the positive use of the past in constructing and 

nurturing organizational identity, legitimacy or competitive advantage (Hatch & Schultz, 2017; 

Basque & Langley, 2018; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005; Foster et al., 2017), but also its negative 

role, when the past is problematic or traumatic and managers exert their control by detaching from it, 

strategically forgetting it, or ‘outpasting’ it (Sadeghi & Islam, 2021; Anteby & Molnár, 2012; 

Lubinski, 2018). Moreover, the literature has showed that the past is malleable, being used for 

rhetorical history claims (Balmer and Burghausen, 2019; Suddaby et al., 2010), but also potentially 

contested, as far as interpretations of the past are also subject to multiple actors’ acceptance, pre-

existing narratives, and the historical context in which they are produced and situated (Lubinski, 

2018; in press; Popp & Fellman, 2020). Finally, the literature has stressed the discursive nature of the 

past and its uses (Maclean et al., 2018; Ybema, 2014; Basque & Langley, 2018), but also its inherently 

 
7 Authors’ translation from the legacy of Domenico Cappellato Pedrocchi, 1891, in AGCPD, Contratti a repertorio, b. 
191, fasc. IV, 1891, 20 July. 
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material nature (Crawford et al., 2022; Hatch & Schultz, 2017; Sadeghi & Islam, 2021; Blagoev et 

al., 2018). 

 When having a legacy to be carried on, organizations face all these ambivalent aspects of the 

past and need to manage them constantly over time. On the one side, organizations can leverage on 

the legacy as a tool for organizational continuity, but on the other side the obligation deriving from it 

makes it impossible for the organization to forget or erase the past, imposing a constant confrontation 

with the stakes of multiple actors, and with an unavoidable materiality that deserves constant attention 

for its maintenance towards the future. This poses a complex managerial problem for the organization 

holding the legacy, which the literature has not addressed yet, but that requires attention given the 

rising demand in our societies to both private and public organization for maintaining memory for 

future generations. 

Therefore, we ask: how do organizations manage a legacy over time, dealing with its materiality 

and with multiple actors’ diverse stakes and temporal orientations? 

We reply to this question through the analysis of three salient moments of change occurred 

during the history of Caffè Pedrocchi from the moment it was left as a bequest to Padua’s 

Municipality until today (1891-2021). The three moments of change correspond to three major 

restorations, after which the meaning of the legacy appears modified and anchored to a different 

temporal orientation: the Modern Bar (1948, future orientation), the Cultural Heritage (1998, past 

orientation) and the Historical Cafè (2013, past-future orientation). Through the use of multiple 

archival sources and qualitative data, among which Municipal Council meetings’ minutes, 

Superintendence acts and correspondence, newspapers, interviews and observations (for the last 

phase), for each of the three moments we reconstructed: (a) the material changes happened to the 

building, (b) the managerial activities performed in it, and (c) the critiques raised against them. We 

complemented our analysis with secondary sources highlighting the events in Padua and in Italy that 

could have influenced those specific choices and actions. Embracing a historiographical reflexive 

approach (Decker et al., 2021) and employing “analytically structured history” (Rowlinson et al., 
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2014), a common pattern in each moment of change emerged (Hatch and Schultz, 2017; Langley and 

Tsoukas, 2010), which led us to an explanation of how a legacy is managed over time. 

We find that, at a given time, a legacy acquires a given meaning based on actors’ dominant 

temporal orientation (rather future- or past-oriented). This dominant temporal orientation is 

materialized and performed in organizational artefacts and actions but is also subject to continuous 

negotiations (“politics of time”). Over time, the meaning of a legacy changes when a new dominant 

temporal orientation imposes itself through contextual dynamics, among which change in the actors’ 

composition and a new vision of the future given by social and political changes. What was first a 

past enabling organizational actions starts being a burden and leads to a new dominant temporal 

orientation, with a corresponding material change, but also open to further negotiations and politics 

of time, and so on. 

We contribute to the literature on uses of the past through the concept of legacy, which allows 

capturing the ambivalent, dynamic and political nature of the past for organizations, not overlooking 

the historical context in which it is situated. Managing a legacy ultimately shows that continuity in 

organizations is only possible through change and political negotiations.   

Theoretical background: problematizing the ambivalent aspects of the past in 

relation with the future through the concept of legacy 

A legacy is a property transmitted from the past by an ancestor, that the receiver has to 

maintain towards the future. Therefore, when an organization receives a legacy, it is obliged8 to make 

use of it in the present, and to give it continuity in the future, acknowledging that uses of the past 

require ongoing revisions over time, given multiple audiences, new practices, new narratives, i.e. a 

 
8 This is what “normally” happens, even if we know that there could be legacies that could be not accepted by the receivers, 
or broken. However, we argue that this hardly happens, or if it happens, it would come with contestations due to the 
shared public ownership and control (Popp and Fellman, 2020) that the past is subjected to. We may suppose that legacies 
are not felt as obligation – and hence broken or abandoned - when there are no (powerful) stakeholders interested in 
keeping them, or when they do not mean anymore anything to anyone, have no more value in a changed society, or 
political moment (e.g. when dictators statues are demolished – (Parola, 2022). However, this is not the case we aim at 
explaining in this paper, that instead proposes an understanding of the management of a legacy over time, grounding on 
the fact that the organization is obliged (legally, but also ‘ethically’, by multiple stakeholders) to maintain the legacy. 
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changing historical context (Lubinski, 2018), and historical culture (Smith and Simeone, 2017). 

However conceived as memory or history (learned or lived: see Decker et al., 2021: 1128), the past 

that is mobilized in the present and for the future assumes some “ambivalent” aspects – all related to 

each other - that make the management of a legacy not an easy task for an organization.  

Past with a positive connotation, but also a negative one 

Most studies in the uses of the past literature conceive the past as a tool that can be used by 

organizations in various ways and for different objectives. From this perspective, the past becomes a 

firm’s resource able to confer it a competitive advantage during strategic change (Cailluet et al., 2018; 

Foster et al., 2017) to arise legitimacy of new organizational forms (Suddaby and Greenwood, 2005) 

or industries (Navis and Glynn, 2010). One of the fields in which the past is particularly used with 

success is organizational identity (Zundel et al., 2016), probably because identity in organizations is 

past oriented (Schultz and Hernes, 2020), and can be maintained or constructed towards the future, 

starting from the past (Schultz and Hernes, 2013). For example, Hatch and Schultz's (2017) study on 

the use of Carlsberg’s motto “Semper Ardens” highlights the micro-processes through which an 

organization can recover and employ authentically its past to reinforce its own identity and create a 

new one for an enlarged group; or Basque & Langley (2018) show how the founder’s figure is invoked 

and mobilized to construct nowadays organizational identity claims. The majority of the papers in 

this stream, either strategic or focusing on organizational identity, shows that the remembered past 

has or acquires a positive connotation (Sadeghi and Islam, 2021), e.g. by projecting a glorified imaged 

of the founder in the present and future of the organization (Basque and Langley, 2018; Hatch and 

Schultz, 2017) or by being resources to be freely exploited by managers for strategic purposes (Foster 

et al., 2011; Suddaby et al., 2010). 

However, this is not always the case: the past can be unpleasant, problematic or traumatic 

(Sadeghi and Islam, 2021; Van Lent and Smith, 2020) and therefore organizations often enact 

detaching or forgetting strategies against it. When painful past is external to the firm, organizations 

may want to break with it, as showed by Sadeghi & Islam's (2021) study on Tehran art gallerists, who 
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establish new unconventional activities to “do” history differently to take distance from the Iranian 

postrevolutionary period in which art was stigmatized. Or, organizations may try to revise pre-

existing narratives invoking an earlier past, as German firms in India “outpasted” British colonialism, 

claiming a more ancient Aryanism to legitimize their presence there, as showed by Lubinski (2018). 

When problematic or dark past is within the corporate past, organizations may engage in Historical 

Corporate Social Responsibility activities (Schrempf-Stirling et al., 2016) involving both inclusive or 

new branding practices (Van Lent and Smith, 2020), or operate strategic remembering of “useful 

past” and strategic forgetting of “un-useful past” (Anteby and Molnár, 2012; Mena et al., 2016). 

Conversely, organizations can also leverage on painful past, activating it for future purposes, as 

showed by Crawford, Coraiola and Dacin's (2022) study on environmental activism in the Grand 

Canyon Dories.  

In the case of a legacy, the past may have a positive connotation, for example given by a 

symbolic glorious moment it reminds of (Basque & Langley, 2018), or by the reputation it carries 

with (Balmer and Burghausen, 2019), but it may also have or acquire a negative connotation, 

becoming undesirable (Macdonald, 2006). Either way, a legacy cannot be forgotten, nor the actors 

can easily detach from it, given the obligation to preserve it for the future. And yet, these connotations 

may change over time, given different historical culture (Grever and Adriaansen, 2017) of the actors 

gravitating around it, or a changed historical context (Lubinski, 2018).   

Past as easily malleable, but also contestable 

Given the impossibility to fully reconstruct the past (Lubinski, in press), both the use of a 

positive past and the forgetting of a negative one are made possible by past’s malleability (Balmer 

and Burghausen, 2019). The managers’ actions of recovering and re-interpreting the past in a 

persuasive way for the pursuit of individual or collective goals is what the literature has been widely 

referring to as “rhetorical history” (Lubinski, 2018, in press; Suddaby et al., 2010). For example, 

during moments of strategic change, the construction of persuasive historical narratives may enable 

a sense of continuity with the past strategy of decentralization also in time of digitalization 
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(Brunninge, 2009), or may give meanings to organizational changes over time through different 

interrelated narrative practices, as showed by Dalpiaz & Di Stefano (2018)’s study on Alessi. 

Rhetorical history is employed not only for leveraging on a corporate’s own past, but also when 

organization’s narratives are constructed by strategically relating to the firm’s external past - as 

showed by Foster, Suddaby, Minkus and Wiebe's (2011) work on Tim Hortons’ brand identity, 

rhetorically connected to Canada’s history - or to nostalgic collective memories, as the rural Italian 

past for the biscuit brand Mulino Bianco (Pirani, 2022).  

However, in some cases, rhetorical history contributions seem to overemphasize the agency 

and the power of the rhetor (i.e. the manager) in establishing the constructed historical narrative 

(Foster et al., 2011; Maclean et al., 2014), underestimating the role of audiences, pre-existing 

narratives and, in general, the context, for its validation, diffused acceptance and, ultimately, its 

legitimacy (Lubinski, 2018, in press). Indeed, Popp and Fellman (2020: 1532) clearly state: 

“ownership and control of rhetorical history are more widely distributed and unstable than the concept 

has allowed. Making and using rhetorical history, as a field of power, is necessarily contested. 

Whether or not managers are ‘skillful’ as historians they are rarely able to ‘impose’ one specific 

‘meaning on a firm’s past’”. Therefore, the malleability of the past claimed in rhetorical history is not 

infinite, but limited by other actors’ acceptance, given history’s nature of “dispersed”, “public” or 

“semi-public good”  (Cailluet et al., 2018: 1823; Popp & Fellman, 2020: 1533). 

Extant literature shows that for rhetorical history to be widely accepted, managers can balance 

familiarity and novelty (Dalpiaz and Di Stefano, 2018), leverage historical ambiguity, that is by 

anchoring the narrative in a vaguely defined past (as showed by Cappelen & Strandgaard Pedersen, 

2021, with the case of invention of the New Anatolian Cuisine through ambiguity relating to origin, 

artefacts and ownership) or, in a similar way, invent marketing traditions evoking a nostalgic idea of 

the past (Pirani, 2022). Furthermore, Smith & Simeone (2017: 335) underline the importance of a 

“close fit” with historical culture - i.e. how people in a particular society think about the past (Grever 

and Adriaansen, 2017)- for the firm to use history rhetorically with success. 
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Conversely, when rhetorical history does not gain legitimacy among actors, the interpretation 

of the past becomes contested and turns into an “arena of struggle” (Cailluet et al., 2018). In their 

study on a charity in France, Cailluet and colleagues (2018) show that, given the “common property” 

(Wadhwani et al., 2018) of the organization founder’s past, concretized in visual and rhetorical 

elements, multiple actors’ voices (employees, local communities, beneficiaries, opinion leaders, 

media and the public) created tensions on the management of the historical resource, whose control 

on the rhetorical history became slippery, hence transforming history in a complex resource to be 

managed. 

Considering that a legacy comes from a “shared” past with a distributed ownership (Popp and 

Fellman, 2020), it well represents the limits of past’s malleability. The organizations’ audiences and 

stakeholders represent a sensible mnemonic community - i.e. a group of people tied together by a 

shared past (Zerubavel, 2003) – that must agree with the proposed narrative, and validate its 

authenticity (Crawford et al., 2022; Pirani, 2022), not once, but over time (Lubinski, 2018, in press), 

and through its enactment in practices (Hobsbawm, 1983; Lubinski, 2018, in press). Considering that 

the legacy bridges past instances with future instances, the situation is further complicated by the 

presence of different actors with different temporal orientations (Schultz & Hernes, 2020), thus 

presenting an issue of “ambitemporality” (similar to what explained by Reinecke & Ansari, 2015, but 

applied to past and future temporalities). 

Past as discursive, but also material 

The fortune of uses of the past and, specifically, of rhetorical history is probably grounded on 

the fact that the past that is often recovered in managers’ narratives is often merely “discursive” 

(Blagoev et al., 2018; Marie Cappelen and Strandgaard Pedersen, 2021; Sadeghi and Islam, 2021). 

For example, Maclean, Harvey, Sillence and Golant (2018) explain change within continuity at 

Procter & Gamble through “intertextuality”, i.e. the interdependence of texts, which allowed multiple 

re-interpretations of meanings using previous texts in the firm’s narratives in time of transitions. In a 

similar line of inquiry, Ybema (2014) analyses how history is employed in discursive struggles in 
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favour of or in contrast with future changes of the direction of a newspaper. Basque & Langley (2018) 

longitudinally explain identity work through references to the founder’s memory in organizational 

communication.  

However, what remains today from the past are not only discursive traces, but also material 

ones, which are relevant as well for the construction of historical narratives and historical 

representations (Blagoev et al., 2018; Marie Cappelen and Strandgaard Pedersen, 2021; Sadeghi and 

Islam, 2021). Inspired from Mead's (1932) “materials of the present”, Schultz & Hernes (2013) 

propose the notion of “material memory forms”, that, beyond textual and oral ones, when evoked, 

contribute to the formation of organizational identity in the present by allowing to imagine actors’ 

past experiences and materialize future projects. Similarly, Hatch & Schultz (2017) demonstrate how 

a historical artefact – a founder’s motto carved on a door – has been rediscovered and embedded in 

new initiatives at the Carlsberg Group in two separate occasions, conferring them authenticity. The 

argument is further developed by Blagoev, Felten and Khan (2018) who, applying a sociomateriality 

approach to memory, argue that the social process of remembering happens reconstructing the past 

with (and not from) the material. This implies that “material objects inherited from the past will 

usually exhibit specific enduring propensities toward particular interpretations and courses of actions. 

They can thus enable actors to engage in collective processes of remembering and interpreting the 

past, but these propensities will also draw actors to certain possibilities while excluding others” 

(ibid:1777).  

Materiality offers “stability and continuity over time” (Sadeghi & Islam, 2021: 5) to the 

legacy, but this may also have the downside effect of constraining (Blagoev et al., 2018) actors’ 

activities within the organization in the present and in the future. Accordingly, a manager’s possibility 

to rhetorically re-interpret its meaning through discursive claims (Basque and Langley, 2018) or 

practices (Crawford et al., 2022) is limited by the fact that history is not “latent” (Hatch and Schultz, 

2017) but is an omnipresent “tangible historical cue” (Sadeghi & Islam, 2021: 5) to be preserved for 



 

   115 

the future in front of the mnemonic community. When material, legacies imply a necessity of care in 

time and over time that further challenges the organizations managing them. 

 

The concept of legacy that we propose in this paper brings together these ambivalent aspects 

of the past in relation with the future, which are emerging in recent scholarly debates, but whose 

implications remain to be faced directly and systematically in the literature. In fact, an organization 

receiving a legacy must deal with a past (positive, but also negative) which cannot be erased or 

forgotten, whose usage is constantly subjected to the judgment of actors with different stakes and 

temporal orientations claiming ownership on it (past as malleable, but also contestable), and with a 

materiality constraining activities and requiring ongoing care (past as discursive, but also material). 

The co-presence of these aspects and the necessity of giving continuity of the past in the future 

make the management of a legacy particularly complex for the organization receiving it. Therefore, 

we explore how organizations manage a legacy over time, especially considering the challenges posed 

by the material (and not only discursive) dimension of a legacy, and the contested (and not only 

malleable) nature of a legacy, due to multiple actors’ temporal orientations and stakes. Addressing 

this question is important because organizations have increasingly to deal with their own (often 

material, above that verbal) past, but also is subjected to internal and external judgements deriving 

from changing economic, social and political contexts which force organizations to think about the 

past in order to proceed towards the future.  

Methods 

In order to understand how organizations manage a legacy over time, we draw on an historical 

in-depth case study of Caffè Pedrocchi, an Historical Café in Padua, Italy, founded in 1831 by 

Antonio Pedrocchi, left as a bequest in 1891 to Padua Municipality and still active nowadays (Figure 

1). In this section, first we briefly narrate the origins of the café till its first moment of crisis, from 

which our empirical story departs, to provide some background to the case; second, we motivate the 
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choice of this peculiar case and illustrate the research design for replying to our theoretical research 

question; third, we describe our empirical material and the main steps of our analysis.  

Figure 1 -  Caffè Pedrocchi at its origins (from Pedrocchi, D.C., 1881) and today (author’s picture)  

  

Background to the case: Caffè Pedrocchi’s glorious foundation and past 

In the 18th century coffee consumption spread in opposition to alcoholic beverages. In this 

period the European society apparently abandoned desires of chaos and inebriation to leave the place 

to reflection and sobriety. Coffee embodied this new trend and became the drink of the new emerging 

class: the bourgeoisie (Morris, 2018; Weinberg and Bealer, 2004; Grigg, 2002; Schivelbush, 1992). 

Riding this moment, clever entrepreneurs established coffee shops as comfortable places not only to 

drink coffee but also to meet people, do business, discuss about politics and new ideas. Despite some 

delay as compared to Venice, also Padua, a lively university city, welcomed this trend, as confirmed 

by the presence of a guild of coffee-sellers which counted 77 members in 1787 (Baù, 2013). One of 

them was Francesco Pedrocchi, who opened in 1772 a lively coffee shop in front of the University. 

After his death in 1799, his son Antonio inherited the already famous café and acquired the real estates 

in the nearby area that was in a state of degradation at that time, in order to rebuild and widen the 

coffee shop. During the excavation works, the ruins of a roman temple emerged. This corroborated 

the former centrality of that site and reinforced the willingness to regenerate the area. Antonio 

Pedrocchi assigned the construction works to Giuseppe Jappelli, a Padua rising public engineer, who 

challenged the Austrian authorities by designing a magnificent Neoclassical building with a specific 
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democratic function: a café for intellectual meetings and business exchanges, accessible to everyone, 

even without consumption9. 

The Café’s ground floor inaugurated the 9th of June 1831. It was composed of three rooms in 

Neoclassical style (Mazza, 1984) - whose furniture’ colours (black or white, red, green) were both 

related to Masonic symbols and to Italian patriotic recalls -, and of an Exchange room intended to 

host businesses (Puppi, 1980). The green room, the only one with a fireplace, used to welcome anyone 

without the necessity of purchase. The building was widened in 1837 with the construction of a 

Neogothic appendix, the “Pedrocchino”, a space for patisserie retail, and the “Ristoratore”, a 

restaurant. In 1842 the project was concluded with the inauguration of the “Ridotto” on the Piano 

Nobile, composed of eight room finely decorated according to different ages of human history.  

Caffè Pedrocchi had soon success as a meeting place for literates, artists, students and 

businessmen, “the place where ideas used to be born” (Puppi, 1980), open every day, all day long – 

and for this reason it was called the “café without doors”. It had a pivotal role in the diffusion of 

patriotic ideas during the Italian Risorgimento, as confirmed by the publication, from 1846 to 1848, 

of a weekly paper called, indeed, “Caffè Pedrocchi”, firstly aimed at information diffusion, and later 

becoming the voice of the temporary Government during the 1848 Revolution (Baù, 2013). The 

coffee shop was also protagonist in the revolts of 1848, in particular on the 8th of February when a 

student was killed by an Austrian soldier whose shotgun sign has remained on the White Room’s 

wall. The construction of Caffè Pedrocchi was “the great fact of Padua’s 19th Century” also because 

it created a permanent point of reference in the city center (Toffanin, 1984), contributing to its re-

qualification.  

At his passing in 1852, Antonio Pedrocchi left the café to his adoptive son, Domenico 

Cappellato Pedrocchi, who published a booklet documenting the café’s historical memories on the 

 
9 Following the fall of the Venetian Republic in 1797, Padua together with large part of the Venetian region passed 
through different foreign dominations: with the Congress of Vienna in 1814, the whole area of Lombardy and Venetia 
was assigned to the Habsburg Empire. Padua remained under the Austrian rule until 1866, when the Venetian region 
was finally included in the unified Kingdom of Italy. 
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first quinquagenary from its establishment (1881). Being without any heir, but still much caring about 

the Café, Domenico Cappellato left the building as a bequest to “Padua and its citizens” in 1891. He 

passed the property of the café into public hands, with detailed guidelines about its management, 

including the obligation for the Municipality to both preserve and innovate the café, according to the 

progress of times (see the opening quotation). This period (1831-1891) is what in our story is often 

referred by actors, implicitly or explicitly, as “the past”. As a matter of fact, the success of the café, 

its fundamental role in Padua’s political and social scene, and, on the top of it, the bequest, seem to 

crystallize and glorify this period, infusing the building with values and meanings (that, hence, from 

then on become an unicum), which would be always present in the narrative of the actors in the 

successive times.  

Cappellato’s last will was warmly accepted by the Municipal Council (BCPD, ACCPD, 1891, 

August 27, pp. 301-302), which recognized in it not only the affection the testator had for his adoptive 

father’s coffee factory, but also the philanthropic and patriotic character devoted to the city of Padua:  

“This man […] died in peace on the 18th July, surrounded only by few friends attending 

his house, and, dying, we may say, he started to live. His testament reflects all the qualities 

of his soul. The love for the city, the sentiment of charity, the love for the working class, 

the gratitude to his benefactor, the admiration to the makers of Unit and Independence of 

his homeland, the memory of its relatives and friends, his testament comprehends all of 

them, its pages tell his life and they will be for him the most beautiful and eternal 

monument”. (BCPD, ACCPD, 1891, August 27, pp. 288-289; emphasis added). 

This was the spirit with which the dispositions of the testament were implemented in the 

following years. The Municipality showed particular respect and reverence towards Cappellato’s 

instructions. The necessary interventions (e.g. insertion of toilettes in 1894, renovation of the floors 

and the facades in 1899, some maintenance in the Piano Nobile rooms) aimed at preserving the high 

quality of the building; in a literary interpretation of the will (BCPD, ACCPD, 1899, April 13, pp. 

180-189). Similarly, the rent’s contract between the Municipality and the Café Manager signed in 
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1909, reflected an approach of scrupulous preservation of the inherited building (Puppi, 1980; 

Possamai, 2000), for example, by imposing the tenant to maintain the rooms as they have been 

delivered, not changing curtains, objects, furniture, or, if necessary, to substitute them with others 

with the same style, colour and quality (BCPD, ACCPD, 1909, December 1922, Capitolato, artt. 9, 

10). Furthermore, the contract required the tenant to preserve some traditional practices related to the 

Café, for example the opening day and night, and the provision of daily newspaper of local and 

international importance (BCPD, ACCPD, 1909, December 1922, Capitolato, artt. 11, 19). 

 Between the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th Century the café was lively 

and perfectly located into the Belle Epoque thanks to a vivid “professors’ table”, students’ 

confraternities, high level debates and services, it had a strong reputation also among foreigners (Baù, 

2013). Instead, the beginning of the war (1915) marked the start of an era of crisis for the Café. Its 

structural degradation became more serious than in the previous years and the Municipality instituted 

a Commission for its vigilance (Possamai, 2000). In 1916 the Café closed its doors for the first time 

(Pavanello, 1984), confirming that times had changed and there was a sort of “overwhelming fear” in 

living them (Baù, 2013). As a matter of fact, after the World War I, some maladministration (Puppi, 

1980) and a general loss of the habit of attending cafés provoked a severe decrease in Caffè 

Pedrocchi’s appeal (Toffanin, 1984).  

Our empirical analysis starts by looking at the tentative rebirth of the café since the 1920s, 

exploring how the legacy of that glorious past and the testator’s will have been managed over time. 

Case selection  

The case of Caffè Pedrocchi represents and “extreme” emblematic case (Eisenhardt, 1989; 

Flyvbjerg, 2006) for studying the management of a legacy over time for various reasons.  

First, the legacy is made explicit by a written binding bequest through which the founder’s 

heir leaft the café to the Municipality.  

Second, this legacy is symbolic and material: what is conveyed by the written document is the 

whole idea of a café imbued with patriotic and democratic values, a place for business and intellectual 
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exchanges in the historical city center, to be regarded as one of Padua’s main symbols. At the same 

time, similarly to Giovannoni and Napier (2022: 9-10), the “unusual physicality” and 

“unconventional architecture” of the café’s building renders the materiality particularly compelling, 

considering materials from the past (not only rhetorical history) as an important aspect in the 

management of legacy.  

Third, the café is an example of “shared public ownership” (Popp and Fellman, 2020) among 

a mnemonic community (Zerubavel, 2003): its municipal governance, private management and 

ministerial control, simultaneously, make it an ideal pluralistic context to study the past as an arena 

of struggle (Cailluet et al., 2018) among different actors, that here have different stakes, often 

represented by different ‘temporal orientations’ (Orlikowski and Yates, 2002). 

Finally, the case provides the opportunity to examine the way in which a legacy has been 

managed over a long span of time, thanks to the persistence of the building’s function as a café from 

its origins till nowadays, and to the availability of vast archival documentation. This also enables us 

to explore the changes in the historical context in the same span of time, similarly to what done by 

Lubinski (2018). 

Research design 

Many empirical papers on the uses of the past and memory studies adopt qualitative and 

grounded theory methods (e.g. Anteby & Molnár, 2012; Crawford et al., 2022; Hatch & Schultz, 

2017; Reinecke & Ansari, 2015; Sadeghi & Islam, 2021) to better distinguish processes and practices 

in organizations’ operations of history recovering. Notwithstanding their important contributions to 

organization theories, the approach of these papers miss the opportunity to be “historiographical 

reflexive”, that is “engaging with history as a source of theorizing as well as a repertoire of methods 

for researching the past” (Decker et al., 2021: 1124). Embracing this perspective, and for responding 

to a call to employ more historical methods in studies on uses of the past (Wadhwani et al., 2018; 

ibid.), but at the same time not overlooking the positive contribution of qualitative and process-

oriented methods, our paper can be positioned in “Historical Organizational Memory” studies given 
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that it aims at understanding memory – as a shared representation of the past – in the past  (Decker et 

al., 2021), and, for its last, more recent phase, in “Retrospective Organizational memory” (ibid.), as 

we look at how present actions refer to the past, whatever imagined in memory or known through 

history.  

In order to reply to our research question and build our theoretical contribution, we make use 

of an ‘analytically structured historical’ approach (Rowlinson et al., 2014) by creating a periodization 

from the sources and applying to our narrative an ‘analytic schema’ that enables us to “conceptualize” 

from history (Maclean et al., 2016). 

Finally, the case of Caffè Pedrocchi may also be seen as a micro-history through which we 

analyse socially embedded dynamics (Hargadon and Wadhwani, 2022; Rowlinson et al., 2014; 

Wadhwani et al., 2018), involving not only the organization itself, but also the actors around it and 

the social context. We adopted a micro-historical perspective to identify different possible 

relationships between the peculiarity of the case and theoretical generalizations, focusing on the 

‘exceptional normal’ characteristics of the case (Grendi, 1977;  Ermakoff, 2014; Favero, 2018). We 

focused on the source level by looking at the available evidence offered to observe or not different 

features, and their ability to speak or not to the researcher. Then, we considered the case level, by 

reasoning on the absence of theoretically expected features or on the unexpected presence of new 

elements in it. This has allowed us to deepen our discussions and to look at the case and the sources 

more comprehensively.  

Sources and data collection  

Our study on Caffè Pedrocchi draws from both historical sources and real time qualitative 

data, which have been collected and analyzed from 189110 to 2021.  

 
10 As we will show later, the sources and data actually used for the empirical analysis of the three bracketed turning 
points span from 1948 to 2021. The sources in the time span 1891-1948 have been used to contextualize the case till the 
turning point of 1948. 
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Primary historical sources have been collected in the Padua Civic Library, the Padua 

Municipal Archive and in the Archeological, Art and Landscape Superintendence of Venice and its 

Lagoon. They comprehend: acts of the Municipal Council regarding Caffè Pedrocchi or relative 

issues (1891-2021), meetings minutes and correspondence among the Ministry of Education, the 

Superintendence, Padua Mayor and Padua Prefecture relating to the restoration of the Caffè Pedrocchi 

(1930s-1950s), Domenico Cappellato Pedrocchi's bequest and relative documents of acceptance of 

the Municipality (1891), rent contracts of the coffee house and of the Piano Nobile rooms stipulated 

between the Municipality and various managers or businesses (1900s-2014), for a total number of 

approximately 560 pages of consulted documents. 

Secondary historical sources include literary productions about the café, the history of the city, 

tourist magazines, paintings, engravings and pictures (1831-2013), and newspaper articles. We draw 

in particular from Il Mattino di Padova, a local newspaper reporting over 5000 articles with the 

keyword “Caffè Pedrocchi” from 2003 to 2021 in its digital archive, but we also found articles with 

the same keyword from local (e.g. Gazzetta di Venezia, Il Gazzettino, La Nuova di Venezia e Mestre) 

and national newspapers (e.g. La Stampa, Corriere della Sera) from 1868 to 2021. The total number 

of consulted secondary sources is around 682 (of which, 9 literary productions and 673 newspaper 

articles, in 7 different newspapers). 

Real time qualitative data include interviews with Caffè Pedrocchi’s current Director and 

Communication Manager (one semi-structured interview lasting 1 hour and 15 minutes took place in 

the Café in May 2018). Non-participatory observations on the field and on the Café’s website, 

Facebook and Instagram page have been conducted, too. 

We complemented our analysis with using the historiography on Padua and Italy’s events 

forming the historical context during the timeline of our case. 

Historical sources and real time qualitative data aim at complementing each other to offer a 

chronology and a narrative of the events concerning the café as complete as possible and to 



 

   123 

reconstruct the different actors’ perspectives. Table 1 outlines all the consulted archival resources 

(and relative used acronyms). 

Table 1 - Archival sources 

Archive Acronym   Archival fund  Acronym Consulted Documents  Year 
Archivio Generale 
del Comune di 
Padova 

AGCPD Contratti a 
repertorio 

CR Cappellato Pedrocchi’s 
testament 

1891 

Archivio Generale 
del Comune di 
Padova 

AGCPD Regolamenti 
cessati 

RC Rent contracts 1909 - 1992 

Archivio Generale 
del Comune di 
Padova 

AGCPD Deliberazioni del 
Podestà già di 
competenza del 
Consiglio 
Comunale di 
Padova 

DPCCPD Deliberation of Podestà – 
yet competency of Padua 
Municipal Council 
(Consiglio)11 

1937-1945 

Archivio Generale 
del Comune di 
Padova 

AGCPD Atti del Consiglio 
Comunale 

ACCPD Deliberation Padua 
Municipal Council 
(Consiglio) 

1946 – 2021 
 

Archivio Generale 
del Comune di 
Padova 

AGCPD Delibere della 
Giunta 
Comunale 

DGC Deliberation Padua 
Municipal Council 
(Giunta) 

1945-1950 
(continued) 

Biblioteca Civica 
di Padova  

BCPD  Atti del Consiglio 
Comunale 

ACCPD Deliberation Padua 
Municipal Council 
(Consiglio) 

1890-1925 

Biblioteca Civica 
di Padova  

BCPD  Atti del Consiglio 
Comunale 

ACCPD Tender specification  1909 

Biblioteca Civica 
di Padova  

BCPD  Atti del Consiglio 
Comunale 

ACCPD Deliberation of Podestà – 
yet competency of Padua 
Municipal Council 
(Consiglio)4 

1926-1936 

Archivio 
Soprintendenza 
Archeologia, Belle 
Arti e Paesaggio 
per il Comune di 
Venezia e laguna 

ASV Caffè Pedrocchi CP Acts of the 
Superintendence; 
correspondence;   
newspapers article 
regarding the 
Superintendence; pictures 

1935- 1956 
 

Archivio 
Soprintendenza 
Archeologia, Belle 
Arti e Paesaggio 
per il Comune di 
Venezia e laguna 

ASV Caffè Pedrocchi, 
Fascicolo 
rimozione della 
predella 

CP Correspondence;   
newspapers article 
regarding the 
Superintendence 

1950- 1953 
 
 

Analytical procedure 

On this database, we first conducted a descriptive analysis to build a timeline and a thick 

historical narrative of the case from our multiple sources. We soon realized that among all the events 

occurring to and in the café since the moment it was left as a bequest to Padua’s municipality, there 

 
11 From 1926 to 1945, following the abolition of elective local councils and mayors with the Royal Decree 1910 of 3 
September 1926, the competences of the Municipal Council were assigned to a Podestà directly appointed by the central 
government 
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were some important ones, more evident and widely observable than others, because relating to the 

building’s material aspects: the three restorations, happened respectively in 1948-1950; in 1998-1999, 

and in 2013. We used these three salient turning points as a bracketing strategy (Langley, 1999) to 

focus on legacy management at different moments over time, investigating how and why any changes 

occurred. Reading and analyzing the sources and data around the three turning points, and trying to 

find a common ‘pattern’ for explaining what was happening in those occasions (Langley & Tsoukas, 

2010; similarly to Hatch & Schultz, 2017), we soon realized that the choices made for restoring the 

building and the actions performed by actors in the café all came with a different “vision” of the past 

and the future of the café by one or more dominant actor(s) that was always contrasting with a 

different “vision” of one or more “weaker actor(s)”, that were opposing to the criteria used for the 

restoration or to the way in which the café was managed. Hence, we marked the three restorations as 

“turning points” (Abbott, 2001) of our narrative and labelled the subsequent period according to the 

prevalent “vision” on the Café (where “prevalent” means the one imposed/claimed by the most 

powerful actor, and the one which was more evident in the actions performed by actors): the Modern 

Bar (from 1948); the Cultural Heritage (from 1998); the Historical Cafè (from 2013). Table 2 shows 

a schematic chronology of the main facts in the history of Caffè Pedrocchi from its foundation till 

nowadays, the emerging turning points (third column), and the related periods initiated with each 

turning point (fourth column).   

Within each period, we reconstructed the main ‘meaning of the legacy’, identifying which 

was the dominant temporal orientation (rather past- or future-oriented), how this temporal orientation 

materialized (which material consequences it had on the building, furniture, display, etc.) and was 

performed in specific activities in the café, and what happened whether the dominant temporal 

orientation and related consequences ever clashed or were balanced with alternative ones by other 

actors (politics of time). 

To analyze legacy management over time, we focused particularly on what was happening 

around each turning point, when a new dominant temporal orientation was about to prevail. In all 
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three occasions we identified elements of crisis of the café, both material decline and social decline, 

that we closely analyzed. We also analyzed the historical context, tracing any change of actors, 

imagined future and social dynamics characterizing each period in relationship with the meaning 

assigned to the Cafè’s past. 

Table 2 - Timeline of main changes in the ownership and administration of Caffè Pedrocchi 
 

Year Event 
Turning points 
(identified by 

authors) 

Periodization 

1831 Antonio Pedrocchi (1776-1852) opens the Caffè Pedrocchi. 

 

Background to the 
case: the glorious 
foundation and 

past 

1839 Opening of the Offelleria (pastry shop) in the newly built 
Pedrocchino. 

1842 Official inauguration of the Upper Rooms (Ridotto) for the 
4th Congress of Italian Scientists. 

1846 The restaurant is rented out by Antonio Pedrocchi. 

1848 Revolutionary uprising in Padua and shootings inside of the 
Café. 

1850 Gas lighting inserted in the interiors of the Café. 

1852 Domenico Cappellato Pedrocchi (1824-1891) inherits the 
Caffè Pedrocchi. 

1856 The Upper Rooms are leased to the Società del Casino 
Pedrocchi. 

1857 The Café is leased to the brothers Francesco and Domenico 
Giacomelli. 

1866 Renovation of the interiors of the Café. 
1889 Part of the Café floor is covered with wooden parquet. 

1890 The lease of the Café is taken over by Andrea and Giovanni 
Melchior. 

1891 Cappellato Pedrocchi bequeaths the building to the Padua 
Municipality 

Legacy is 
established 

1893 Restoration works on the ground floor last until 1897.  
1899 Renovation of the facades of the Café.  

1906 Restoration works in the Upper Rooms (by Società del 
Casino Pedrocchi).  

1909 New rental specifications: the Café is leased to Giovanni 
Contro. 

 

1910 Renovation works of the Café last until 1914.  

1915 Outbreak of First World War Start of an era of 
crisis of the café 

The crisis of the 
Café (wars and 

fascist era) 1920 The Café is leased to the brothers Paolo and Ugo Grigolato.  

1924 Project for the enlargement of the Pedrocchino changing the 
façade of the building. 

 

1934 The S.A. Esercizio Stabilimento Pedrocchi (ESP) takes 
over the lease of the Cafè. 

 

1935 Bankruptcy of the S.A. ESP: new lease to Giovanni Luigi 
Quarti  from 1936. 

 

1936 Works in the Cafè to restore the previous settings.  

1938 
The Società del Casino Pedrocchi is transformed into a 

Circolo Littorio12. 
 

1939 Quarti's bankruptcy: new lease to Laura Mosca (married 
with Alfredo Greggio). 

 

 
12 Fascist institution 
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1944 During the Nazi Occupation a fire destroys the interiors and 
furniture of the Cafè.  

1945 The Upper Rooms are sequestrated by the Allied Occupation 
Forces until 1947.  

1946 Restoration works in the Café are started by Mosca.  

1947 The Circolo Filarmonico Artistico takes over the lease of 
the Upper Rooms.  

1948 Extensive renovation of the Café starts despite of the 
Superintendence opposition. 

Turning Point I: 
1948 restoration 

The Modern Bar 

1950 Teobaldo Mariotti takes over the lease of the Café.  

1953 New lease of the Café to Ambrogio Ferrario. Restoration of 
the interiors of the Café.  

1971 Litigation with the Circolo Filarmonico Artistico until 1977 
for restitution. 

 

1975 Lease of the Café to Gestione Caffè Storici Srl.  
1977 Collapse of the roof in the Upper Rooms.  

1980 Works are started in succession to restore the rooms of the 
Café until 1984.  

1984 Change of ownership for the Gestione Caffè Storici Srl.  
1993 Revocation of the lease to Gestione Caffè Storici Srl.  
1994 New lease to La Cascina Srl with Pedrocchi 2001 Srl  

1996 Start of works in the Café to restore the original setting, until 
1998. 

Turning point II: 
1996-1998 
restoration 

The Cultural 
Heritage 

2001 Pedrocchi 2001 Srl takes over the lease from La Cascina 
Srl.  

2004 The Upper Rooms are leased to Padua Risorgimento 
Museum .  

2011 Celebration of the 150th anniversary of Italian Unification 
and 180th Anniversary at the Café.  

2013 F&deGroup Srl wins the bid for the new lease of the Café 
and start a restoration of the building 

Turning point III: 
2013 restoration 

The Historical Café 

2021 Celebration of 190th anniversary of the Café  
Note: The grey area refers to the empirical material constituting the background to the case. The white area refers to the 
empirical material under close analysis for this paper. 
 

Findings  
We structure the findings section according to the three ‘turning points’ that we have identified in our 

analysis and according to the ‘historical context’ preceding the three of them. As aforementioned, we 

have identified similar patterns across the three periods, that we explain in detail in every 

subparagraph. Figure 2 contains a visual summary of the findings, that we made to clarify both our 

analytical process and the structure of the findings section. 
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Figure 2 - visual summary of the findings 
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Contextual dynamics I: From “the Front’s Capital” to “the Milan of Veneto Region” (Faith in 

Progress) 1915-1950s 

First World War broke with the idea that progress could happen without a traumatic 

discontinuity, and marked the definite crisis of the liberal political order. Social turmoil was 

widespread in the country in the early 1920s, and the rise of Fascism as a reaction to the dangers 

of a social revolution went together with a reject of democracy and liberalism in favour of an 

authoritarian and later totalitarian mass modernisation. In this context, the relationship of Fascism 

with the Risorgimento and its symbolic places, among which the Caffè Pedrocchi was included, 

was ambiguous. The corporatist, or “totalitarian” faction of the Fascist Party, which was 

particularly strong in Padua, interpreted the patriotism of the Risorgimento “just as a means to 

realise liberalism and democracy”, and not as a proper form of nationalism (Rocco, 1938: 6, cited 

in Lanaro, 1988: 218). 

Padua had an important strategic position during the First World War (it became the so 

called “front’s capital”), notwithstanding the consequential harsh economical and societal damages 

of such situation, this role was beneficial to its reputation in Italy and for the increase of commercial 

intermediations of rural goods for the army’s supply. These conditions set the basis for the 

realization of Padua’s first trade fair in 1919, the starting point of a wider modernization project 

for the whole city, including the reinvigoration and diversification of its economy and its urban 

expansion beyond the historical center (Roverato, 2009). 

Accordingly, in a desire of improving living conditions after the war and modernization 

(Saonara, 2011), as well as due to a necessity of urban cleansing given by hygiene issues (Franzin 

and Piccinato, 2004; Roverato, 2009), in 1922 the Municipal Council approved a new city planning 

aiming at radically transforming two medieval neighborhoods of the historical center. What at those 

time was seen as an “unavoidable instrument for representing that post war modernity that Padua 

wanted to interpret” (Roverato, 2009: 281) was later defined “the disembowelment plan” (Franzin 
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& Piccinato, 2004:17). In the ‘20s and ‘30s, the new urban plan envisaged the demolition of some 

old buildings and the construction of new ones, both private housing and public institutions 

(Saonara, 2011) contributing to the creation of the “modern Padua” (Roverato, 2009), in the wake 

of the previous innovating interventions: the construction of Corso del Popolo, the main avenue 

connecting the center (hence, also Caffè Pedrocchi) to the train station in 1905, the introduction of 

the tram in 1907, the construction of the bridge on Piovego river in 1908. The “grandeur” of the 

whole operation, as described by its supporters - conservatives and nationalists, to be found later 

among the supporters of fascism - anticipated the development of fascist urban planning in other 

Italian cities in the following years (Roverato, 2009).   

Notwithstanding the growth of the Paduan economy in this period, due to the building 

expansion – related to the intensive construction period promoted by the urban plan - and to 

financial and tertiary activities - related to agricultural production and commerce -, the actual city’s 

modernization was realized in the ’50s and the ‘60s thanks to two long-running institutional 

actors13: the mayor Cesare Crescente and the university rector Guido Ferro. Their idea was to make 

Padua the leading city of the region, the so called “Milan of Veneto Region” through a new urban 

set up, the integration of manufacture in the traditional commercial and tertiary city’s economy, 

and a related development in competencies in technological and scientific fields (ibid). In the 

following years their plan was concretized – not without critiques and long negotiations starting 

after the end of the war - in a new urban planning (1957), the realization of the industrial area 

(1960), the widening and renovation of university buildings, the construction of teaching hospital 

and clinics near the old hospital – implying the demolition of a part of medieval walls and of a 

historical park, and the planting of historical center canals (ibid).  

Such an attitude toward the past was widespread in Italy as in large part of Europe following 

the end of the Second World War: after its unprecedented tragedies, from Hiroshima to the Shoah, 

 
13 Cesare Crescente was mayor from 1947 to 1970; Guido Ferro was rector from 1949 to 1968.  
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“nothing would ever be the same”. In Italy, the Reconstruction was conceived as an occasion for a 

radical modernisation that should build a new world on the ruins and met with accomplishment 

during the economic miracle, or “the boom”. If the past was not reputed as valuable in general, the 

Risorgimento tradition, in particular, had been made politically inconvenient following “the freest 

appropriation and the most improper twists” it underwent under Fascism (Lanaro, 1988:223). The 

postwar ruling class made reference to values that were alien to patriotic history, from socialist and 

communist internationalism to christian-democratic catholicism, up to the early Europeanism of 

liberals and democrats (Lanaro, 1988: 231-232). In such a perspective, Caffè Pedrocchi was a 

reminder, and a remainder, of a useless tradition. 

Crisis of the café I (1920s-1940s) 

The beginning of the first World War (1915) marked the start of an era of profound crisis for 

the Café, both in terms of its structure and its social attendance, which is comprehensively linked 

with the historical contingencies of the wars and post-war periods in Padua and Italy in general (see 

upper box).  

Material decline: war damages 

The café structural degradation became serious with the beginning of the First World War, 

when bombing on the city and economic shortages did not allow the Municipality to handle the 

appropriate maintenance work of the structure. The serious situation brought the Municipality to 

establish a Commission for Pedrocchi’s vigilance (Possamai, 2000). In the first post war period, in 

the ‘20s, the café’s building was affected by some interventions in the historical neighbourhoods 

envisaged by the new urban planning, among which, in particular, the widening of the Town Hall. 

They implied its first important - but almost silent (Puppi, 1980) – manumissions. The most evident 

one was the addition of a new part in the neogothic facade of the Pedrocchino in 1924 (Franco, 1984; 

Dal Piaz, 1984; Figure 3), whose objective was to widen the Offelleria (Patisserie) for the tenant to 

have a “sensible advantage from the doubling of the selling area” and for the Municipality to “impose, 
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once finished the works, an adequate increase of the rent” (BCPD, ACCPD, 1924, March 21, p. 74).  

With the excuse of harmonizing Caffè Pedrocchi with the new, modern city center, the Municipality 

started to embracing a future and change-oriented view, further confirmed by the trade-in - in fact, a 

“partial alienation” (Dal Piaz, 1984) - of some areas for the same end (BCPD, ACCPD, 1923, January 

19, pp.19-20) and by some modifications in interiors - new furniture in the Offelleria and a new room 

for the snooker in the basements to modernize and improve the Café appeal (BCPD, ACCPD, 1926, 

March 10, p. 71-73). As a response to the modifications to the structure and its interiors in the years 

1922-1924, in 1923 the Soprintendenza dei Monumenti of Venice notified the “important interest” of 

Caffè Pedrocchi to the mayor of Padua (Dal Piaz, 1984)14. Through this document the 

Superintendence became a protagonist actor in the story of Caffè Pedrocchi, embodying  a 

conservationist view -  with a marked temporal orientation towards the past -, that from this very first 

moment started colliding with the opposite vision of modernisation -  with a marked temporal 

orientation towards the future - of the Public Administration. 

Social decline: failures of managers, empty café 

In 1916 the Café closed its doors for the first time (Pavanello, 1984), confirming that times 

had changed and there was a sort of “overwhelming fear” in living them (Baù, 2013). After the World 

War I, some maladministration (Puppi, 1980) and a general loss of the habit of attending cafés 

provoked a severe decrease in Caffè Pedrocchi’s appeal (Toffanin, 1984). The crisis of the café 

persisted with the rise of fascism, further exacerbated by the damages provoked by the incursion of 

fascists squads staining the walls (Figure 4), and inserting fascist symbols (in 1926) (Baù, 2013) – 

and the bad administration (failure of management in 1935). Similarly, during World War II the café 

was held by Laura Mosca Greggio (AGCPD, DPCCPD, 1939, December 9, p. 219-221), whose 

 
14 The Soprintendenza ai Monumenti was established in 1907 as the territorial organization for the safeguard of 
historical monument, depending from the Italian Ministry of Public Education until 1974 (then from the Ministry of 
Cultural and Environmental Heritage). From here onwards: Superintendence. The Superintendence of Venice had 
jurisdiction on Padua. From here onwards: Superintendence.  
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management (1939-1948) was responsible of the loss of much furniture, also due to Nazi occupation. 

The Upper Rooms had a similar destiny due to Allies’ requisitions soon after the end of the war 

(Puppi, 1980). After the Second World War a deep economic collapse was combined with the social 

abandonment of the café, which lost clients and was merely seen as a place to stop for a while or to 

pass through (Baù, 2013). At the time of Greggio’s eviction due to bankruptcy in 1948 (AGCPD, 

DGC, 1948, April, 9 p. 333) the Café had to close down and the Municipality organized an auction 

to sell its furnishings and objects (dal Piaz, 1984).  

Figure 3 - Before and after the enlargement of Pedrocchino neo-gothic façade (from Dal Piaz, 

1984) 
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Figure 4 - Pedrocchi's stained walls during Fascism (from Baù, 2013) 

 

Turning Point I - A new meaning of the legacy for the organization: the Modern Bar (from 

1948) - future orientation 

The crisis and the closure of the Café during the war were seen as an occasion to relaunch the 

Café by modernizing it and making it more suitable to the new tastes of the clientele. As a matter of 

fact, some city councillors expressed their worry about the aspect of the café and the consequential 

difficulty of management in modern times: 

“If we go back to the causes for which Caffè Pedrocchi had been closed they are indeed 

because of those character that we had wanted to preserve. I think that also Pedrocchi 

himself in his last will recognizes that with the time and the determination of particular 

conditions, one may adopt different criteria. Pedrocchi has already anticipated this 

possibility to follow and adopt diverse criteria.” (AGCPD, DPCCPD, 1948, December 6, 

p. 480-481) 
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The idea was to “lead back the Café to the ancient splendour” and “re-make Pedrocchi that 

polite and serious environment which was the favourite point of encounter of the elite of the city, 

professors of the university, businessmen…” (BCPD, ACCPD, 1935, September 20, p. 196-197). To 

pursue these aims, the Municipality imposed a vision of modernization through relevant interventions 

to the original building’s structure and its interiors in order to re-launch it as a lucrative modern bar 

responding to those times’ fashion and transformed people’s habits. The dominant future orientation 

embodied by the Municipality is materialized into the structural interventions operated by the 

appointed architect Angelo Pisani in 1948-1950 and performed through the activities of the café’s in 

the following decades.  

Materializing a future orientation: a modernizing restoration 

The structural renovations consisted in the creation of doors in substitution to windows and a 

gallery of concrete and glass, the dismantlement of the Exchange Room, the insertion of a counter in 

the Red Room with a conveyor belt, the demolition of the smoking room and the addition of a fountain 

(Dal Piaz, 1984). Internally, the original geographic maps were substituted by mirrors, and the 

original furnishing was removed. Furthermore, the demolition of the Pedrocchino and the 

manumission of the Ristoratore to build, in the adjacent alley, a shops gallery, as well as the 

construction of a platform in Pedrocchi’s square, modified again and beyond repair the relationship 

of the café with its urban “island” (Puppi, 1980; Dal Piaz, 1984). Given the importance of these 

interventions, they were later defined “disastrous” (Puppi, 1980), “devastating” (Dal Piaz, 1984), 

“upsetting” (Bossi, Domus, May 1999), a “mess” (Possamai, 2000).  

Performing a future orientation: adapting to modern tastes 

The idea that the café should be a Modern Bar was reflected also by some practices adopted by its 

managers in order to improve its appeal for potential new clients. For example, they introduced a 

modern bronze lighting system with tubes (Muraro, 1950), a snooker, plastic tables, and later, a 

television (Baù, 2013). They promoted a new way of consumption within the bar based on the idea 
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of the ‘diner’, introducing a food counter and a patisserie counter, encouraging people to stand more 

than to sit at the tables (ASV, Il Gazzettino, 3rd March, 1954). Old instruments and supply were 

substituted with new ones (Universo, 1984). The upstairs room were used for parties and meetings, 

and for this reasons adapted to modern tastes by new neon lightning, new tables, bar counters and 

food vending machines (Puppi, 1980). The café tried to be adapted to new fashion and habits, for 

example a juke-box was installed in order clients could vote for a famous song competition (Gallotti, 

Stampa Sera, 25th-26th April, 1966). 

Politics of time I 

Pisani’s future-oriented restoration carried one of the harshest struggles among actors 

happened during the life of the café. The Municipality operated the main intervention based on 

Pisani’s project ignoring Superintendence conservative suggestions. Therefore, from then on, the 

Superintendence condemned the intervention and requested the re-integration of some of the past 

characteristics of the café – as far as possible – which were accommodated only after long and 

complicated negotiations. 

Clashing: “a bar without history” 

The strong future orientation embodied by the Municipality harshly clashed with the 

Superintendence, which tried to restrain the former’s arbitrary interventions, invoking the historical 

and monumental character of the Café to be preserved. Local newspapers hosted thick debates too: 

“The historical Pedrocchi dragged itself youngly the baggage of its tradition since far 

1831. Only the war, requisitions and occupations created the risky break in much 

course of history. […] In 1945 a new story began also for the old and beloved 

monument. Unfortunately, the business was scarily passive, students did not crowd 

any more the elegant and clean Jappelli’s stairs, and the discussions did not shake the 

marble tables anymore […] More than hundred years ago, leaving the Café to his heirs, 

Antonio Pedrocchi recommended to keep it in the progress of times. And in front of 

such abandonment, the diligent municipal administrators intended that update most of 

all in the architectural sense: as if the anemia of Pedrocchi were an external sickness, 
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instead one of the soul and the times […]. How is it possible that a private tenant and 

a municipal administration, owner, violate the law and commit such urbanistic and 

artistic crime? […] The triumph of modernity at any cost […] Our country once was 

used to call Jappelli to build a Café, now it has nothing except for millionaire 

bartenders, revolutionary administrations, and some so called architects for destroying 

art, good taste and tradition. […] Pedrocchi’s disastrous situation depends only on the 

fact that the Municipality insisted on making it a source of income. This is the mistake: 

since Pedrocchi is first of all a monument; to Padua it is more than a museum: a 

museum of memories, if there can be one! And it must continue to live as it has always 

done. To use it, to insert it in the current times, the only proposal is ‘associate’ it - and 

not submit it - to modern life.”  

(Letter of Michelangelo Muraro, the director of Superintedence, on Il Gazzettino, 13th December, 

1949) 

Caffé Pedrocchi became soon referred as a “bar without history” (Ghirotti, La Stampa, 18th-

19th October, 1950): a profound friction was created between Padua administration and Padua and 

Italy’s cultural sensibility (Baù, 2013), with the former strictly maintaining its position of dominance: 

“We faced the serious problem [i.e. the relaunch of the café in crisis] tenaciously […] 

taking into consideration two objectives: the necessity of making the café a vivid and 

functioning organism and the opportunity that the amounts to be invested could give 

an equal income. Therefore, all the building has been restored, embellished and 

rejuvenated. […] This complex work brought to inevitable innovations: the new four 

doors in the Red Room, the windows, the furniture, the lights. It is true that those 

modifications were not appreciated by the lovers of ancient things and old lines of the 

building. We are sorry, but still, we need to take a decision if we want a café among 

the first in the world, so attracting, alive and valued.” 

(the Mayor’s discourse at the inauguration of the new Caffè Pedrocchi, reported by Il Gazzettino, 5th 

November 1950). 

Not only the café’s structural modernization was often under attack (Puppi, 1980; Marchesini, 

La Stampa, 14th February 1981; Mazza, 1984), but also the use of the bar as it was performed by 

those times managers. Both the Superintendence and the audience did not appreciate the diner counter 

or the insertion of modern furniture in the old rooms (ASV, Il Gazzettino, 3rd March, 1954; Gallotti, 
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Stampa Sera, 25th-26th April, 1966), as they deprived the café’s original and unique 19th Century style 

(letter of the director of Padua Civic Museums to the Mayor, December 1, 1948, in AAPC, 1951).  

Balancing: compromises between Superintendence and Municipality 

Despite its dominant position, after Pisani’s restoration the Municipality had to come to some 

compromise with Superintendence, trying to accommodate some requests which could not be 

avoided, given the importance of the institutional actors involved. As a matter of fact, on 28th 

September 1950, just before the inauguration of new café (4th of November), the mayor and some 

councillors took part to a meeting in Rome with the Ministry of Education and Superintendence 

representatives (ASV, CP, 1950, September 28). Through this meeting, the Superintendence obtained 

the repositioning of the Green Room, the modification of the White Room according to Jappelli’s 

concept and the positioning of a moving wood platform in front of the Café for the summer (ibid.), 

less impacting than the existing permanent structure. According to the director of Superintendence, 

Michelangelo Muraro, the restoration of the Green Room represented “what best remained from the 

ancient furnishing”, the best they could do given the terrible situation after Pisani’s intervention 

(ASV, CP 1950, October 24), witnessing a still present dissatisfaction with the situation. Instead, the 

compromise leading to the demolition of the platform needed more negotiation than the restoration 

of the Green Room: a thick correspondence between the Municipality, the Superintendence and the 

Ministry witnesses the continuous attempts of the former to postpone its removal to support the 

tenant’s economic interests and the resolute points of the latter ones in favour of restoring the aesthetic 

of the Jappelli’s Building (ASV, CP, RP, 1950, September 28 – 1953 February 17). Later, in 1953, 

the Superintendence also obtained the removal of the new counters and their substitution with 

Jappelli’s one as well as the reintroduction of the geographic maps (ASV, CP 1954, April 1). 
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Contextual dynamics II:  From the “Years of Lead” to the heritagization of the 

Risorgimento (1969-2000) 

The confidence in progress of the economic miracles was undermined since the end of the 

1960s by rising turmoil in most Western countries, the collapse of Bretton Woods monetary system, 

the oil shock and following economic recession. The 1970s were a decade of inflation and social 

revolt, shifting from revolutionary ideals to nihilism. In Italy, economic crisis and austerity policies 

stirred a widespread social revolt of political and revolutionary movements, which had in Padua 

one of its main centres. From 1975 on the windows of Caffè Pedrocchi were the target of stone-

throwing during all the demonstrations passing by, as the Café was identified as a symbol of the 

bourgeois establishment by young protesters. 

In the mid-1980s, a rapid shift from Cold-War nuclear armament race to appeasement 

between the US and USSR after the rise to power of Mikhail Gorbacev went together with the 

ebbing of revolutionary movements and the emergence of ironic and post-modern references to the 

past. The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 marked the end of the Cold War and was followed by the 

collapse of the USSR in 1992. In the same year, Francis Fukuyama (1992) claimed the end of 

history together with the worldwide prospective acceptance of a liberal democratic political system. 

In Italy, political skirmishes in the press on the second centenary of the French Revolution in 1989 

marked an inflation of historical references to the universalist traditions of the dominating parties 

that had emerged from the end of the Second World War. At the same time, widespread political 

corruption caused a loss of confidence in the universalist ideals of the dominant parties, exploding 

with the criminal inquiries involving most of the political and business establishment of the country 

in 1992.  

The rise of a secessionist party, the Lega Nord, was in part a reaction to these events, which 

however questioned the value of the whole national history since the Risorgimento. In the 1990s, 

the emergence of a new political framework prescinding from the anti-fascist paradigm and the 
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need for a different common identity in a context of harsh political confrontation between the 

center-left and the new parties of the center-right gave rise to “neo-patriotic” proposals: some 

intellectuals started in this period a reflection on the crisis of the national idea in Italy during the 

post-war decades (Galli Della Loggia, 1996). These arguments were at the origin of the new policy 

of memory that Carlo Azeglio Ciampi, elected as President of the Republic in 1999, started by 

reviving national symbols as the anthem, the flag and many monuments.  

If in Padua the Caffè Pedrocchi was perhaps the most renown site of the Risorgimento, its 

restoration happened in the context of the gradual renovation of the whole city center following the 

crisis of the “Milan of Veneto Region” project, showing its flaws: urban planning since the 1970s 

was not any more able to satisfy the needs of a non-forecasted economic growth and the demolished 

neighborhoods were transformed into trivial and low-quality areas, without a clear identity and 

distinctiveness (Roverato, 2009), while the city center became the ground of daily conflicts and 

attacks involving the student population and its political movements. The new mayor, Ettore 

Bentsik, still aimed at modernizing Padua, but with a specific attention to the improvement of the 

city’s life quality and to decongesting the historical center from traffic, hence moving most of 

mobility in peripheral areas, and his successors pursued such a policy gradually shifting public 

investments into the historical center in the 1980s and 1990s.  

Crisis of the café II (1980s-1990s) 

Notwithstanding the modernising interventions, the cafè struggled to adapt to modern tastes 

and soon suffered of problems related to the restoration occurred in the 50s, to which the Municipality 

seemed not to pay attention to.  

Social decline: a café for elderly people 

Soon after the 50s’ restoration, many voices reported that the new restoration did not meet 

people’s appreciation (Il Gazzettino, 13th January, 1954; 3rd March, 1954 Prosdocimi, 1966). The 

partially lost architectural identity matched soon with a slow decline of the café’s cultural identity 
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(Baù, 2013). The café’s main clients were elderly people: “Bunch of retired people spend the 

afternoon on the velvet armchairs around marble table with red and green cloths, among unfolded 

newspapers. The Great Caffè Pedrocchi repeats its rituals, despite its aches and pains” (from an article 

entitled “Pedrocchi was the great Cafè, now it is a bar falling into pieces”, Marchesini, la Stampa, 

14th February 1981). The unhappy situation was even exacerbated by the recurrent change of 

managers and recurrent failures and controversies with the Municipality (La Repubblica, 1st July 

1987, Trivellato, 18th July 1987; Francica, 12th October 1993; La Repubblica, 13th January 1993). 

Lately, in the 1980s some rumours about the creation of a fast food or a canteen raised stir among the 

public opinion (Bianchin, 7th December 1984). 

Material decline: bad restoration damages 

“The upper floor and the loggia are unusable at the point. One can see the age in the gray 

stains sadden the architectural structure which has a shabby aspect. ‘It is indeed in bad 

repair’ says the director Pierino Beggiato ‘If one does not intervene soon it could go to 

rack and ruin. The upper part is in disastrous conditions: the stuccos crumble apart and 

fall on the sofas, the floors are so disconnected that they make impossible to close the 

doors. The loggia has become a dovecote, the window fixtures do not bear the bad weather 

anymore. This is due to the abandonment given that the upper rooms have been not 

attended for two years’.”. (Marchesini, la Stampa, 14th February 1981) 

 

As this quote on an newspaper article witnesses, during the 1970s and the 1980s  the Café and 

its Piano Nobile underwent many damages (e.g. serious water infiltrations) which started to be 

seriously taken into account only in the half 1980s, thanks to the contribution of some external 

sponsors: a Bank Foundation and a philanthropic elite club (AGCPD, ACCPD, 1979, November 19, 

p. 4822; AGCPD, ACCPD, 1982, November 22, p. 6291). However, these and the following 

interventions (AGCPD, ACCPD, 1989, March 20, p. 897; AGCPD, ACCPD, 1989, July 20, p. 3197) 

were just isolated ones and not integrated in a wider organic plan on the future destination of the café 

(Baù, 2013). The same could be said for the upper rooms, that after much disregard (Puppi, 1980) 
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were restored by the administration of Settimo Gottardo in 1984 in collaboration with a sponsor 

(Lavazza15). 

Turning Point II -  A new meaning of the legacy for the organization: the Cultural Heritage 

(from 1998) – past orientation 

Considering the structural and cultural decline that café went through in the previous decades, 

these period city’s administration started to care more explicitly of “the historical value of the Café 

within the city life” (as the city councillor Laura Boldrin said in La Stampa, 13th August 1993), seeing 

in the reinstatement of the café’s foundational past the possibility of its rebirth. The conservative 

restoration in accordance with Superintendence, the set-up of Risorgimento Museum in the upper 

rooms and the recovery of past traditions by the management represent the past orientation that 

characterize the actors’ management of the legacy in this period.  

Materializing a past orientation: conservative restoration 

The launch of the new restoration campaign in 1997-1998 explicitly aimed at “repairing the 

damages made in the 1950s” (Possamai, 2000: 82). In this occasion, the Café closed for 3 years to let 

the architects Umberto Riva and Marisa Macchietto restore the building. Refusing the previous 

anachronism, they re-set furnishings, reinstated the windows and the floor according to the study of 

Jappelli’s documents (Possamai, 2000). The spaces for shops in the alley returned to the Café (Baù, 

2013). Furthermore, in 2004 Piano Nobile and Ristoratore rooms were requalified into the 

Risorgimento Museum, whose function was remembering and safeguarding Padua’s and Italy’s 

collective memory about the way to the unification of the nation. The museum’s set-up aimed at 

“valorizing in a modern way an heritage which is fundamental for the understanding of contemporary 

times” (from Giorgio Lombardi’s words, the curator, Il Mattino di Padova, 7th February 2004).  

Performing a past orientation: invention/rediscovering of traditions 

 
15 Italian brand of coffee 
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The management of the newly restored café was entrusted to La Cascina srl for 15 years 

(Milanesi, Il Mattino di Padova, 20th August 2008). The contract provided for the financing of the 

restoration by the Municipality and the payment of an annual rent. Furthermore, the Municipality 

imposed the opening of the Café 6 days a week, forbade the use of fixed advertisements in its rooms 

and gave the tenant the complete responsibility of any loss and damage of the leased property, the 

furniture and the equipment (ibid.). The idea of the manager leading the Café was to recover and 

maintain ancient traditions alive, for example the availability of national and international 

newspapers, the gratuitousness of the Green Room, Antonio Pedrocchi’s ancient recipe of the 

eggnog16 (Il Mattino di Padova, 1st October 2003). Not only the cafè re-discovered ancient tradition, 

but also the re-created atmosphere of the past in the café enabled the success of “invented traditions” 

(Hobsbawm, 1983), which otherwise would not have any meaning. For example, the “caffè 

Pedrocchi”, an espresso served with mint cream in a big cup does not have any link with Pedrocchi’s 

origin, and it has been invented by some bartenders in the 2000s (from informal conversations), but 

day by day it has become the most important marking sign of the café, which is also renown 

internationally thanks to travel guides. The recall to an invented or fake past is also observable in the 

release of a line of “historical silverware” to be sold to tourists in the café (Il Mattino di Padova, 

2003). In the spirit of what was the Café at its origins (“the student’s café”), a particular attention was 

also dedicated to university students and young people. Discounts for under 30 (Il Mattino di Padova, 

9th December 2010), a party for graduates (Il Mattino di Padova, 2003), aperitifs with buffet in the 

weekend and dj-sets were some of the initiatives that started to be constantly organized to recall an 

audience which was not any more used to attend the café. In 2011, a double anniversary was 

celebrated: the 180th anniversary of Caffè Pedrocchi (9th June 1831) and the 150th one of Italian 

Unification (17th March 1861, which however did not include the Venetian region, which was 

 
16 A curious case is the one of the eggnog. The eggnog had become a marking sign of the café thanks to its mention by 
Stendhal in The Charterhouse of Parma. Given the date of publication of the work (1830), the author probably made 
reference to a visit to Francesco’s coffee shop in front of the Bo Palace (Puppi, 1980). Anyway, Stendhal’s Eggnog was 
used to recall the past and the tradition of the Café and it was one of the most renown products offered in the menu, - 
and still it is nowadays’ administration. 
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annexed in 1866). In this occasion, the director of the Café - in collaboration with the Municipality 

and a sponsor - organized a rich series of events to “make closer to Pedrocchi a wider audience 

through history and commemoration of the Risorgimento period of which it was a protagonist” (Il 

Mattino di Padova, 5th February 2011). Among them, theatre productions about Antonio Pedrocchi 

and Giuseppe Jappelli, animated visits to the Café, eno-gastronomic events, conferences were 

organized.  

Politics of time II 

Even if initially appreciated, recovering the past soon showed to be not a simple task, and this 

often created clashes among management, Superintendence, the Municipality and the city’s 

inhabitants, which were solved only partially through the construction of an appearance of a live café, 

that was instead forced to adapt its activity to a past idea of a café and a monumental structure.  

Clashing: the café as “a bruise on the soul” 

If on one side Riva and Macchietto’s conservative restoration was warmly welcomed in the 

city, La Cascina’s managerial activity was often criticized for reasons relating, mostly, to the quality 

of service (Il Mattino di Padova, 11th November 2003). Basing on the original grandeur of the café’s 

reputation, people had great expectations about the way in which the cafè should have been led and 

hence when these were not met, the result was that “the Café is a bruise on the soul” (Agugiaro, Letter 

to Il Mattino di Padova, 5th December 2004):  

Once upon a time there was the “Cafè without doors”, that together with “Prato without 

Grass” and “Saint without name”17, was one of the three most prestigious attractions 

of Padua. […] Pedrocchi was much more than a retail, even if renowned: located in 

the heart of the city that embodied its soul, place of history and memory, it was jealous 

custodian of its traditions and of a global lifestyle. Its eyes were used to open on the 

students going to lessons at Bo Palace and on their teacher, its ears were used to capture 

the laugh of the former ones and the erudite talks of the latter ones. […] Business man, 

 
17 Traditionally Padua is known as the “without” city: Caffè Pedrocchi had no doors – i.e. it was always open, an 
important square is called “Prato” deriving from the latin Pratum (i.e. a place for commercial exchange, but in Italian 
means field), the main Saint is Sant Anthony, but he’s just known as “the Saint” throughout Italy.  
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politicians, retirees, female friends were used to meet for aperitiv, the long afternoons 

were punctuated by elegant mistresses’ gossips in front of a cup of tea, a marron glacé 

and a violet confectionery. […] Once upon a time. Then time passed till today and 

Pedrocchi, after a restoration that gives back its freshness but not its splendour, it opens 

again. […] Where is its grace? […] It’s shabby, its counter is dirty, it became banal. 

[…] No more delicious atmosphere or elite initiatives […] people coming there just 

for reading newspapers as its founder wanted […] have almost disappeared. […] We 

want our Pedrocchi. […] The charm of monuments, their witness, lay into the capacity 

of channeling time in a way that the sense of their past can rise in their contemporary 

people, proceeding in History. Otherwise they are papier-mâché revival, overly 

ambitious copies without value, panting repeats of Nothing”.   

(Ibid.) 

Similarly, every summer Il Mattino reported complaints about the closing of the café for 

vacation for some weeks in August, always leveraging on the disregarded reputation of the “Café 

without doors” - always open (e.g. “Pedrocchi closed in August, insane”, Mattino di Padova, 22nd 

July 2011). In particular, in August 2008, during the usual weeks of café’s summer vacations, the 

municipal offices on the second floor were cleared and moved away without notice. This fact, added 

to the insufficiency of the rent and the precariousness of the employees working conditions, raised a 

series of criticisms coming from the opposition’s political party. They culminated with some polemics 

about the agreement’s conditions between the Municipality and Pedrocchi’s management. The Café 

was watched through “a magnifying glass” (Milanesi, Il Mattino di Padova, 20th August 2008), as a 

crucial point of observation to judge the city’s administration (“Hands off Pedrocchi, hands off 

Padua!”, Milanesi, Il Mattino di Padova, 19th August 2008), in particular in time of elections. 

The Museum had a contested genesis and life, too (Il Mattino di Padova, 7th February 2004).  

As a matter of fact, according to some opinions, the use of the Piano Nobile as a museum would have 

not be in line with Pedrocchi’s philosophy (Il Mattino di Padova, 16th November 2010). In addition 

to that, the bequest considered the three floors as a unicum, hence to be managed by only one entity 

(from the words of Luisa Boldrin, assessor, Il Mattino di Padova, 31th March 2011). This raised some 

tensions between Musei Civici (i.e. City’s museums organization) and the managers about the 
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operative management of the museum (Il Mattino di Padova, 6th October 2010, Il Mattino di Padova 

31th March 2011). 

Balancing: adapting to make the café alive again 

The discontent arising from the difficult recovery of the past is mitigated by the management 

through the hosting of a multiplicity of events addressed to both inhabitants and tourists in the 

historical rooms at the ground floor and in Sala Rossini in the Piano Nobile: books’ presentations, 

scientific conferences, political conventions, award ceremonies, fashion shows, gala evenings, eno-

gastronomic events, Carnival events, art or photography exhibitions, business meetings (from various 

multiple articles on Il Mattino di Padova). In particular, the two main kinds of events which this re-

launch was based on were tango shows and jazz concerts (interview to Federico Menetto, Caffè 

Pedrocchi’s director, Il Mattino di Padova, 20th June 2004). Through the creation of a social 

atmosphere of “eating, drinking, flirting” (Il Mattino di Padova, 9th April 2004) the cafè managers 

made the café alive again, thus contributing to a general satisfaction among the people around the 

café and the quality of its service (interview to Federico Menetto, Caffè Pedrocchi’s director, Il 

Mattino di Padova, 20th June 2004), capable of stemming critiques at least for the beginning of its 

course. In a similar way, also the initial complaints about the bar closure in summer were successively 

addressed by opening the café just for tourists visits, but not for service (Il Mattino di Padova, 26th 

July 2004), a solution that anyway did not satisfy most of people.   
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Contextual dynamics III:  The 150th anniversary of Italian unification and the 

marketization of History (2000–2013) 

The end of history was abruptly disproven in 2001 by the islamist attacks on the Twin 

Towers and the Pentagon. Wars in Afghanistan and Iraq followed in the early 2000s, while in Italy 

center-right governments led by Silvio Berlusconi legitimised secessionist and former neo-fascist 

movements. The accelerated technological innovation together with the economic crisis that started 

in 2009 created a climate of fear of the future in which widespread nostalgia for a more stable era 

and the past in general emerged (Srivastava et al., 2022). 

From 2011 on, in the context of the debt crisis and of the contestations of Berlusconi’s 

government, a new technical government was appointed to apply in Italy the austerity measures 

that the EU required. The celebrations of the 150th anniversary of the Italian unification were held 

in a moment of national crisis, when the economic sovereignty of the country was somehow under 

discussion. They saw a widespread participation, which in part was the result of the previous 

initiatives that the Presidency of the Republic started with Ciampi and continued with his successor 

Giorgio Napolitano after 2006. The national anthem by Goffredo Mameli had been the subject of 

specific celebrations in 2000, in the occasion of the centenary of the death of Giuseppe Verdi, the 

composer of patriotic opera in the Risorgimento. The President invited the population to display 

the Italian flag, and the main national monuments, from the Quirinale itself, as the seat of the Head 

of State, to the Altar of the Nation with the tomb of the unknown soldier (Focardi, 2016). In 2011, 

the celebration of the national unification also became the subject of performances by famous 

actors and public figures in popular and well-attended events. In February, Roberto Benigni, a 

comedian and film director, read and commented the Mameli’s anthem during the Sanremo music 

festival, with general applause and only minority criticism in the press (Francia, 2013)18. What is 

more, references to patriotic identity were also part of the symbolism displayed in the occasion of 

demonstrations and contestations against Berlusconi’s policies, recovering its use against the 



 

 
 

147 

secessionist positions of the Lega Nord party (Di Qual, 2018). In 2012, a right-wing faction exited 

the center-right political group led by Berlusconi establishing a new party that took from the 

national anthem the name Fratelli d’Italia, questioning the left-wing appropriation of patriotic 

symbolism.  

The inflation of political and cultural references to the Risorgimento also affected the 

success of Caffè Pedrocchi as an attraction in Padua, where tourist presence was growing since the 

2000 beyond religious and thermal tourism. New urban infrastructural works were realised or 

planned during the same period, with the inauguration in 2007 of a new tramway line and projects 

for a road bypass under discussion. At the same time, the municipality intervened against 

criminality and degradation with controversial segregation measures in peripheral areas that 

highlighted the ongoing urban reorganisation implying a parallel gentrification of the city center.  

 

Crisis of the café III (2000s - 2010s) 

“However, Caffè Pedrocchi was not, and could not be, the one it was in the past” (Baù, 2013). 

The past orientation characterizing the late ‘90s gave the false hope that what the café was in the past 

could be enacted in the present. However, the café soon showed to be in crisis, both as for its 

management and the structure.  

Material decline: structural damages, high maintenance costs 

The restoration operated in 1998 was only partial (the renovation of the basements and the 

apartments on the second floor were still missing), as the relaunch project imagined by the 

Municipality (Comello, Il Mattino di Padova, 16th November 2004). Furthermore, notwithstanding 

the recent restorations, the Café’s building often underwent damages or collapses. Consequently, both 

actors were often in search of funding for ordinary and extraordinary maintenance works that the 

 
18 The historian Alberto Mario Banti (2011) on the left-wing newspaper Il Manifesto highlighted the dangers of 
proposing the nationalistic rhetoric of the 19th century in the context of ongoing globalisation. 
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peculiar structures needs, which sometimes caused a temporary closing of some rooms and required 

costly investments both by the Municipality and the managing administration (Malfitano, Il Mattino 

di Padova, 13th January 2009; Comello, Il Mattino di Padova 13th January 2009, 2009; Voi, Il Mattino 

di Padova, 7th June 2012). For example, the compliance with fire protection norms (Il Mattino di 

Padova, 10th May 2008), the repairing to the damages of the roof (Malfitano, Il Mattino di Padova, 

13th January 2009), the cleaning of the curtains (Voi, Il Mattino di Padova, 7th December, 2013). “The 

Café was sick” and  “stopped shining” (Il Mattino di Padova, 23rd November 2010). Similarly, the 

“forced” conservation of the past operated in the Museum soon revealed its oppressing nature, both 

for the managers and the municipality, which would like to get rid of it or reduce its space given its 

low profitability and its main teaching aim (Il Mattino di Padova, 17th November 2010). 

Social decline: scandals and bad management 

The recovery of traditions and the new café’s active “life”, the acknowledgement that 

Pedrocchi cannot be the one that was in the past created a feeling of nostalgia of a time that was and 

cannot be any more, burdening the future course of the organization forced to adapt to the “past” idea 

of the café and to its rigid historical structure. For example, a kitchen only 8sqm wide was a clear 

constrain of the managerial purpose of creating an high-quality food offer, and in general, the whole 

activity underwent Superintendence’s controls and rigorous restrictions in the use of spaces, furniture, 

and walls – coming with expensive fines in case of violation. With the time, these constrains led the 

cafè to be poorly managed, also considering the debts pending on the management deriving from the 

great costs it had to sustain for the restoration (Canetta and Milanesi, 2011). This situation was further 

exacerbated by some scandals in which the company managing the cafè was involved (ibid.).   

Turning Point III - A new meaning of the legacy for the organization: the Historical Café 

(2014-2021) - past-future orientation 

In 2013 ended the concession for the management of the café and the Municipality launched 

a new call for tender for the future 15-years’ management. Its objective was to relaunch Pedrocchi 

focusing on hospitality and functionality (as Luisa Boldrin said, Il Mattino di Padova, 2013). Indeed, 
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rigorous conditions (and, consequently, expensive fines in case of their violation) were to be imposed 

on the new administration. Among them, the café’s continuative opening, the operative management 

of the Risorgimento Museum, the undertaking of ordinary maintenance, and the possibility - almost 

the obligation – to use all the rented spaces, previously in state of abandon. The tender was awarded 

to F&deGroup - a Milanese company dealing with restaurant outsourcing in Italy - which succeeded 

in winning the auction by offering to the owner 12,11% of the annual profit. The competitors gave 

up because of the historical-artistic constraints imposed by the structure and its relative high 

management costs (Paduano, Il Mattino di Padova, 11th April  2013a). Instead, since its appointment, 

F&deGroup declared to have studied in detail the problems and to have elaborated an “organic plan” 

for the “new” Café Pedrocchi, and to be keen to collaborate with Municipality and Superintendence 

(Paduano, Il Mattino di Padova, 11th April  2013b). The idea of the new managers was to make the 

café great again as an excellence in Italy’s North-East by “best combining Pedrocchi’s historical 

components with a touch of modernity” (Marcello Forti - F&deGroup CEO, from Paduano, Il Mattino 

di Padova, 8th May 2014). Managers explicitly showed to be aware of Cappellato’s legacy. In fact, 

they turned the bequest sentence about the café’s destiny (see opening quotation) into their 

motivational sentence:  

“there is a very nice sentence… We put in the back office a part of the bequest 

as a motivational sentence… it says that the café must be managed respecting its 

history and its tradition but with all the actions necessary in order that it remains 

in step with the times” (from interview with the Café’s director, 2018). 

They material interventions and the cafè’s activities carried on in the following years by 

F&deGroup were inspired by this ambiguous, ambivalent sentence, hence embedding actors’ 

orientation both towards the past and towards the future, that characterize this phase. 

Materializing a past-future orientation: new interventions 

Before starting its new course in the café, F&deGroup invested in some necessary 

interventions to the structure of the cafè, which implied its complete closure for two months at 

beginning of 2014. They included the renovation of piping system and toilets, a control on tapestries, 
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installation of air conditioning, the substitution of the windows’ glass, the cleaning of the façade, and 

the construction of a “hanging” (in order to avoid the structural constraints) patisserie with new tables 

and counter service in the Octagonal Room (Il Mattino di Padova, 16th and 28th January 2014). A 

retail patisserie was present during Antonio Pedrocchi’s administration since 1837 when he opened 

the Pedrocchino with its offelleria. However, it was definitely removed in 1950 following Pisani’s 

restoration. F&deGroup restored this idea by creating a patisserie in the former Exchange Room, 

which actually became what they refer to as “modern bar”, where it is possible to drink an espresso 

at a cost in line with the city’s average prices, sitting in some modern tables (interview, Manolo 

Rigoni), and taste the “Pedrocchi Cake”, purposefully made by a famous city’s patisserie (Il Mattino 

di Padova, 16th January 2014). 

Figure 5 - Historical Rooms and 'Modern Bar' today (authors' pictures) 

 

Performing a past-future orientation: historical branding and practical history 

The actions implemented by the new managers embodied the past-future orientation by 

balancing the safeguard of the past and modern tastes and necessities into the day-by-day unfolding 

of the cafè’s activities. Here follows some examples. Recalling Pedrocchi as “the best restaurateur in 

Italy” (Stendhal, The Charterhouse of Parma, 1830), F&deGroup enriched the high-quality offer of 

the café by introducing a “gourmet snackeria” for lunch and a restaurant á la carte for dinner by an 

important chef. It organized a brunch on Sunday and, for the first time, the Christmas Lunch and the 
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New Year’s Eve dinner (Il Mattino di Padova, 2014). It also aimed at valorising the aperitif time, in 

accordance with the city traditional habit. In particular, for a period, during the “Pedrocchi Hour” 

(from 18 to 21) they resorted to a forgotten ritual: with a bell ring the chef announced a new different 

proposal from his cuisine every evening (Paduano, ll Mattino di Padova, 12th June 2014). 

Furthermore, the paper menu of the café resembled the old newspaper once published in the café. In 

addition to the list of the courses, it also contained the events calendar. Opening hours were extended 

in the night. Re-interpreting the saying “café without doors” (interview, Manolo Rigoni), the “new” 

café opens from Sunday to Thursday from 8 to midnight, and on Fridays and Saturdays till 1 am. The 

management aimed at “inventing and storytelling traditional products” in the name and in the brand 

reputation of Padua symbolic café: the patisserie’s laboratory elaborated a Pedrocchi Cake whose 

taste remembers Pedrocchi Mint Coffee; the same mint coffee is served frozen for the summer period. 

They also invented a new distinctive green aperitif (P31) with absinthe aroma recalling the 19th 

Century use of that drink in the café. Furthermore, many products (liquorice, coffee, biscuits, cups, 

pralines…) were branded Caffè Pedrocchi and sold mainly to tourists. According to the nowadays 

director, “everything branded Caffè Pedrocchi becomes a marketing tool, […] so you want to buy a 

cup as gadget just because it has its name on it”. New activities were organised to attract a new young 

clientele and in particular students. Caffè Pedrocchi was born as the “student’s café”, being located 

in front of the university. However, during the post-war decades, the alienation of these young clients 

was consolidated into a “legend”, according to which entering Pedrocchi before graduation brings 

bad luck. F&deGroup wanted to debunk this myth (Paduano, Il Mattino di Padova, 24th April 2013) 

and to restore the 19th Century atmosphere when the Green Room was always full of students. In 

order to reach this aim, they set up a plurality of initiatives for students such as offering free spritz to 

students who passed an exam or even a free lunch for the ones who took the best mark; or installing 

Wi-Fi in the Green Room. In accordance with the idea of “rejuvenation” of the clientele and, hence, 

of the café, the new management introduced a more friendly service, less detached but still 

professional, which aimed at making the rooms and the atmosphere warmer and more welcoming. 
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On the 9th of June 2021, Caffè Pedrocchi celebrated its re-opening after the lockdown with a special 

occasion, its 190th anniversary. The celebrations confirmed the tendency to respect the history of the 

Café (further highlighted by the free distribution of a postal card with the famous sentence of 

Cappellato’s testament-Figure 6), but also to look towards the future (with the occasion, they 

presented some new products for the menu: a new exclusive coffee blend and a new red aperitif).  

Figure 6 - Postal Card offered in the occasion of 190th Anniversary (from the authors) 

   

Politics of time III 

The ambivalent temporal orientation characterizing this period does not mean that the 

management of the Café did not find any critique or clashes during its course, which tried to solve 

with a vision of compromise and dialogue among the other actors.   

Clashing: critiques to management and events 

Some of F&deGroup managerial “pushes” towards modernity and “progress of time” were 

judged negatively by the people, the Municipality or the Superintendence. For example, fake flowers 

and a “ultramodern” crystal table in the Red Room were not appreciated (Paduano, Il Mattino di 

Padova, 30th September 2014), the temporary impossibility of table service in the historical rooms 

was criticized many times (e.g. Paduano, Il Mattino di Padova, 28th May 2015; Paduano, Il Mattino 

di Padova, 19th August), and the use of too loud music till late in the night was sanctioned (Livieri, Il 

Mattino di Padova, 13th September 2016). At times, the tensions between the administration, on one 
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side, and the Municipality and the Superintendence on the other became serious and received also a 

national attention (Ferro, La Repubblica, 14th January 2018). Some first polemics happened in 

May/June 2015, when a Vintage Market was organized in the historical rooms: it was judged as “a 

serious error” and a “lack of respect towards Cappellato’s legacy” (Paduano, Il Mattino di Padova, 

1st June 2015). As it occurred other times, the case seemed to have been architected by the opposition 

against the city government in time of elections.  In April 2017, a photographic denunciation of the 

structure’s state of degrade by the local newspaper, Il Mattino di Padova, raised again a public debate 

about the destiny of the monument. The management was not responsible of it, but was anyway 

affected by the consequent situation. In 2018 the use of the Café for a New Year’s Eve party raised 

harsh criticism due to irresponsible behaviours, use of forbidden sparkles and the theft of two (fake) 

leonine paws from the counter. The management was also criticized for unfair competition with other 

discos of the city and for the use of the rooms for other parties. The public opinion seems to be broken 

between those believing the Pedrocchi a monument to be safeguarded and preserved and those 

believing it has to be lived and used (e.g. Agugiaro, Il Mattino di Padova, 22nd January 2018; Destro, 

Il Mattino di Padova, 3rd February 2018).  

Figure 7 - A Vintage Market in the café arises polemics (from Il Mattino di Padova, 1st June 2015) 

 

Balancing: agreements with Superintendence and Municipality 
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Contestations with Superintendence about the use of the rooms and the terrace became so 

frequent and harsh that in February 2017 F&deGroup threatened the Municipality to abandon the 

management of the Café. For example, Superintendence banned cars exposition in front of the cafè, 

in occasion of recurring events in Padua involving vintage cars (Malfitano, Il Mattino di Padova, 24 

November 2017). In order to negotiate the requests of the two positions, the Municipality had to act 

as a mediator, on one side by extending the terms of the concession by enlarging the use of the terrace 

and on the other side by imposing training courses by the Superintendence for the employees 

(Malfitano, Il Mattino di Padova, 24th November 2017). In particular, in an interview, the Assessor 

of Cultural Policies affirmed: “With the previous administration relationships were hard, there was 

neither collaboration nor cultural opening. We have decided from the beginning to work towards the 

enhancement of the presence of Pedrocchi in the city. We managed to recover an agreement” (ibid). 

The public administration also managed the engagement of a sponsor for funding some of the 

expensive maintenance works of the White Room (ibid). In 2018, the Architect Dal Piaz signalled to 

the Municipality the presence of “out of context objects and furniture”, like “Etruscan-style vases, 

candle holders, abat-jour, lamps, flower pots in contrast with Cafè’s History” (Preziusi, Il Mattino di 

Padova, 10th May 2018). Therefore, the Assessor of Culture, following the architect’s instructions, 

requested their moving, but still trying to find an agreement that could satisfy both parts. For example, 

a white piano in the Red Room was moved into the modern zone (ibid.), thus preserving the original 

aspect of the historical room, but still giving the possibility to use it, in a more appropriate context. 

F&de Group welcomed the historical reconstruction collaborating with the architect: “It is right return 

to the original sobriety which has always stand out in the café. We are convinced that the minimal 

style suits better the context and the history of Caffè Pedrocchi” (ibid.). 

Discussion and conclusion 

Managing a legacy over time 
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When an organization receives a legacy, it faces the challenge of managing something from 

the past and keeping it for the future. Hence, maintaining a legacy is a task that must take into account 

the use of the past in the present and its continuity over time and for the future. The case of Caffè 

Pedrocchi offered us a point of observation of this problem. Notwithstanding the peculiarities of every 

period analyzed during the life of the café, from its first crisis in the first post war period till today, 

we have identified a common pattern (Langley and Tsoukas, 2010) explaining how an organization 

sustains a legacy over time, dealing with materiality and multiple actors. Based on what we found, 

we developed a theoretical model visualized in Figure 8 and explained hereafter. 

 

Figure 8 – Theoretical model explaining the management of a legacy 

 

 

Laying on an open relationship with past and future, the legacy’s meaning (in our case, the 

Modern Bar, the Cultural Heritage, and the Historical Café) is grounded on actors’ dominant temporal 

orientations (DTO). In particular, the actors’ dominant  temporal orientation characterizing the 

temporal meaning of a legacy is materialized– i.e. imprinted in the materiality– and of performed in 
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ongoing organizational activities (upper left end in Figure 8). This means that the materiality is 

modified according to a vision oriented towards the past, the future or both and the way in which 

organizational practices are performed reflect the same orientation. Anyway, the legacy’s meaning, 

both in its material and in its performed aspect, is not stable, but subjected to ‘politics of time’, which 

are contestations among other actor(s) over the meaning imposed on the legacy by the dominant 

actor(s). They unfold through recurrent acts of clashing with other actors’ temporal orientations or 

contrary visions on the legacy, and through acts of balancing these struggles by the dominant actor(s) 

in order to find a compromise or a resolution to the conflict with the other actors (upper right end in 

figure 8). In this way, these repeated ‘politics of time’ let the meaning of the legacy to be constantly 

negotiated in time, therefore allowing the organization to continue its course and carry out its 

activities and aims. This process of negotiation of the temporal meaning of the legacy through the 

politics of time makes the legacy an enabler for the future of the organization (right end in Figure 8). 

However, sooner or later, the legacy enters a situation of crisis where material and social 

decline make an actual negotiation over the meaning of the legacy more difficult (this means, acts of 

clashes become prevalent) – central lower part in Figure 8 – and the legacy turns out to be a burden 

for the organization’s future (left end in Figure 8). This situation is strictly connected to the contextual 

dynamics, in particular economic and social factors (e.g. change of people’s habits, scarcer possibility 

of getting funds for the maintenance of material structures) and the related society’s sensibility 

towards the future and the past (historical culture – Grever and Adriaansen, 2017).  

Anyway, given the obligation that binds the organization in keeping the legacy and its 

unavoidable materiality, the past is not erased even if burdening. Instead, over time, contextual 

dynamics, as changes in actors’ composition and in the political and social context, bring actors to 

imagine a new future for the legacy, based on a different temporal orientation than the one that lead 

the legacy to be a burden for the future. This concretizes in materializing a new temporal orientation, 

that is thus performed in ongoing activities and gives a new meaning to the legacy, which is again 
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contested and re-negotiated by politics of time, thus making again a legacy an enabler for the 

organization, till a successive moment of crisis from which to raise again.  

The case shows that an organization sustains a legacy, meant as an unavoidable trace from 

the past which the receiving organization is obliged to keep in the present and for the future, by 

changing its meaning in time and over time according to the relations among actors gravitating around 

it and the historical context in which it is located. In this way, through this study, the paper contributes 

to uses of the past and organizational memory studies by systematically addressing the past as 

ambivalent, dynamic, and political, and to a rising stream of literature considering legacy a key 

construct of management research and practice. We develop these points in the following paragraphs.  

Contributions to Uses of the Past Literature 

The concept of legacy as a unavoidable bridge between past, present, and future allows to 

shed lights simultaneously on different shades of the past in organizations that have yet not been 

systematically addressed in uses of the past literature (Wadhwani et al., 2018) and, more broadly, by 

organizational memory studies (Foroughi et al., 2020): the past as ambivalent, the past as dynamic, 

the past as politic. 

The past as ambivalent  

Our study on legacy reveals the very nature of the past as having both positive and negative 

connotations for the organization carrying it. As a matter of fact, the case of Caffé Pedrocchi shows 

that the past is first of all an enabler for the organization, by being a firm point of departure on which 

to build a glorious future for the organization (in The Modern Bar), by activating pleasant memories 

(The Cultural Heritage), or by providing reputational rewards and fruitful marketing tools (The 

Historical Cafè19). But also, at the same time, the case unveils that, when having a past, organizations 

 
19 In analyzing the last, more recent period of our case, we encountered a possible further explanation of the enabling 
function of the legacy as meant with a past-future orientation. We may suppose that Historical distance (Phillips, 2013) 
matters in using the past and in memory, similarly to what Basque & Langley (2018) define as claims’ increasing 
abstraction from founding events. Indeed, the last period shows that the organization can leverage on materiality and the 
past for marketing and branding not through invented traditions (Pirani, 2022) but authentically through re-
contextualizing (similarly to Hatch and Schultz, 2017 occasion regarding the craft beer). We claim that this happens 
thanks to historical distance. As a matter of fact, normally, invented traditions arise when there is a sort of a gap in 
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carry a burden, too, since the past may be a source of nostalgia of a time that is neither existing nor 

reproducible any more in the current historical context, and is hence a source of critiques for the ways 

in which is used and re-interpreted (that is, political - see later).  

Beside the rich research stating the advantages of using the past or history for organizations 

(e.g. among others, Foster et al., 2011, 2017; Hatch & Schultz, 2017), a more critical stream of 

scholars has started to warn against the unfavourable implications of the past for organizations (e.g. 

Macdonald, 2006, Van Lent & Smith, 2020). We build on this by advancing an idea of the past as a 

double edge sword, that hence contemplates both perspectives simultaneously – otherwise treated as 

mutually exclusive, e.g. in Dacin an colleagues (2019)’s framework on traditions. This resonates with 

what said about ‘historical strategic resources’ by Cailluet and colleagues (2018), who claim that 

rhetoric or visual historical-related resources can be “both an asset and an arena of power struggle” 

(ibid.: 1828). Our findings bring forward this argument by showing that the past itself, as not existing 

any more, but still having effects on the present and the future through the legacy, is both positive 

and negative for organizations, since it is an enabler and/or a burden according to the way in which 

it is negotiated in time among actors and over time according to the occurring social and political 

context.  

The past as political 

This points us to the second contribution of our study for uses of the past literature: the past 

as political. Our case shows that the relationship between the past and the future at the basis of the 

legacy is inherently determined by power dynamics among actors involved in its management. 

Indeed, powerful actors carry temporal orientations that influence the meaning given to the past, 

which are anyway always object of contestation deriving from other actors. Hence, the way in which 

the past is interpreted and used (in its material and performative form) is not only relational but also 

 
memory or history (as showed by Pirani, 2022, basing on Hobsbawm, 1983). Here traditions are “recovered” and 
“reinterpreted” more than invented thanks to the historical distance that allows for “seeing more the past as the past”, for 
more malleability of the past, and for leveraging more on strategic historical ambiguity (Cappelen and Strandgaard 
Pedersen, 2020). We also show that the “historical reputation” enables the invention of tradition. 
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constantly negotiated among different actors and mnemonic communities (Zerubavel, 2003) through 

acts of balancing and clashes.  

Through this conception, we take distance from a managerial literature conceiving the 

interpretation of the past as unilateral (Brunninge, 2009; Suddaby et al., 2010) in order to add to a 

more critical stream of literature within uses of the past and organizational memory (Popp and 

Fellman, 2020) which highlights that past is a shared resource and history is rhetorical to a point it 

can be accepted by other actors and voices (Foroughi and Al-Amoudi, 2020; Lubinski, 2018, in 

press).  

Our analysis not only highlights that the past is an “arena of power struggle” (Cailluet et al., 

2018) requiring political and social competences for managers to use it, but it also builds on this to 

uncover that its very meaning is constructed and sustained in time and over time through the 

negotiation (or even, through clashes) among powerful and less powerful stakeholders and the 

interaction within the political and social context.  

Furthermore, by considering the past as political, our work advances the concept of “politics 

of memory”, i.e. struggles over mnemonic representations (Foroughi and Al-Amoudi, 2020) with the 

one of “politics of time”, that we purposefully coined in order to stress on the struggles deriving from 

actors’ different temporal orientations and stakes over the past and the future.  

The past as dynamic 

As aforementioned, this paper employed historiographical reflexivity (Decker et al., 2021) to 

study the management of the legacy over time. The case study’s historical depth unveils that the 

relationships between the past and the future change their meaning according to changes in political 

actors composition and in the sensibility the society has towards the past and the future - also framed, 

in literature, as historical culture (Grever & Adriaansen, 2017).  

For this, this paper also contributes to the developing stream of “historical organizational 

memory”, i.e. the investigations of “accounts of memory in the past” (Decker et al., 2021:1133). In 

this sense, we find commonalities with Smith & Simeone (2017)’s study on how Hudson Bay 
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Company learned to use history rhetorically and strategically. Our paper too looks at the changes of 

uses of the past over time, however, if Smith and Simeone show a more or less ‘linear’ learning 

process (from few investments to an actual care and employment of corporate heritage), we provide 

a more complex and varying dynamic of uses of the past over time, which take into consideration 

their relation with the future and the different shades that this relationship assume along the history 

of our focal company. Furthermore, as for the method employed and the use of historical context as 

part of our theorization, our paper resonates with Lubinski (2018)’s study on uses of the past in 

German business in colonial India (1915-1936). Indeed, we share her theorizing of the “situated 

nature of rhetorical history” (ibid:1785) based on audiences (in our case, actors with multiple stakes 

and temporal orientations) and practices (in our case, the performance of the dominant temporal 

orientation within organizational activities). However, instead of focusing on pre-existing narratives 

(which are not very relevant in our case, being the narrative of the past crystalized as a “glorious” 

one of the café’s foundation), we extend the argument by highlighting the materiality of the legacy, 

as another factor composing the “experience” or “practice” of the past (Crawford et al., 2022; 

Lubinski, 2018) with enabling and constraining effects on organizational uses of the past in the 

present and future.   

Finally, considering the past as dynamic along the historical depth of our study provided us 

the curious possibility to analyse not only how past was perceived in the past, but also how actors 

moved towards their “near future” - that now we can study retrospectively, being for us already 

“past”. This could be an attractive, rather unusual, perspective for scholars interested in studying 

temporality (Hernes, 2022). 

Toward a theorization of legacy in organization studies  

The peculiar case of Caffé Pedrocchi, a still ongoing café left as a bequest from a private 

founder to a public administration, with the ambiguous guideline of “preserving as it is, but develop 

it according to the progress of time” (see opening quotation), provided us with the unmissable 
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occasion of theorizing on legacy, one of the most important yet least understood constructs of 

management research and practice (Davis et al., 2022).  

Differently from the majority of conceptions of “the past” in uses of the past and 

organizational memory studies, which sees it as rhetorically malleable (Suddaby et al., 2010), 

forgettable (Anteby and Molnár, 2012), or latent (Hatch & Schultz, 2017), legacy has a “binding” 

nature, that means that organizations are obliged to maintain it in the present and for the future. Our 

case witnesses this not just because the bequest is a legal obligation, but also because the legacy is 

unavoidably material and relational. This means that legacy cannot be forgotten, nor the actors can 

easily get detached from it, given the obligation to preserve it for the future in front of a mnemonic 

community (Zerubavel, 2003) that cares of both its material and symbolic form. 

And yet, what our study uncovers, is that even if the legacy constrains an organization 

receiving it to maintain it, the legacy gets trans-formed, while getting trans-ferred over time. This 

happens because political negotiations over its meaning - materialized in its structure and performed 

in organizational practices - uphold it in time, so that the legacy enables organizational future, and 

over time, when it becomes a burden (in a period of crisis, due to changing social and political context, 

clashes and its decline), further negotiations continue to uphold it by changing its meaning into one 

more fitting with current contextual dynamics and powerful actors.  

The core argument emerging from our analysis, i.e. that legacy provides continuity to 

organizations through change and political contestation, constitutes an empirical support to the 

processual understanding of organizations as always in becoming (Hernes, 2014) and to the stream 

of organizational thought conceiving continuity as becoming (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002).  

Boundary conditions 

We acknowledge that the case we empirically analyse is extreme and with many peculiarities: 

an organization that unfolds its activity within a material legacy, a private management and a public 

ownership, the presence of Superintendence as a superior institutional constraining entity, a 

community particularly caring of its cultural heritage. However, despite this, we claim that through 
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it and through the concept of legacy we may explain various phenomena that broadly characterize 

other deeply pluralistic settings, such as museums, cultural heritage institutions, historical buildings, 

foundations, or anyway organizations that receive bequests from philanthropists or donors that oblige 

them towards the society or the territory in which they are located. 
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CONCLUSION 

 
Although the past is clearly gone, it still influences organizations in the present and for the 

future. Traces of the past are part of organizational life in the form of written texts, oral accounts, 

traditions, artefacts, and sites, which are capable of affecting organizations and organizing, whatever 

they are intentionally employed for various purposes or constrain organizational actions or processes.  

Managerial scholarship has deeply explored these possibilities throughout contributions, 

among others, in organization studies and business history. These streams of literature have especially 

focused on recalling the past in the present through narratives, in form of written or oral histories, 

while material traces of the past have received just a scattered attention. Yet, materiality is inherently 

part of the social, and may produce effects on organizations and in organizing which may differ from 

the one’s produced by discourses and narratives, which are worth to be studied to complement our 

knowledge on the past’s influence in the present and the future.  

This thesis aimed at systematically address this point by asking: how does the materiality of 

the past affect the present and the future of organizations?  

It replies to this overall question through three studies: a literature review that disentangled 

the static and dynamics roles of the materiality of the past, and two empirical papers which deepened 

the dynamic perspectives on materiality emerging from the first study, applying them to two 

theoretical constructs: ‘category’ and ‘legacy’. Table 1 represents an overview of these three studies 

that details the employed theoretical backgrounds, research contexts, data sources, and data analyses, 

and the emerging findings and contributions.  
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Table 1 - Overview of the three studies comprising this dissertation 

 Study 1  
(literature review) 

Study 2  
(empirical - qualitative) 

Study 3 
 (empirical – historical) 

Title  

The Matter of Matter of the 
Past: 

Unveiling Temporal 
Materiality in Organization 

Studies 

Organizational category 
work: the case of “Historical 

Shops” 

Politics of time  
around a legacy: 

the case of Caffè Pedrocchi 

Keywords 
past, memory, history, 

temporality, materiality, 
historiographical reflexivity 

category situated recognition, 
category performance, 

materiality, place, practices 

uses of the past, legacy, politics 
of time, historical method 

Theoretical 
background 

Uses of the past (Wadhwani 
et al., 2018) 

Organizational memory 
studies (Foroughi et al., 

2020); Materiality in 
Organization Studies 

(Boxenbaum et al., 2018; 
Carlile et al., 2013) 

Socio-cultural approach to 
categorization (Durand and 
Khaire, 2017; Granqvist and 
Siltaoja, 2020; Vergne and 

Wry, 2014)  

More “critical” stream in uses 
of the past literature (e.g. 

Cailluet et al., 2018; Lubinski, 
2018; Popp and Fellman, 2020; 

Sadeghi and Islam, 2021) 

Research 
question 

What roles materiality of the 
past has in using and 

remembering the past? 

How are symbolic and 
material resources 

contributing to the situated 
recognition of an 

organizational category? 

How do organizations manage a 
legacy over time, dealing with 

its materiality and with multiple 
actors’ diverse stakes and 

temporal orientations? 

Research 
Context - 

Historical Shops in Genoa and 
in Padua (Italy) – two ‘macro’ 

cases 

Caffé Pedrocchi  
(a historical café 

in Padua, Italy) – historical in-
depth case study 

Data types 

Exemplar papers at the 
intersection of 

organizational memory 
studies, uses of the past and 

materiality   

33 Historical Shops as ‘micro 
cases’: interviews with 
retailers and stakeholders, 
observations, archival 
material, online reviews   

Historical primary sources 
(Municipality and 

Superintendence documents); 
historical secondary sources 

(literary productions, 
newspapers); real time 

qualitative data 

Data analysis - 

Multiple case study 
(Wadhwani et al., 2018), 

inductive coding to discern 
contextual conditions, 

processes and practices of 
category work. Construction 

of a visual model. 

Reconstruction of a historical 
narrative based on sources and 
data, identification of turning 

points for bracketing (Langley, 
1999), identification of a 
common pattern for every 
period (Hatch and Schultz, 

2017; Langley and Tsoukas, 
2010) 

Main findings 

Materiality of the past has 
been treated by current 
literature as having an 
‘anchoring’ role and an 

‘inspiring’ role in 
organizations (static 

conception of materiality) 

Category work occurs not 
only when the organizational 
category is well designed on a 
formal level, but also when it 
is coherently performed day-

to-day through material, 
spatial and verbal practices, 

that hence allow it to be 
experienced and recognized in 

its situated use 

A legacy’s meaning in time is 
determined by a dominant 

temporal orientation, 
materialized and performed in 
organizational artefacts and 

actions, and constantly  subject 
to other actors’ negotiations 

(“politics of time”), which make 
the legacy an enabler for the 

organization. Over time, 
contextual dynamics and a crisis 
of the legacy make the legacy a 

burden and lead to new 
temporal meaning of the legacy. 
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Theoretical 
Contributions 

Complementing current 
literature with “Temporal 

Materiality” as a new 
dynamic conception of 

materiality as ‘performing’ 
and ‘historicizing’, 

theoretically informed by 
historiographical reflexivity 
(Decker et al., 2021) and the 
situated enactment of time 

(Hernes and Schultz, 2020).   

Category Work as the process 
through which category 

situated recognition occurs; 
Performing and experiencing 

categories, beyond 
communicative approaches; 

Category as a collective 
performance (recognition 

derives from both members 
and audiences) 

Distinguishing formal and 
substantial categorization 

Conception of the “past” in 
Uses of the past literature is 
problematized as ambivalent 

(positive and negative), politic 
(‘politics of time’) and dynamic.  

Theorization of legacy as 
binding and unavoidable, and 
yet transformed while being 

transferred over time by 
organizations. Acknowledging 

co-existence of change and 
continuity in material and 

pluralistic settings where the 
past is unavoidable and 

contested 

Managerial 
Implications 

Acknowledging static but 
also dynamic aspects of 
materiality of the past in 
ongoing organizational 

activities  

Policy-makers creating labels 
need to design them according 
to the possibility of audiences 

to recognize the associated 
material, spatial and verbal 
practices defining them, so 

that the labels can correspond 
to actual categories in 

practices and hence produce 
the promoters’ envisaged 

strategic goals 

Legacy’s managers are 
suggested to construct dialogue 

with stakeholders and care 
about the materiality of the 

legacy, also by transforming it 
according to an accurate 

observation of the contextual 
dynamics in which the legacy is 

located.   

 

Study 1 reviewed the literature in uses of the past and organizational memory studies in order 

to uncover the roles that materiality of the past has in using and remembering the past in 

organizations. It found that current literature has analysed materials from the past especially as for 

their roles of ‘anchoring’ organizational values or processes, and of  ‘inspiring’ further organizational 

actions. Then, it problematized these perspectives as a static ones, claiming for an idea of “Material 

Temporality” that contemplates a more dynamic materiality as ‘performing’ (through practices) and 

‘historicizing’ (through historical context changes). In this way, the paper advocated a reflection on 

materiality informed by ‘historiographical reflexivity’ (Decker et al., 2021) and the ‘situated 

enactment of time’ (Hernes and Schultz, 2020), that could be beneficial for a wider understanding of  

“dynamic collective memory” (Olick, 1999). 

Study 2 empirically delved into the ‘performing’ perspective of materiality of the past to 

extend knowledge on the process of “category work”. Through a qualitative study comparing the 

category of Historical Shops in two Italian cities, Genoa and Padua, the study found that category 

work occurs not only when the organizational category is well designed on a formal level, but also 
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when it is coherently performed day-to-day through material, spatial and verbal practices, that hence 

allow it to be experienced and recognized in its situated use. By considering materiality of the past as 

‘performing’, the study contributes to the socio-cultural stream of categorization literature (Durand 

and Khaire, 2017; Granqvist and Siltaoja, 2020; Vergne and Wry, 2014) providing a performative 

view on organizational categories, that allows to uncover a situated understanding of category 

recognition and viability (Lo et al., 2020). 

Study 3 empirically delved into the ‘historicizing’ perspective of materiality of the past to 

build knowledge on “legacy”, i.e. an obligation to manage something deriving from the past in the 

present and maintaining it for the future. Through a retrospective study on a historical café in Padua, 

grounding on historical sources and real time qualitative data, the study reconstructed how the legacy 

of the café was managed over time, dealing with its materiality and multiple actors’ stakes and 

temporal orientations. It found that the meaning of the legacy, based on actors’ dominant temporal 

orientation (rather past- or future-oriented), materialized and performed in the organization, is 

constantly subjected to contestations (politics of time) and, over time, to change, due to moments of 

crisis and contextual dynamics. By considering materiality as ‘historicizing’, given political 

negotiations and contextual dynamics, the study provided with a processual and critical view on uses 

of the past, which foregrounds legacy as an unavoidable trace of the past, that enables organizational 

future by being transformed, while being transferred, over time.  

By uncovering the way in which materiality of the past affect the present and the future of 

organizations, this thesis contributes overall to organization studies, with a theoretical and empirical 

insight on the widely studied relationship between change and continuity (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002), 

and to historiographical reflexive studies (Decker et al., 2021) with an advancement of the emerging 

stream of literature focusing on the “experience of history” (Crawford et al., 2022; Lubinski, 2018). 

I briefly outline these two contributions hereafter.  

Continuity and Change. The three studies composing this dissertation are all characterized by 

instances of stability and change. In the first one, stability is observable in the functions that 
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materiality has in the ‘anchoring’ and ‘inspiring’ perspectives that have been identified within the 

literature, while change is embedded in the ‘performing’ and ‘historicizing’ perspectives. In the 

second study, the formal design of the category, as well as the spatiality and materiality within the 

organizations provide ‘stability’ to the category, which is constantly ‘worked and re-worked’ in time 

through the way in which organizational members perform it. In the third study, stability is provided 

by the building at the core of the legacy and the organization, whose materiality is unavoidable, and 

by the obligation of the legacy itself; while change occurs to both the materiality and its meaning, 

given political negotiations and contextual dynamics. Therefore, throughout the three studies, we can 

observe an interplay between stability and change, which produces, as outcome, organizational 

continuity – a continuity, that is, actually, a becoming (Hernes, 2014, 2022; Tsoukas and Chia, 2002).  

 ‘History as experienced’ through materiality and practices. Furthermore, the three studies 

composing this thesis provide a contribution to the developing stream of historiographical reflexive 

studies (Decker et al., 2021) that focus on the “history as experienced” (Crawford et al., 2022; 

Lubinski, 2018: 1785). These kind of studies pay attention to the influence that the historical context 

may exert on the way in which organization remember or use the past, and consider practices and 

artefacts as insightful but often discarded elements capable of vividly reconstructing this historical 

context, stemming from the conception of invented traditions of Hobsbawm (1983). This thesis 

positions itself in this stream of research by providing empirical insights on how individuals perform 

the materiality of the past (Study 2) and on how the materiality changes over time due to contextual 

dynamics (Study 3), beyond providing the concept of “Temporal Materiality” that encourages 

scholars to adopt a historiographical reflexive and practice-oriented approach to the study of 

materiality of the past (Study 1).  

Managerial implications. Least but not last, the study of how the materiality of the past affects 

the present and the future of organizations that is carried out in this thesis offers also some 

implications for practice, in particular for private and public organizations that operates in pluralistic 

settings where the materiality of the past is especially evident. 
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By uncovering the concept of ‘temporal materiality’, Study 1 exhorts organizations to 

counterintuitively consider materiality as dynamic. Acknowledging that materials of the past change 

due to people’s practices and due to the historical context in which they are located may be beneficial 

for organizations that carry out their activities in historical buildings or that deal with historical 

material products or instruments. In particular, it can help them in adapting their activities to 

contextual changes and in accepting and integrating those changes in organizing. At the same time 

the study witnesses the importance of the materiality of the past for giving stability and continuity, 

and for inspiring future actions. 

By unveiling ‘category work’ in two different settings, Study 2 contributes to urban policy-

making by showing that processes of “labelling” in policy making have an actual success on territory 

if they design categories with specific (and not too lax) boundaries, within which material, spatial 

and not only verbal practices are enacted and interact so that audiences actually experience the “label” 

and recognize the category (beyond the ‘formal’ label) in practices. It also underlines that an 

identification with the category by the same categorical members is useful and necessary for the 

sustainment of the category, and, therefore, possibly, for the achievement of policy-makers’ strategic 

goals. The study also suggests that designing a strict categorization, investing on intermediaries to 

communicate a unique framing, and promoting the label among other actors, can be key drivers of a 

sustained category work, and hence, a first step towards the achievement of the promoters’ envisaged 

societal changes.  

By unpacking the management of a legacy over time, Study 3 may be beneficial for those 

organizations (for example, museums, cultural heritage institutions, historical buildings, foundations, 

or other organizations receiving bequests from philanthropists or donors) that have received a legacy 

and face the challenge to bring it forward in front of constrains coming from stakeholders (broadly, 

territories and communities) and/or from the legacy’s materiality. The study advises legacy’s 

managers to construct a fruitful dialogue among stakeholders and to care about the materiality of 

legacy, meaning that changing it is possible, but with a constant negotiation with the other actors 
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caring of it, and with an accurate observation of the societal and political context in which the legacy 

and the organization are situated. 

 

In conclusion, with this thesis I have investigated the topic of the materiality of the past and 

its effects for present and future organizing, providing theoretical and empirical insights to 

organization theories and historical organizational studies, beyond some practical implications for 

public and private organization dealing with materiality deriving from the past in their ongoing 

activities. The hope is to nurture scholar and practitioners’ dialogue on this topic and to advance 

research on how organizations and communities can use our society’s (material and symbolic) past 

in a conscious and meaningful way in the present and, possibly, for the future.  
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Abstract in lingua italiana 

Il passato e gli effetti che produce sulle organizzazioni nel presente e nel futuro sono sempre 

più oggetto di ricerca all’interno degli studi organizzativi e di management. Distanziandosi dal diffuso 

approccio retorico nei confronti della storia, alcuni studiosi hanno iniziato a riconoscere l’importanza 

di oggetti materiali, artefatti, spazi fisici, ed edifici, nel riportare alla memoria il passato nelle 

organizzazioni. Questa tesi ha lo scopo di estendere questa tematica chiedendosi, nello specifico: 

come la materialità derivante dal passato ha effetti sul presente e sul futuro delle organizzazioni?  

Il primo articolo è una revisione della letteratura sugli usi del passato e sulla memoria nelle 

organizzazioni incentrata sui ruoli della materialità del passato, in cui propongo l’idea di ‘materialità 

temporale’ attraverso due prospettive più dinamiche per studiarla: una performativa e una focalizzata 

sul contesto storico nel tempo. 

La prima prospettiva è approfondita empiricamente nel secondo articolo, riguardante la 

categoria di Negozio Storico. L’analisi comparativa di casi multipli in due città italiane dimostra che 

la categoria organizzativa ‘funziona’ non solo quando formalmente riconosciuta, ma anche quando 

coerentemente performata nel quotidiano attraverso pratiche materiali, spaziali e verbali, così che 

possa essere esperita e quindi ampiamente riconosciuta nella sostanza.  

La seconda prospettiva è adottata nel terzo articolo, volto a mettere in luce il concetto di lascito 

nella letteratura sugli usi del passato. L’analisi di fonti storiche concernenti un caffè storico italiano 
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mostra come si possa gestire un legato nel tempo in compresenza di più attori, e che cambiamento e 

continuità possano co-esistere in contesti in cui il passato è contestabile e sempre evidente.  

Nel complesso, la tesi contribuisce ad approfondire l’ampiamente studiata relazione tra 

continuità e cambiamento nelle organizzazioni e al filone emergente della letteratura riguardante la 

storia come ‘esperita’ oltre che narrata, con un approccio attento alla storiografia. 

Abstract in lingua inglese 

The study of the past and its effects on organizations in the present and for the future has been 

increasingly finding space in organization and management studies. Slightly distancing from the most 

widespread rhetorical history approach, some scholarship has started to acknowledge the relevance 

of material objects, artefacts, physical spaces, buildings, and other remaining from past times in 

recollecting, remembering and representing the past in organizations. This thesis aims extending this 

topic by asking: how does the materiality of the past affect the present and the future of organizations?  

In the first paper, I review the roles of materiality in uses of the past and organizational 

memory studies and I propose the idea of ‘temporal materiality’ through two more dynamic 

perspectives for its study: ‘performing’ (in time, through practices) and ‘historicizing (considering its 

embeddedness with the historical context).  

In the second paper, I deepen the ‘performing’ perspective focusing on the category of 

‘Historical Shops’. Adopting a multiple case study design and a qualitative methodology, I found that 

‘category work’ occurs when organizational categories are well designed by policy-makers for formal 

recognition, but also coherently performed day-to-day through material, spatial and verbal practices, 

allowing for the experience of the category and its wider situated recognition.  

In the third paper, I delve into the ‘historicizing’ perspective through a historical case study 

on a Historical Café, problematizing uses of the past literature through the concept of legacy. I provide 

a process model explaining the management of a legacy over time, dealing with multiple actors and 
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materiality, which acknowledge the co-existence of change and continuity in material and pluralistic 

settings where the past is unavoidable and contested. 

Overall, the thesis contributes to a further understanding of the widely studied relationship 

between continuity and change in organizations and to the emerging stream of studies concerning the 

history as experienced more than as told, with a historiographical reflexive approach. 
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