
Clash of the Titans 

A pragma-dialectic resolution-oriented reconstruction and analysis of the 

1990–1991 Mintzberg–Ansoff debate on strategic management 

Master’s thesis 
Hanken School of Economics 

Department of Management and Organisation 

Linus Nyman 

Supervising professor: Saku Mantere 

April 3rd 2009 



Abstract 

This thesis analyzes a three-article debate between Henry Mintzberg and Igor Ansoff on the 

strategy formation process in strategic management. Mintzberg argues that the so-called 

“design school” method of first designing the perfect strategy and then implementing it 

flawlessly is, in practice, an all-but unattainable goal; and, that in teaching that the design 

school approach should be ones default approach to strategy formation, a disservice is done to 

both students and organizations. He goes on to argue that the correct context for the design 

school is as one of the extremes of a strategy formation continuum, with the “grass roots 

model” approach to strategy at the other end. Ansoff defended the design school; however, his 

counter-arguments were off-topic. This lead to a structural fallacy in his counter-

argumentation which left Mintzberg’s key critique unanswered. 

Ansoff initiates a second debate in which he critiques “Mintzberg’s Model” of strategy. This 

model, as presented by Ansoff, was not based on Mintzberg’s writings on his view of 

strategy, but rather on Mintzberg’s critique of the design school model. This led to a portrayal 

of Mintzberg’s view of strategy which contained several inaccuracies; some accidental, some 

giving the impression of rhetorical strategizing through straw man fallacies. 

Mintzberg’s counter-argumentation addressed only a few direct points of critique by Ansoff, 

choosing instead to dismiss the majority of Ansoff’s critique by arguing that Ansoff 

misrepresented his views, that Ansoff’s article was based on research which had not been 

peer-reviewed, as well as that Ansoff’s research methods are descriptive, not prescriptive. 

The overall argumentation of the articles moves from the traditionally academic to the more 

and more informal and personal, with several cases of more than a passing resemblance to the 

ad hominem. The one element which unites the articles and debates is the premise that it is 

possible to design and implement a perfect, or close-enough to perfect, strategy. Ansoff based 

his argumentation – both that for the design school and much of that against “Mintzberg’s 

Model” – on this premise. Mintzberg, on the other hand, based his argumentation on that such 

planning and implementation is not possible. 

The most significant findings of this thesis are that Ansoff commits a fallacy in not addressing 

Mintzberg’s key points of critique and that Ansoff’s critique of “Mintzberg’s Model” is based 

on Mintzberg’s critique of the design school rather than on Mintzberg’s own views on 

strategy. 
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Abstrakt 

Denna avhandling analyserar en debatt mellan professor Henry Mintzberg och professor Igor 

Ansoff gällande strategi och företagsstrategiska frågor. Mintzberg argumenterar att den så 

kallade design skolans metod inom strategi, enligt vilken man först skall designa den perfekta 

strategin och sedan implementera den felfritt i praktiken är omöjlig att genomföra. Vidare 

säger han att utlärandet av en sådan metod kan vara skadligt för både studerande och företag. 

Mintzberg argumenterar att den rätta kontexten för design skolan är i ena ändan av ett 

kontinuum för sätt att formulera strategi. I andra ändan av kontinuumet finns en strategi som 

växer fram på gräsrotsnivå. Ansoff försvarar design skolan men hans motargument är 

irrelevanta när det gäller den huvudsakliga kritiken Mintzberg lägger fram. Ansoffs 

argumentationsfel leder till att Mintzbergs kritik förblir obesvarad. 

Ansoff börjar en annan debatt i vilken han kritiserar vad han kallar "Mintzbergs modell" för 

strategihantering. Denna modell baserar sig inte på Mintzbergs egna texter om hur 

strategifrågor skall lösas, utan den baserar sig på Mintzbergs kritik av design skolan. Detta 

leder till att bilden som ges av Mintzbergs åsikter om strategi innehåller ett antal fel. 

I sina motargument till Ansoffs påståenden tar Mintzberg upp endast ett begränsat antal 

punkter av Ansoffs kritik. I stället avvisar Mintzberg största delen av Ansoffs kritik genom att 

konstatera att Ansoff ger fel bild av Mintzbergs åsikter och att Ansoffs forskningsmetoder är 

beskrivande, inte föreskrivande. 

Argumentationen i artiklarna överlag börjar som traditionell akademisk argumentation men 

den blir sedan för varje artikel mer och mer informell och personlig. 

Det element som binder samman alla tre artiklar och debatter är premissen att det är möjligt 

att designa och implementera den perfekta, eller nära på perfekta strategin. Ansoff baserar sin 

argumentation – både argumentationen i design skolans försvar och argumentationen mot 

"Mintzbergs modell" – på denna premiss. Mintzberg å andra sidan baserar sin argumentation 

på att en sådan planering och implementering inte är möjlig. 

  



“Science is often misrepresented as ‘the body of knowledge 

acquired by performing replicated controlled experiments in 

the laboratory.’ Actually, science is something much broader: 

the acquisition of reliable knowledge about the world.” 

–Jared Diamond (2006: 17) 

“Science is not a magnificent march towards absolute truth,   

but a social struggle amongst the scholars of the profession           

to construct truth.” 

–Cannella & Paetzold (1994: 332, 

 in Pettigrew et al., 2002) commenting on the “paradigm 

wars” in organization theory 

“The idea that science is a rhetorical activity is not as 

controversial as it used to be, and many researchers are likely 

to recognize that rhetoric plays a central role in science.” 

–Olivier Ratle (2007) 
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1. Introduction 

“If there was really so much agreement on the fundamentals of corporate strategy, 

then strategic decisions would not be so hard to make.” 

–Whittington (2002: 1) 

Since its emergence as a concept and a focus of study in the field of management plenty of 

works have addressed the topic of “strategic management”. Lending a military analogy, 

perhaps the strongest image conjured up by the traditional view of the term is that of a general 

sitting atop a hill, surveying the field of battle in order to make informed decisions regarding 

the best course of action for the troops. After an in-depth analysis of the data from the field, a 

strategy is first formulated among those “in the know” – the general, perhaps along with other 

high-ranking military personnel – and then implemented on the battlefield. The general, in 

other words, serves as the designer of the strategy while the responsibility of its 

implementation falls to those further down the chain of command. This analogy is not that far 

from the truth regarding a wide-spread view of strategic management. A common assumption 

found in texts on the strategy process, Mintzberg, Quinn & Ghoshal note in The Strategy 

Process, is that strategy is formulated first and then implemented, with organizational 

structures, control systems and the like “following obediently in its wake” (1998: xv). 

Championed by the Harvard Business School since the second half of the twentieth century, 

this view of strategy came to receive widespread acceptance. This can be noticed by the 

number of influential works published over the following decades which shared this same 

view of strategic management (cf. Drucker, 1954; Ansoff, 1965; Andrews, 1971; Porter, 

1980; Ansoff, 1984; Porter, 1985; Kaplan & Norton, 1996). In 1990, however, in an article in 

Strategic Management Journal, Henry Mintzberg critiqued the by then widely accepted 

principles of this school of though – which he had dubbed “the design school”. This Canadian 

upstart claimed that something seemed rotten – though not so much with the state of Denmark 

as with the premises behind the design school. His critique was answered – and the design 

school defended – by Igor Ansoff, an esteemed academic and business practitioner whom 

Mintzberg himself is noted to have named “the father of strategic management”. This thesis 

analyses the ensuing debate between the two – the Clash of the Titans. 
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 1.1. Purpose 

The purpose of this work is to examine the debate between Henry Mintzberg and Igor Ansoff 

on the design school view of strategy formulation, consisting of three articles published in 

Strategic Management Journal during 1990 and 1991.  There are many things about this 

debate which are interesting to ponder. For one, the outcome of this metaphorical boxing 

match between the critic and the defender of the design school is seemingly still undecided. It 

is time to examine it round-by-round, blow-by-blow, to see what can be said of the match, 

and – perhaps even more interestingly – of the argumentation used. Of particular interest, 

continuing on the boxing metaphor, is the question of examining to what extent the debate can 

be considered a “fair fight”, i.e. is the argumentation structure of argument and counter-

argument used in the articles fair and valid? The main research question is: 

What conclusions can one reach about the Mintzberg–Ansoff debate? 

The answer to this question will be sought through an analysis of both (a) the individual 

articles, and (b) the debate as a whole. Both of these areas have sub-questions to guide the 

analysis to more specific results: 

(a) What can be said of – and learned from – the individual articles? 

What are the main points of each of the individual articles, and what argumentation 

is presented for those points? 

(b) What can be said of – and learned from – the debate as a whole? 

What are the main points of the debate? 

What is the structure of argument and counter-argument which spans across the 

articles in arguing for and against these main points? 

To what extent, if at all, can either party be accused of obscuring an honest attempt 

at reaching a conclusion in the debate? (The “fair fight” metaphor.) 

To what extent, if at all, can either party be declared the “winner” of the debate? 

An interesting point is that there appears to be a gap in the existing academic research on this 

debate, as an analysis of the argumentation between Mintzberg and Ansoff has not, to my 

knowledge, been done before. It has at least not come up in the course of my research. 
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1.2. The importance of this study for an audience 

This thesis can be considered significant to two different areas, as it relates to both strategic 

management as well as to academic argumentation. To the enthusiasts of the different views 

of strategic management this thesis will be of interest, as the Mintzberg–Ansoff debate is one 

of the famous debates in the field of strategic management. Again, for those interested in 

academic argumentation this thesis offers other potential points of interest. It gives some 

insight into the argumentation within a specific field of management study. It describes the 

process of an analysis using pragma-dialectics – a theory which is designed specifically for 

use in analyzing discourse. And, finally, the thesis gives a broad introduction to the field of 

the study of fallacies. 

1.3. Definitions of central terms 

• Argument 

An argument is a set of premises used in a chain of argumentation to prove a 

designated proposition called its conclusion (based on Walton, 2004). 

• Argumentation 

 Argumentation is a verbal and social activity of reasoning aimed at increasing (or 

decreasing) the acceptability of a controversial standpoint for the listener or reader, by 

putting forward a constellation of propositions intended to justify (or refute) the 

standpoint before a rational judge (van Eemeren et al., 1996: 5). 

• Pragma-dialectic resolution-oriented reconstruction 

A pragma-dialectic resolution-oriented reconstruction seeks to produce an analytic 

overview of all of the elements of a discourse or text which are relevant to the 

resolution of a difference of opinion (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1989; 2004). 

• Fallacy 

This thesis covers two different interpretations of the term fallacy. The first is the so-

called “standard treatment” (Hamblin, 1970), according to which a fallacy is “an 

argument which appears to be valid but is not.” The second view of fallacies is that of 

fallacies as deception or unfair argumentation. More specifically, a fallacy is seen as a 

violation of the pragma-dialectic rules of argumentation (presented in appendix 4). 
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2. The framework 

“You mean my whole fallacy is wrong?” 

–Subtitle of the book Woody Allen and Philosophy 

To give some understanding of the reasoning behind my choice of theory, I ask the reader to 

forgive a short digression in the form of a few sentences on the proverbial “long and winding 

journey” that has been this thesis. An interest in both strategic management and 

argumentation led me to decide to write my thesis about the Mintzberg–Ansoff debate. 

However, I still needed to decide what kind of analysis I wanted to do – what did I want to 

look for in the data? Rosenzweig’s The Halo Effect (Rosenzweig, 2007) had stirred my 

interest in the “darker side” of argumentation – fallacies1. My original goal was to analyze all 

of the argumentation in the Mintzberg–Ansoff debate, checking each individual argument for 

validity. This goal collapsed under its own weight2. Next I looked into the concept of 

identifying argumentation schemes3 in the debate. Though interesting, the approach seemed 

light on conclusions. I went back to the drawing board and, after further twists and turns, my 

research into the world of fallacies led me to pragma-dialectics. This approach included both 

an approach to fallacies as well as a process for a resolution-oriented reconstruction of a 

debate. An approach to my data analysis was born. Thus ends the digression. 

There are two concepts which will be covered in this chapter: fallacy theory and pragma-

dialectics. As we shall see, these two are actually intertwined, as the pragma-dialectic analysis 

encompasses fallacy theory. I have assumed that both fallacy theory and pragma-dialectics are 

fairly uncharted fields for many readers4. Therefore, in order to give the reader a better grasp 

of the concept of fallacies as well as the view of fallacies taken in this thesis, I will offer a 

                                                 
1 The Halo Effect covers “errors of logic and flawed judgements that distort our understanding of the real reasons 
for a company’s performance” (Rosenzweig, 2007). These “business delusions that deceive managers” (ibid.) 
include variations of several common categories of fallacy. 
2 Or, more precisely, under the weight of the Münchhausen trilemma, which will be explained later. 
3 Argumentation schemes are common types of presumptive reasoning (Walton et. al., 2008: 9). Some examples 
of argumentation schemes are: Argument from expert opinion, Argument from example, Argument from analogy. 
See, for instance, Aristotle’s Topics; Weston, 2000; Walton, 2006; Walton, Reed & Macagno, 2008 
4 The astute reader will notice the implicit argument (contained in the wording “many readers”) that this thesis 
will, in fact, ever be read by anyone other than my thesis mentor and my mother. 
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brief introduction to fallacies as well as some of the main problems inherent in that field of 

research. This will lead up to more modern approaches to fallacy theory, and how pragma-

dialectics ties in to the modern view of fallacies. Finally, I will cover how and why I chose the 

pragma-dialectic method of analysis and then present both the pragma-dialectic theory and its 

method of analysis. 

2.1. The briefest of introductions to fallacies and fallacy theory 

A major problem that frequently appears in attempting to analyze and evaluate fallacies, 

Walton noted back in 1995, is the concept of fallacies itself. What, Walton (1995: 232) 

pondered, does it mean to say that an argument is fallacious? One important distinction 

should immediately be made – that of the difference between the argumentation analyst’s 

view of argumentation and fallacies, and the view of the logician5. The difference between the 

two is described by van Eemeren et al. (1996: 6) as follows: while argumentation theorists 

study the way in which people take up standpoints and defend these standpoints, logicians 

tend to concentrate on the way in which conclusion are derived from premises. The difference 

is greater than it might at first appear. In fact, while logicians today distinguish between valid 

and invalid arguments, this distinction is not dependent upon whether or not the argument is 

“true”. Let us take an example. The argument: (1) All monkeys like bananas; (2) Linus is a 

monkey; therefore, (3) Linus likes bananas would, from a logician’s perspective, be 

considered valid, even though (this author would emphatically argue that) premise 2 is 

incorrect.  Logicians call arguments with correct premises “sound”; however, as van Eemeren 

et al. (1996: 10) point out, the soundness of arguments is generally of no concern to them. In 

the world of the logician fallaciousness as a concept is, for all intents and purposes, irrelevant. 

We thus begin by noting that our focus shall be that of the argumentation theorist – analyzing 

standpoints taken and means of defense used to argue for the standpoints. 

                                                 
5 Modern theoretical thinking on argumentation and fallacies has its roots in Greek antiquity (e.g. Hintikka, 
1987; van Eemeren et al, 1996; Puro, 2005). However, in the days of Aristotle argumentation and logic were 
much more intertwined in the study of argumentation than they are today. Over the centuries the analysis of logic 
in argumentation has split apart from the analysis of how conclusions are argued for – “argumentation” as one 
generally would interpret the layman’s use of the term.  
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Now let us return to the question posed by Walton: what is a fallacy? We can shed some light 

on the matter by looking at a few fairly traditional examples of what is considered a fallacy. 

One oft-quoted example comes from the days of Socrates (based on Aristotle, 166a 33): 

PREMISE: Three and two are odd and even. 

PREMISE: Five is three and two. 

CONCLUSION: Five is odd and even. 

Another popular example, adapted to fit modern-day celebrities, concerns the use of language: 

PREMISE: All stars are in orbit in outer space. 

PREMISE: Halle Berry is a star. 

CONCLUSION: Halle Berry is in orbit in outer space. 

In debating where the burden of proof lays in the debate on the existence of the supernatural, 

Bertrand Russell offered the (by now) classic “teapot argument”: 

PREMISE: You cannot disprove that there is a teapot in orbit between Earth and Mars. 

CONCLUSION: There is a teapot in orbit between Earth and mars. 

This is commonly referred to as an argument from ignorance: that anything which cannot be 

proven untrue must be considered true. One final example should suffice to give an idea of 

the vast areas of potential fallaciousness. This comes from the world of physics – or, to be 

more precise, statistical mechanics: 

PREMISE: Fire is hot. 

PREMISE: Fire is made up of molecules. 

CONCLUSION: Therefore, fire molecules are hot. 

Though this may seem logical, it is – in fact – false6. This example serves to give a good 

understanding of the traditional view of fallacies: a fallacy has, quite simply, been any 

argument which appears to be valid but which is not. This definition is so common in the 

literature that Hamblin (1970) coined the term “the standard treatment” to describe it – it was 

                                                 
6 A single molecule has no temperature. An individual molecule can be fast; it cannot be hot – or, for that matter, 
cold. This is what is referred to as a fallacy of division – the assumption that if something is true about a whole 
then it is also true about the parts of the whole. 
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the norm for how fallacies were treated in the literature. However, the past few decades have 

witnessed both much critique of this age-old view of fallacies, as well as the birth of new 

approaches to fallacy study. Let us briefly look at both – the old and the new approaches. 

2.1.1. Fallacies as logical errors – the “standard treatment” of fallacies 

In his influential work Fallacies (1970) Hamblin studies the treatment of fallacies in 

textbooks from Aristotle onwards, focusing mainly on works from the 1930s to the present 

(or, rather, his present at the time of writing). Though there were subtle differences, he noted 

that the common theme was that a fallacy is seen as an argument which appears to be sound 

but is not. As noted, he defined this approach to fallacies as the standard treatment. 

A selection of definitions of the term “fallacy” in more recent texts reveals that the standard 

treatment view of fallacies is still widespread and very much alive and well today. The 

Merriam Webster Dictionary (1994) defines a fallacy as: 1: a false or mistaken idea 2: an 

often plausible argument using false or illogical reasoning. The Oxford Dictionary of English 

(revised edition, accessed Oct. 15, 2008) also stays very much with the standard treatment 

orientation in defining a fallacy as a “false belief or reasoning”. Even among logic textbooks 

the standard treatment is the most common view of fallacies. In Copi & Cohen’s Introduction 

to Logic (1998: 690) a fallacy is defined as “A mistake in reasoning; a type of argument that 

may seem to be correct, but that proves upon examination not to be so.” 

Due to restrictions in space this introduction has been exceedingly brief. For those whose 

interest was piqued by this short introduction I have included a fairly comprehensive list of 

standard treatment fallacies, with examples, in Appendix 1 and a short history of the study of 

fallacies in Appendix 2. 

Problems with the standard treatment 

In addition to coining the term the standard treatment, it was also Hamblin (1970) who 

offered perhaps the first serious call-to-action for a more in-depth study of fallacies, noting 

that the standard treatment view of fallacies is far from unproblematic. An argument with a 

fallacious structure need not be false, and an argument with a logically sound structure need 

not be true. Many arguments – for instance the argument from expert opinion – can be 

anywhere on a continuum from strong to fallacious, depending on the expert opinion one 
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argues from. An argument cannot be deemed fallacious solely on the grounds of its being 

weak. Walton (1988: 250) discusses these problems at length, noting that many of the 

traditional so-called fallacies are not fallacies at all, but are arguments that can sometimes be 

reasonable, as instances of plausible reasoning, yet can in some cases be subject to criticism 

for specific failures. The Greek Sophists standpoint regarding argumentation and truth, van 

Eemeren et al (1996) note, was that from an objective point of view there is no such thing as 

good argumentation – if someone is convinced by another’s arguments then they have simply 

agreed that the first person is right. Fallaciousness, it would appear, is in the eye of the 

beholder. However, as far as academic study is concerned, we must agree with Hamblin 

(1970: 11, italics as in original) that that simply will not do: 

[The standard treatment] is too unsystematic for modern tastes. Yet to dispense with 

it, as some writers do, is to leave a gap that no one knows how to fill. We have no 

theory of fallacy at all, in the sense that we have theories of correct reasoning or 

inference. 

This came to change in the decades to follow. In fact, in the growing field of argumentation, 

the single area that has been the most intensively researched in recent years, Walton stated 

back in 1995, was that of fallacies (Walton, 1995). In the introduction to Fallacies and 

Argument Appraisal, Tindale (2007: xiii) notes that while the study of fallacies has a long and 

detailed history, the bulk of critical literature on fallacies has appeared in the last three or four 

decades. This literature, he goes on to note, has made clear that fallacies are far more complex 

than the traditional textbook treatments [i.e. the standard treatment] have suggested. 

We can conclude that regardless of its widespread use and popularity there are clearly several 

limitations with the standard treatment. We shall look to the more recent interpretations and 

adaptations of fallacy theory for answers to the challenge of an academic approach to fallacies 

– one beyond the limitations of the standard treatment. 

2.1.2. Fallacies as deception or incorrect argumentation – new 
approaches within the study of fallacies 

Hamblin’s call-to-action regarding the need for academic focus on the problems with the 

standard treatment did not go unanswered. One of the developments in argumentation theory 
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which came to include a theory of fallacies which addressed the problems of the standard 

treatment was pragma-dialectics. The pragma-dialectic approach to argumentation was 

developed by van Eemeren and Grootendorst in the late 1970s and early 1980s. As van 

Eemeren & Houtlosser (2003) note, instead of viewing fallacies in the pre-Hamblin fashion as 

arguments that seem valid but are not, pragma-dialectics define fallacies as discussion moves 

that violate rules for critical discussion7. In addition to van Eemeren and several of his 

colleagues from the Amsterdam School, other scholars have also noted the need for a shift in 

how fallacies are viewed. Among them is Walton, who has defined a fallacy as a violation of 

a rule of a critical discussion8 (Walton, 1995: 9). It is worth noting that Walton’s own study of 

fallacies is remarkable in itself; no other scholar has been as prolific a writer on the topic. In 

his book Pragmatic Theory of Fallacy, Walton (1995: 197) notes: 

To be fallacious, the use of a technique of argumentation must be a strong kind of 

failure of relevance that shows the use of a tactic to subvert the goals of dialogue, or 

even block off the dialogue, or shift illicitly to another type of dialogue altogether. 

The emerging approaches to fallacies all have in common a view of fallaciousness as having 

to do with the (lack of) fairness of argumentation; of not attempting to deceive, as well as 

acknowledging and meeting the burden of proof in argumentation. This view is mirrored by 

Ikuenobe (2004: 190), who argues that fallacies are “systematically disguised failures to 

provide substantive proof: a failure in the attempt to rationally (as opposed to emotionally or 

rhetorically) persuade.” 

Critique has also been raised on the overall view of fallacies inherent in the standard 

treatment as an incorrect interpretation of the original, Aristotelian meaning. On the original 

interpretation of fallacies, Hintikka (1987: 211) states: 

Instead of being mistaken inference-types, the traditional "fallacies" were mistakes or 

breaches of rules in the knowledge-seeking questioning games which were practiced 

in Plato's Academy and later in Aristotle's Lyceum. 

                                                 
7 For a list of these rules see appendix 3. 
8 I will not go into detail regarding Walton’s rule set for a critical discussion, suffice to say that Walton’s view 
mirrors other contemporary views on fallacies as being a question of fair and non-deceptive argumentation. 
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In other words, the developments in fallacy theory during the late twentieth century could be 

seen as a return to the original goals and views of fallacy theory as it was originally seen and 

intended by Aristotle.  The concept of active deception, rather than just a flawed argument, 

can also be found in the roots of the term fallacy. The Oxford Dictionary of English9 states: 

fallacy   /'fal si/ 

- ORIGIN late 15th cent. (in the sense ‘deception, guile’; gradually superseding 

Middle English fallace): from Latin fallacia, from fallax, fallac- ‘deceiving’, from 

fallere ‘deceive’. 

2.2. Problems with analyzing argumentation and why I chose pragma-

dialectics 
Before I go into describing the pragmatic theory in detail a few sentences are required to 

cover why I chose this particular theory above others. As mentioned earlier, my original 

interest in my data – the Mintzberg–Ansoff debate – was in finding fallacies. The question 

then became how one defines a fallacy. The first version of this thesis was based largely on 

Aristotle’s fallacy classifications, with the argumentum ad… fallacies and other common 

standard treatment fallacies added to the mix10. However, it soon became clear that the 

ensuing analysis was a daunting, all but unmanageable task. One of the main problems which 

any work seeking to analyze argumentation and fallaciousness will face, as I found out the 

hard way, is referred to either as the Münchhausen Trilemma11or as Agrippa's Trilemma12. 

This trilemma is that arguing a cause – or, indeed, analyzing argumentation for a cause – will 

lead to one of three problems: 

                                                 
9 Source: The Oxford Dictionary of English (revised edition). Ed. Catherine Soanes and Angus Stevenson. 
Oxford University Press, 2005. Oxford Reference Online. Oxford University Press. Swedish School of 
Economics and Business.   Accessed: 15 October 2008  
<http://www.oxfordreference.com/views/ENTRY.html?subview=Main&entry=t140.e26706> "fallacy noun"   
10 As noted, a fairly comprehensive list can be found in appendix 1. 
11 Named after Baron Münchhausen, who claimed to have pulled himself out of a swamp by his own hair (or, 
according to some versions of the story, by his own bootstraps). 
12 Named after the Greek sceptic and philosopher Agrippa (believed to have lived towards the end of the 1st 
century AD). 
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(1) The argument goes into infinite regression, as each premise of an argument needs to be 

argued for with a new argument for the premise. This argument, again, requires a new 

premise, which then needs to be argued for – etc., etc. ad infinitum. 

(2) The argument falls back upon itself, arguing in a circle. The conclusion is supported by 

the premise, which is supported by the conclusion. In the standard treatment of fallacies 

this is called petitio principii, arguing in a circle, or begging the question. 

(3) The problem of infinite regression is solved by breaking off the argumentation at some 

arbitrary point, in effect stating ex cathedra that a conclusion suddenly no longer needs 

premises or justification. 

I mentioned earlier that my first goal of analyzing the entire Mintzberg–Ansoff debate to 

check for fallacious arguments collapsed under its own weight. It is the aforementioned 

trilemma of problems which I was referring to. What this problem entailed for me, in practice, 

was that when either Mintzberg or Ansoff made an argument whose premise was a reference 

to an earlier academic text, I then had to hunt down this text to see if it justified the 

conclusion drawn from it. However that text, in turn, would cite dozens of other texts. I would 

then have to find those texts as well. The reader will by now have understood the problem – 

these texts, as well, in turn cited more references of their own. This was how first encountered 

the problem of infinite regression. This trilemma does, indeed, give the aspiring 

argumentation analyst a bit to chew on. How can one possibly resolve this problem without 

simply stating that all argumentation fails the test of the trilemma and should therefore be 

considered fallacious? There may not be any easy answers as far as justifying a single 

argument is concerned. However, during my research into two of the more recent approaches 

to fallacy theory – the pragma-dialectic approach, as well as Douglas Walton’s Pragmatic 

Theory of Fallacy – I came across an answer to the problem of the trilemma as far as 

analyzing a debate is concerned. The answer was the inclusion of the element of context-

dependency. In other words, the question is no longer “Is this argument fallacious?” but rather 

“Is this argument fallacious in the overall context of the debate?”  

The two most promising theories to choose from, then, were Walton’s Pragmatic Theory of 

Fallacy (Walton, 1995) and pragma-dialectics (based on van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984 

but expanded significantly over the years). Originally I chose Walton, based mainly on the 
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fact that he is a prolific author on fallacies. However, as I worked on the data analysis it 

became clear that the Pragmatic Theory of Fallacy was quite complex. Perhaps due to a lack 

of existing empirical research using – and adapting – this theory13, it had remained somewhat 

of a “diamond-in-the-rough.” I therefore decided to look further into pragma-dialectics. 

Though pragma-dialectics originally did not include fallacies in its approach this element had 

been added later. There were also guidelines for analyzing text and reconstructing an 

argumentative dialogue. Another significant factor was the fairly broad existing base of 

empirical work done using the pragma-dialectical approach.  

In conclusion, the problems inherent in the Münchhausen Trilemma led me to the element of 

context-dependency in the approach to fallacies, while the three most significant factors 

behind my choosing the pragma-dialectic approach in particular were its inclusion of a theory 

of fallacies, its guidelines for reconstructing and analyzing text and debates, as well as the 

existing empirical work using the theory. 

2.3. Pragma-dialectics and its approach to argumentation analysis 
Pragma-dialectics was first introduced to the (English-speaking14) world in the 1984 book 

Speech Acts in Argumentative Discussions, by Frans H. van Eemeren and Rob Grootendorst. 

Their goal was to provide a theoretical model for the analysis of discussions directed towards 

solving conflicts of opinion (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984). The term pragma-dialectics 

refers to two aspects of this theory. The dialectic aspect is the viewing of argumentation as an 

attempt by parties to resolve a difference of opinion by an exchange of (argumentative) 

moves. The pragmatic aspect is viewing these moves as speech acts (see, for instance, van 

Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1989 & 2004). Though pragma-dialectics is a broad approach with 

many elements, in this thesis I shall focus exclusively on the elements necessary for analyzing 

my data. 

The aim of a pragma-dialectic “resolution-oriented” (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1989) 

analysis is to reconstruct the process of resolving a difference of opinion, also referred to as 

                                                 
13 I was unable to find any studies which had used the theory, and an email to Walton (sent October 7th 2008) 
asking about any such studies received no response. 
14 The authors having published earlier related material in their mother tongue of Dutch. 
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“standpoints”, occurring in an argumentative discourse or text (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 

2004: 95). Once the reconstruction has been done the argumentation can then be analyzed. Of 

greatest importance is the overall structure of the argumentation, in particular the question of 

possible flaws in the structure which may hinder the reaching of a solution. Such a hindering 

of the argumentation is where the pragma-dialectic view of fallacies lies. The pragma-

dialectic view of fallacies, in fact, was intended as an alternative to the standard treatment of 

fallacies so severely criticized by Hamblin (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2003: 388). The 

fallacy-checking part of the analysis is done by comparing the results of the analysis of the 

argumentation to a list of ten rules for conducting critical discussion15. Breaking any of these 

rules may be seen as an obstruction to achieving the aim of the discourse, and may thus be 

considered a fallacy16. 

2.3.1. The resolution-oriented reconstruction 

A pragma-dialectic resolution-oriented reconstruction of an argumentative discourse seeks to 

produce an analytic overview of all of the elements of a discourse or text which are relevant to 

the resolution of a difference of opinion (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004: 96). It is guided 

by a search for answers to the following questions (cf. van Eemeren and Grootendorst, 1989: 

375; van Eemeren et al., 1993: 60): 

1) What are the points at issue? 

What is the debate about? 

2) What positions do the parties adopt regarding these points? 

Who is for and who is against the points at issue? Who plays the part of the 

protagonist of which standpoint and who takes the role of the antagonist? 

3) What are the explicit and implicit arguments that the parties put forward 

for their standpoints? 

Explicit arguments are noted. Implicit or indirect arguments in favour of a 

standpoint are identified and represented in explicit form.  

                                                 
15 An in-depth discussion of these rules is not necessary for the analysis to be conducted in this thesis, and will in 
the interest of brevity therefore be left out. The list of rules and related fallacies can be found in appendix 3. 
16 This will be discussed further in section 2.3.2. Checking for structural fallacies. 
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4) What is the structure of the argumentation which has been put forward? 

Determining how the arguments put forward relate to one another in their 

support for the standpoint. 

In order to make this overview as clear and helpful as possible there are four “dialectical 

transformations” (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1989) to the processing of the data in 

answering these questions. These are: deletion, addition, substitution, and permutation (see, 

for instance, van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1989: 375–6). Let us take a closer look at the four 

transformations. 

• Deletion: Keep it simple and concise – include only the central points. 

Information that is redundant or unimportant to the analysis is left out. Redundant 

information includes any points outside the issue at hand, elaborations, clarifications, 

anecdotes, or repetition. 

• Addition: Add – i.e. make explicit – any significant arguments which have been 

left implicit. 

Add to the reconstruction any information which is important to the analysis but 

which is left implicit in the text. This includes unexpressed arguments, premises, 

conclusions, and any possible other unexpressed elements. 

• Substitution: Clarify any confusing argumentation. 

Re-write, in as clear and concise a way as possible, any unnecessarily varied or 

imprecise formulations which are significant to the resolution process, i.e. the 

resolving of the argumentation between the parties. 

• Permutation: Restructure the argumentation for maximum clarity. 

Arguments and text which are relevant to the resolution of a difference of opinion are 

rearranged so that an optimal picture is given of the resolution process. 

While these transformations do not necessarily correspond to actual steps one takes in 

reconstructing arguments expressed in a discourse, van Eemeren et al. (1993: 61) note, they 

do provide a useful way of thinking about how critical analysis works with a selective 

idealization of discourse. In other words, these transformations are not done step-by-step in 
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the analysis, but are rather an implicit aspect of how the material is viewed and the answers to 

the four research questions are given.  

After having completed the steps of analysis covered above, we will have an analytic 

overview of the text showing the differences of opinion, the distribution of dialectical roles, 

the expressed and unexpressed premises which make up the arguments and the argumentation 

structure (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992: 93). The reconstruction, van Eemeren et al. 

(1993: 89) point out, is not meant to deal with parts of the discourse not intended to play a 

part in resolving a dispute. Therefore, relevant components are taken into account and 

irrelevant components are eliminated from the end result of the analysis. These 

transformations and steps also help guide the analyst to an unbiased and fair interpretation of 

the argumentation17, as well as make it easier to verify that the interpretation is, indeed, 

unbiased. 

2.3.2. Checking for structural fallacies 

As noted, the pragma-dialectic reconstruction seeks to recreate an ideal model or 

representation of the argumentation and its arguments. After the analysis, as van Rees (2003: 

470-1) points out, we need to establish whether the discussion proceeds in a fashion that is 

conducive to the goal of rational resolution, and if this turns out not to be the case, what is 

amiss, and why. This is where the pragma-dialectic view of fallacies comes into play. 

Pragma-dialectics offers 10 rules to guide discussions (see, for instance, van Eemeren & 

Grootendorst, 1992: 107–207; van Eemeren, Grootendorst & Snoeck Henkemans, 2002: 182-

3). In the interest of brevity I will not discuss the rules, or their accompanying fallacies, 

further here. A list of the rules can be found in appendix 3. In the event that a fallacy does 

occur in the data I will discuss the fallacy and relevant rule which has been broken when it 

appears. 

                                                 
17 In Finnish the term “suopea tulkinta” is used. 
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3. Methodology 

“These are my principles. If you don’t like them, I have others.” 

–Groucho Marx 

This chapter could, to simplify things, be said to be about two things: the “What?” and the 

“How?” of this thesis. The former regards what I have chosen to study, while the latter is the 

question of how I intend to go about said study. This includes both the pragma-dialectic 

analysis as well as some tools which are commonly used in argumentation analysis: 

identifying arguments and argument diagramming. 

3.1. The “What?” – Strategic management and the strategy debate(s) 

Sun Tzu, in The Art of War, calls strategy the Tao of survival or extinction. The term itself 

derives from the Greek strategia, “generalship,” which in turn comes from the terms stratos, 

“army,” and –ag, “to lead” (Evered, 1983, in Grant, 2005: 14). Those two little morsels of 

information about strategy are very possibly the only things which all strategists and 

academics would agree on. Not only are there differences of opinion regarding what strategy 

is, but also regarding how strategy is to be done. We shall get to that shortly. First, however, a 

sentence or two about the development of strategic management as it is known today. 

Pettigrew et al. (2002) note that the roots of strategic management in its contemporary form 

are to be found in US academia and practice. The field itself began to take shape in the 1960s 

with the writings of Chandler (1962), Ansoff (1965), and Andrews (1971) leading the way. 

Chandler and Andrews originated from Harvard, while Ansoff’s roots were in the Carnegie 

school. Even in the early days of strategy there were differences in approaches. Chandler and 

Andrews put more of a focus on the general management focused view of business policy 

emanating from Harvard. Ansoff’s approach to the strategy process, as presented in 

Corporate Strategy (1965), differed from the Harvard approach in his outlining of “a more 

rationalistic and planning orientated view of strategy” (Pettigrew et al., 2002: 5). These two 

approaches, though seemingly varied, are still quite similar in nature when compared to the 

different approaches to strategy which have emerged over the decades since. 
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Whittington (2002) offers a helpful generalization of how one can view the varying 

approaches to strategy. He differentiates between how the strategist on the one hand views the 

process of strategy, and on the other hand what the strategist sees as the goal of the strategy. 

On the process, Whittington notes that one can generalize two main approaches: that of a 

deliberate and that of an emergent process. As far as the goal of the strategy, Whittington 

places on opposite ends of a continuum an approach seeking profit-maximizing and an 

approach with additional goals beyond maximizing profits. The for this thesis significant 

element is the question of the emergent vs. the deliberate strategy. The protagonists-to-be of 

this little tale – the titans soon to clash – are about as clear-cut representatives of these two 

different schools as one is likely to find. Ansoff represents a “plan it and it will happen” –

approach in which decisions are made at the top and sent down the corporate structure to be 

implemented. In this view, taking every single detail into consideration and planning 

accordingly leads to succeed. Mintzberg, on the other hand, is very much a proponent of the 

emergent strategy view18. Mintzberg says that real-world strategies lie along a continuum 

between the deliberate and the emergent (Mintzberg, 1978; Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). An 

organization starts out with a strategy (its intended strategy) from which certain elements fall 

along the wayside during the strategy implementation (the unrealized parts of the strategy), 

while new elements emerge (i.e. the emergent part of the strategy). In the spirit of a picture 

saying more than a thousand words (and, thus, a figure saying more than a plethora of theses), 

the concept, as presented by Mintzberg (1978: 94519), is shown in figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. Types of strategies (Mintzberg, 1978) 

                                                 
18 If someone were to tell him “Plan it and it will happen” he might very well reply “And if cows had wings…” 
19 This version of the figure is taken from Mintzberg & Waters, 1985. They are identical in content. 
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On the conceptual content of figure 2, one can note that it is a question of the interplay 

between the intended and the realized. Mintzberg (1978: 945) describes the possible outcomes 

as follows: 

1) Some intended strategies get realized; these may be called deliberate strategies. 

2) Some intended strategies are not realized, perhaps because of unrealistic expectations, 

misjudgments about the environment, or changes in either during implementation; 

these may be called unrealized strategies. 

3) Realized strategies that were never intended, perhaps because no strategy was 

intended at the outset or perhaps because, as in (2), those that were got displaced along 

the way; these may be called emergent strategies. 

It is the implementation of the strategy which is the culprit, so to speak. This can be seen in 

how the intended strategy differs from the realized strategy. Part of the intended strategy is 

never implemented – the unrealized strategy – while unplanned elements emerge to become 

part of the realized strategy. Regardless of how well a strategy planned, says Mintzberg, it 

will come to include an unrealized as well as an emergent element. This notion is mirrored by 

Whittington (2002) in noting that strategy is a contested and imperfectable practice. 

Among the criticisms of strategic management research up till and around the time of the 

publication of the Mintzberg–Ansoff debate20 was the lack of studies of implementation 

(Schwenk & Dalton, 1991; Pettigrew et al., 2002). This is a point which, as we shall see, 

becomes a hot topic in the Mintzberg–Ansoff debate as well. Another point of critique 

levelled at the field of strategic management is a lack of reflexivity (cf. Whipp, 1996; 

Pettigrew et al., 2002). Pettigrew et al. (2002: 12) note that strategic management by and large 

is a field unendowed with critical tradition, and that this is one of its most serious and 

intellectually debilitating aspects. Though the critical voices may be few, they do exist. One 

such voice is that of Henry Mintzberg, who has “found his place”, note Pettigrew et al. (2002: 

12), in a series of iconoclastic challenges of the nature of strategy and of the strategy process. 

However, as they continue on to note, Mintzberg’s own work has rarely been put under 

similar academic spotlight: “Aside from the well known acerbic dialogue between Mintzberg 

(1990) and Ansoff (1991), we can find no comprehensive review of Mintzberg’s work” 

                                                 
20 The critique is based on research done up until the mid-80s, while the debate was published in 1990–1991. 
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3.3.1. Identifying arguments – indicator words 

“The ability to identify an argument by stating its premises and conclusions is a very 

valuable skill in critical argumentation. Only when an argument has been thus 

identified can it be critically examined.” 

–Walton (2006: 7) 

In the field of argumentation there are conflicting views about what an argument is and what 

must be present for something to be regarded as an argument (Walton, 2006). Hamblin (1970: 

231) states that there is little to be gained by making a frontal assault on the question of what 

an argument is, choosing instead to approach the topic indirectly by discussing how 

arguments are appraised and evaluated. What, from an academic point of view, can be done to 

note a theory or model for identifying arguments? In its least complicated form – and with the 

most clearly formulated arguments – identification of both the premises and conclusions of an 

argument can be done with the use of so-called “indicator words.” Some common indicator 

words, based on Walton, 2006: 7; Toulmin, 2003, chapter 3; and “Elements of Arguments: 

Indicator Words” (available at: www.criticalthinking.org, accessed 21.11.2007), are: 

Premise indicators are words like: because, as, since, for, given that, for the reason that, 

seeing that, in order to, whenever, otherwise, first…, second…, third…  

Conclusion indicators include: therefore, so, thus, hence, that is why, showing that, 

demonstrating that, it follows that, accordingly, in conclusion, consequently, as a result, 

entails that, should, must, ought to 

However, all indicator words do not necessarily point to an argument. Similarly, statements 

may also have implicit arguments – arguments which are neither stated as arguments nor 

contain any “traditional” indicator words. One example of implicit arguments is the so-called 

“loaded word”; compare, for instance, “pro-life” vs. “pro-choice”. Another example is offered 

by Woody Allen: “Not only is there no God, but try getting a plumber on weekends.” The 

statement includes neither premises nor conclusions in the “traditional” form, yet still makes 

two arguments: (1) God does not exist; (2) It is difficult to get a plumber on weekends. 

In the end, identifying arguments will always involve a significant element of common sense. 

The inherent subjectivity of this is counter-balanced by the public availability of my data. 
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3.3.2. Argument diagramming 

Argument diagramming will be used to visually depict certain arguments, or series of 

arguments, to make following the analysis easier. The technique originated in the fields of 

informal logic, argumentation theory, evidence law, and legal reasoning, but has more 

recently also been applied and developed in such fields as computer science and artificial 

intelligence (Reed, Walton & Macagno, 2007). I have used Walton as my source for this 

section; however, argument diagramming is covered by numerous writers (cf. Copi & Cohen, 

1998; van Eemeren et al., 2002; Kaakkuri-Knuuttila & Heinlahti, 2006; Vorobej, 2006). 

Pro/contra argumentation analysis (see, for instance, Björnsson, Kihlblom, Tersman & 

Ullholm, 1994) could be seen as another means of argument diagramming. Toulmin’s Layout 

of Arguments (1958, chapter 3) is also a form of argument diagramming. I will include the 

five types of argument structure presented in Walton (2006: chapter four): single, convergent, 

linked, serial, and divergent arguments. Worth noting is that a complex argument may contain 

several argument types. 

Single arguments 

The single argument is the simplest type of argument structure. Only one premise is given and 

that is used as the basis for inferring a conclusion (Walton, 2006: 139). As an example of a 

single argument Walton (ibid.) offers the following: 

Diseased cattle can transmit fatal disease to humans who consume beef products. 

Therefore inspection of cattle for such diseases is essential for human safety. 

The text offers one clear argument followed by a conclusion. The premise is that diseased 

cattle can transmit fatal disease to humans who consume beef products. The conclusion is 

clearly indicated by the word “therefore.” The single argument is depicted in figure 10. 
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Figure 10. The single argument 

Convergent arguments 

The convergent argument is when there is more than one premise and where each premise 

functions separately as a reason to support the conclusion (Walton, 2006: 140). Convergent 

arguments can have indicator words like “one thing” and “another thing” which indicate the 

individual arguments; however, this need not be the case. As an example of a convergent 

argument (without indicator words), Walton (2006: 141) offers a text of discourse quoted 

from a speech by Dukakis during his presidential election campaign: 

I’ve opposed the death penalty all of my life. I don’t see any evidence that it’s a 

deterrent and I think there are better and more effective ways to deal with violent crime  

Though Dukakis doesn’t use indicator words the separate arguments are still clearly 

distinguishable from one another. Dukakis gives two separate reasons for being against the 

death penalty, and either reason would still provide and independent line of argument without 

the other. The convergent argument structure is shown in figure 11. 

 

Figure 11. The convergent argument 

A

B 

A

B C 
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Linked arguments 

Multiple premises in an argument are not automatically a sign of a convergent argument – 

they may also form a linked argument. In a linked argument premises function together in 

support of the conclusion. Deductive arguments – in which if the premises are true, the 

conclusion must be true – are usually linked arguments. An example of a deductive, linked 

argument is: 

PREMISE: All people who live in Helsinki live in Finland. 

PREMISE: Linus Lives in Helsinki. 

CONCLUSION: Therefore Linus lives in Finland. 

The two premises depend on each other for support. If either of the two premises were 

removed, the argument would no longer work (or would, at best, be very weak: “All people 

who live in Helsinki live in Finland, therefore Linus lives in Finland.”). Linked arguments can 

have more than two premises. The linked argument is depicted visually in figure 12. 

  

Figure 12. The linked argument 

Serial arguments 

In an argumentation chain the conclusion of one argument is used as the premise for the next 

argument. When a chained argumentation is used, the type of structure is classified as a serial 

argument (Walton, 2006: 146). Walton gives an example of a serial argument, taken from the 

practice of tipping: 

A      B      C 

D 
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Customers often tip just because it is the accepted practice. Therefore a customer’s tip is 

not necessarily a good criterion of excellent service. Therefore, you can’t argue that 

tipping is good just on the basis that it rewards excellence of service. 

Here Walton recommends that the serial structure be clarified by identifying and separating 

the argument’s three statements 

A: Customers often tip just because it is the accepted practice. 

B: Therefore, a customer’s tip is not necessarily a good criterion of excellent service. 

C: Therefore, you can’t argue that tipping is good just on the basis that it rewards 

excellent service. 

The middle proposition acts both as a conclusion of the first argument as well as forms the 

basis for the argument that follows. Walton (2006: 146) remarks that this type of dual 

function is characteristic of the serial argument. The serial argument is shown in figure 13. 

 

Figure 13. The serial argument 

Divergent arguments 

In the divergent argument two propositions are inferred as separate conclusions from the same 

premise (Walton, 2006: 147).  As an example Walton offers the following on smoking: 

B 

A

C 
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Smoking has been proved to be very dangerous to health. Therefore, commercial 

advertisements for cigarettes should be banned. And also, warnings that smoking is 

dangerous should be printed on all cigarette packages. 

This argument contains the following three propositions: 

A: Smoking has been proved to very dangerous to health. 

B: Commercial advertisements for cigarettes should be banned. 

C: Warnings that smoking is dangerous should be printed on all cigarette packages. 

Both proposition B and proposition C are born out of proposition A, as depicted in figure 14. 

 

Figure 14. The divergent argument 

  

C B 

A
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4. Data analysis 

“Let rhetoric be the power to observe the persuasiveness of which any particular 

matter admits.” 

–Aristotle, The Art of Rhetoric 

The data of this thesis consists of three articles – two by Henry Mintzberg and one by Igor 

Ansoff. Mintzberg got the ball rolling with a critique of the design school of management. 

Ansoff then answered this critique with an article of his own. Mintzberg followed up with an 

answer to Ansoff. The articles are: 

(1) Mintzberg, Henry (1990). The Design School: Reconsidering the Basic Premises of 

Strategic Management. Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 11, 171-195. 

(2) Ansoff, Igor (1991). Critique of Henry Mintzberg’s ‘The Design School: 

Reconsidering the Basic Premises of Strategic Management.’ Strategic Management 

Journal, Vol. 12, 449-461. 

(3) Mintzberg, Henry (1991). Research Notes and Communications. Learning 1, 

Planning 0. Reply to Igor Ansoff. Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 12, 463-466. 

In the interest of brevity the articles will from here on be referred to as Mintzberg 1, Ansoff’s 

Counter, and Mintzberg 2. 

4.1. STEP 1: Analysis of the individual articles 

In the interest of reader-friendliness I will not present the complete analysis of the articles 

here. Instead, I shall only present the outcome of the analysis – the reconstruction, or 

summary, of the articles. For those interested in viewing my analyses in its entirety, it can be 

found in the appendixes: Mintzberg 1 in appendix 4, Ansoff’s Counter in appendix 5, and 

Mintzberg 2 in appendix 6. 

As noted in the theory section, the goal of the analysis is to identify four main elements: (1) 

the points at issue, (2) the positions adopted regarding these points, (3) the explicit and 
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implicit arguments put forward for the standpoints, and (4) the structure of the argumentation 

which has been put forward (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1989: 375; van Eemeren et al., 

1993: 60). Let us now look at these four points individually for each article. 

4.1.1. Mintzberg 1 reconstructed 

What are the points at issue and the positions adopted? 

Mintzberg 1 is a problematization of the design school, in which Mintzberg is the protagonist. 

The goal of first conceiving the perfect strategy and then implementing it flawlessly is 

considered all-but impossible. Mintzberg brings up specific points of critique against the 

design school, which will be covered shortly. 

It is significant to note a point which is not at issue. Though Mintzberg has certainly been a 

prolific writer on strategy for many decades, in Mintzberg 1 he does not attempt to present an 

alternative answer to the problems he brings up regarding the design school’s view of 

strategy. In other words, no “Mintzbergian view of Strategy” is offered as an alternative. 

Mintzberg 1 is therefore seen as meant solely to questions specific points of the design school, 

but not to offer any alternative “how-to” solutions. 

What are the implicit and explicit arguments advanced? 

Mintzberg 1 puts forth three sets of arguments, each of which could be seen as the 

premises for the next. He first argues that the design school has seven underlying 

premises. This is followed by a critique of four specific aspects of the design school. 

Finally, there is a “putting into context” of the design school – as if to say: Given the 

issues raised, this is a placing of the design school which works. In brief, the arguments 

of each of the three elements are: 

1) THE SEVEN PREMISES OF THE DESIGN SCHOOL 

Mintzberg (p. 175) states that, running through all of the literature identified with the 

design school, there are a number of fundamental premises about the process of strategy 

formation. These premises cover several points, including that the responsibility for the 

strategy lies at the absolute top of the organization; that the strategy formation should be a 
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controlled and conscious process; and, that the final strategy should be unique, kept 

simple, and be fully formulated before introduced into the organization. 21 

2) FOUR SPECIFIC PROBLEMATIC ASPECTS (OF THE DESIGN SCHOOL MODEL) 

Mintzberg (pp. 181–187) notes that his critique is developed considering four specific aspects 

of the design school model. These four aspects are: 

The belief about the need for a conscious assessment of strengths and weaknesses. The basic 

critique of this point is how an organization can know its strengths and weaknesses. A 1976 

study is cited, in which managers noted that they only saw value in assessing strengths and 

weaknesses in light of a specific business deal. All assessments of strengths and weaknesses 

not done in reference to a specific deal were seen as nothing more than an academic exercise. 

The assumed sequence of strategy followed by structure. Mintzberg notes that since strategy is 

decided based on the assessment of strengths and weaknesses – including the structure of the 

organization –, structure must also play a role in determining strategy. While structure may be 

malleable, Mintzberg states, it cannot be altered at will just because a leader has conceived a 

new strategy. 

The premise that all strategies should be made explicit. While Mintzberg does identify certain 

specific circumstances in which strategies need to be made explicit, overall he states that 

making strategies explicit promotes inflexibility. 

The assumed dichotomy between formulation and implementation. Mintzberg questions the 

validity and feasibility of separating formulation and implementation. The points of critique 

are many, but largely summed up in one quote: 

                                                 
21 The complete list of premises is: 

Premise 1: Strategy formation should be a controlled, conscious process of thought 

Premise 2: Responsibility for that control and consciousness must rest with the chief executive officer: that 
person is THE strategist 

Premise 3: The model of strategy formation must be kept simple and informal 

Premise 4: Strategies should be unique: the best ones result from a process of creative design 

Premise 5: Strategies emerge from this design process fully formulated 

Premise 6: These strategies should be explicit and, if possible, articulated, which also favours their being 
kept simple 

Premise 7: Finally, only after these unique, full-blown, explicit, and simple strategies are fully formulated 
can they be implemented 
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…by distinguishing formulation from implementation, the design school draws itself 

into two questionable assumptions in particular: first, that the formulator can be fully, 

or at least sufficiently, informed to formulate viable strategies, and second that the 

environment is sufficiently stable, or at least predictable, to ensure that the strategies 

formulated will remain viable after implementation. Under some conditions at least, 

one or the other of these assumptions proves false (Mintzberg 1, p. 186). 

3) THE STRATEGY CONTINUUM AND THE CORRECT CONTEXT FOR THE DESIGN 

SCHOOL 

Mintzberg notes that one can see strategy formation as a continuum of different types of 

methods. On the one extreme of the continuum is “grassroots” strategy formation, and on the 

other extreme is the design school strategy. The majority of strategies, Mintzberg notes, will 

fall between these two extremes. The concept of the continuum is shown in figure 15. 

Mintzberg points out that he posits not a dismissal of the design school as incorrect or invalid, 

but rather a limitation of its usefulness to situations where specific conditions are met. The 

conditions that should encourage an organization “to tilt toward the design school model end 

of the continuum,” Mintzberg (p. 190) notes, are when one person can handle all of the 

relevant information; this person has access to all the information necessary; the situation is 

stable enough that there is time to implement the strategy; and the organization itself is 

prepared to cope with a centrally articulated strategy22. 

                                                 
22 The full list (Mintzberg 1, pp. 190-1) is: 

1) One brain can, in principle, handle all of the information relevant for strategy formation. 

2) That brain has full, detailed, intimate knowledge of the situation in question. 

3) The relevant knowledge is established and set before a new, intended strategy has to be implemented – 
in other words, the situation is relatively stable or at least predictable. 

4) The organization in question is prepared to cope with a centrally articulated strategy. 
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Mintzberg’s work is unscientific and that Mintzberg’s statements are simply not correct. 

However, as the analysis will show, Ansoff is off the mark in his counter-arguments. He does 

not answer the main critique, but rather defends non-essential points and then states that 

because those (non-essential) points have been defended, the rest of the critique can be 

dismissed. The actual key points of Mintzberg 1’s critique thus remain undefended. This leads 

to a structural fallacy in Ansoff’s Counter’s argumentation regarding debate 1. 

DEBATE 2: ANSOFF CRITIQUES (AN INVENTED) “MINTZBERG’S MODEL” 

The fundamental flaw of this part of Ansoff’s Counter is that Mintzberg 1 didn’t present a 

“Mintzberg’s Model”. Mintzberg does not address his own view of a “how-to” guide to 

strategy formation; he focuses solely on critiquing the design school.  This is a point which 

Ansoff did not pick up on, but rather turned it into a critique – that Mintzberg presents his 

model “sprinkled throughout the text” and “not summarized, not logically connected.” While 

Mintzberg does argue against the design school, he does not argue for a specific alternative 

strategy formulation process. Ansoff critiques Mintzberg’s view on strategy based not on 

writings on Mintzberg’s view of strategy, but on Mintzberg’s critique of the design school. 

What are the implicit and explicit arguments advanced? 

Concerning debate 1, Ansoff’s defence against Mintzberg’s critique, Ansoff begins by stating 

what Mintzberg’s “key conclusions” were and then argues that these conclusions are 

incorrect. Ansoff (p. 449, structure modified for clarity) cites Mintzberg’s main conclusions 

as having been: 

1. The design school denied itself the opportunity to adapt its concepts over time 

2. The ‘other’ prescriptive schools of strategy formulation shared the basic 

concepts of The Harvard Business School. 

3. Like the design school, the other prescriptive schools remained frozen in time. 

4. The design principles shared by the design schools were, and still are, 

generally invalid except in a narrow specific context. 

5. Mintzberg argues that: 

a. in unpredictable environments it is impossible to formulate an explicit 

strategy before trial and experience 

b. in predictable environments it is not necessary to make strategy explicit 
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As we can see in figure 17, each of Ansoff’s three points is addressed in its own line of 

argumentation: conclusion 1 on the left, conclusion 2 in the middle, and conclusion 3 on the 

right. 

Moving on to debate 2, Ansoff’s critique of Mintzberg’s strategy, we can note that it is 

divided into two main groups of arguments: a critique of “Mintzberg’s Model” of strategy 

formation, and a “placing into context” of the Model. Of the former – the critique – there are 

five main points. Ansoff argues that Mintzberg is guilty of: 

1) Self-denial of chance to study the business environment, or failure to observe the 

current business world 

2) Failure to meet validity tests 

3) Descriptive definition of strategy 

4) Use of existential model of learning 

5) Failure to identify relevant context 

As to the “valid context for Mintzberg’s strategy,” Ansoff offers a modification of 

“Mintzberg’s Model”23, and argues that the model is “a valid prescription for success in 

incremented environments, a valid description of poorly performing firms in discontinuous 

environments, and a valid description of the behaviour of a majority of not-for-profit 

organizations” (Ansoff, p. 460). 

What is the structure of the argumentation? 

The structure of the argumentation is depicted in figure 18. It begins with Ansoff’s counter-

arguments, then moves on to a critique of Mintzberg’s view of strategy. This is followed by a 

                                                 
23 These are (Ansoff, p. 458): 

1) To succeed, an organization should use the “emergent strategy” trial and experience process of strategy 
formation. 

2) No attempt should be made to formulate the firm’s strategy in advance of the trial and experience 
process. 

3) No formal organization-wide strategic planning should be used. 

4) Except under special circumstances, the strategy which is implicit in the historical sequence of 
successful trials should not be made explicit. 
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original critique of the prescriptive schools, as well as for the new points of critique brought 

forth in Mintzberg 2. He also is, not surprisingly, the antagonist to the critique brought 

forward in Ansoff’s Counter. 

What are the implicit and explicit arguments advanced? 

Mintzberg makes several points in defence against Ansoff’s critique regarding debate 1. His 

first point concerns Ansoff’s suitability, or, rather, unsuitability to defend the design school. 

Mintzberg states that there are “fundamental differences” between the design school and the 

planning school which Ansoff represents. Arguing that Ansoff is a representative of the 

planning school – and not the design school – leads to the argument that Ansoff is unsuitable 

to defend the design school. Among the other counter-arguments Mintzberg makes in defence 

of debate 1 is that Ansoff misrepresents Mintzberg’s position – i.e. commits the straw man 

fallacy. 

The most significant argument regarding Ansoff is that Mintzberg argues that Ansoff’s 

research methods, to put it lightly, are not at all the exact science which Ansoff believes them 

to be. This leads to the conclusion that Ansoff’s research is descriptive, not prescriptive. From 

this follows the conclusion – though left implicit in Mintzberg 2 – that none of Ansoff’s 

critique of Mintzberg is valid. An even stronger implicit conclusion can be drawn from this – 

that none of Ansoff’s research findings have any prescriptive validity whatsoever, but are 

valid merely as descriptions. Another line of argumentation, leading to similar conclusions, 

regards Ansoff’s references. Mintzberg states that the sources which Ansoff cites are not peer-

reviewed. This leads to the conclusion that they are unreliable sources – at least until they 

have been peer-reviewed. Arguments which tie in to both the lack of validity of Ansoff’s 

critique, the implausibility of the basic premises of the prescriptive schools, and that of 

Ansoff’s body of work being descriptive and not prescriptive, are those concerning failures in 

identifying non-starters. Mintzberg retells The Boston Consulting Group’s failure in 

identifying non-starters in the case of Honda and the US motorcycle market. (The small 

motorcycle had been identified to be a “non-starter”, but it in fact it ended up becoming a 

huge success.) Mintzberg also states that the “does planning pay?” literature never proved 

anything. 
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4.2. STEPS 2 & 3: Analysis of the debates and checking for fallacies 

Having analyzed all three debates we can note that each one of them in fact raises certain 

issues neither discussed in, nor directly related to, the other debates. As noted in the 

methodology section, this will be dealt with by examining all the debates individually. A brief 

overview of the debates follows, after which we dive into the actual analysis. 

Debate 1: The Design School Debate. This debate is born from the key issues brought 

forth in Mintzberg 1 regarding problems with the design school view of strategy. Debate 1 

covers both Mintzberg’s problematization as well as the ensuing counter-argumentation. 

Debate 2: The “Mintzberg’s Model” Debate. The latter half of Ansoff’s Counter is a 

critique of Mintzberg’s view of strategy. This debate will be analyzed in debate 2, and will 

include Ansoff’s critique as well as Mintzberg’s response to it.  

Debate 3: The Descriptive vs. Prescriptive Debate. This covers the new points raised in 

Mintzberg 2. 

The analysis consists of answering the by now familiar questions: (1) What are the points at 

issue? (2) What positions are adopted regarding these points – for or against? (3) What are the 

explicit and implicit arguments put forward for the points? (4) What is the structure of the 

argumentation? Finally, we turn our attention to the possibility of fallacious argumentation, 

asking the question: (5) Are there structural fallacies in the argumentation? 

4.2.1. Debate 1: The Design School Debate  

As noted in the article analysis, the design school debate meets with a rather serious structural 

fallacy in Ansoff’s Counter’s response which, in effect, puts an abrupt end to the debate. 

How, where, and why this fallacy occurs will become evident during the coming presentation 

of the analysis. 

What are the points at issue and the positions adopted? 

The key issue, the topic the entire paper revolves around, is a critique of the design school. 

Though there are many points raised in this critique, the key points are four specific points of 

critique of the school, as well as the “placing in context” of the design school at one end of an 
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imagined continuum of strategy formulation options. Mintzberg’s identification of “the seven 

premises of the design school” can be seen to serve as premises for these points of critique25. 

Having noted the key points at stake, we can notice a very significant issue regarding 

Ansoff’s Counter: Ansoff’s interpretation of the key points of Mintzberg 1 differs from the 

points noted above. As noted in the analysis of Ansoff’s Counter, Ansoff (p. 449, structure 

modified for clarity) states that the main points of Mintzberg 1 are: 

1. The design school denied itself the opportunity to adapt its concepts over time 

2. The ‘other’ prescriptive schools of strategy formulation shared the basic concepts of 
The Harvard Business School. 

3. Like the design school, the other prescriptive schools remained frozen in time. 

4. The design principles shared by the design schools were, and still are, generally 
invalid except in a narrow specific context. 

5. Mintzberg argues that: 

a) in unpredictable environments it is impossible to formulate an explicit strategy 
before trial and experience 

b) in predictable environments it is not necessary to make strategy explicit 

Points 1–3 are very similar in nature, all having to do with the concept of the schools being 

similar or identical in nature, and not having evolved over time. Mintzberg does note that the 

design school is “in some ways the most entrenched of the ten [schools of strategy 

formation]” (Mintzberg 1, p. 171) and that it has “denied itself the chance to adapt” 

(Mintzberg 1, p. 180). This, however – as was seen in the analysis of Mintzberg 1 (available 

in its entirety in Appendix 1) – is not the main critique put forth in Mintzberg 1. The main 

challenge against the school(s) is not whether they have evolved, or even to what extent they 

have evolved, but rather whether or not they deal with the four specific points of critique 

Mintzberg puts forth. Thus, arguing the case that the schools have not “remained frozen in 

time” or that they have evolved are not, by themselves, significant – not unless they can be 

shown to have evolved in a way that includes answers to the critique put forth by Mintzberg. 

No such argumentation is offered. Points 1–3 of Ansoff’s interpretation of Mintzberg’s key 

points are therefore incorrect. 

                                                 
25 Mintzberg does not indicate specifically which of the seven premises lead to which of the points of critique. 
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We then turn our attention to points 4 and 5 of Ansoff’s summary of Mintzberg 1’s key 

points. Ansoff’s comment on how “the design principles shared by the design schools were, 

and still are, generally invalid except in a narrow specific context” could be compared to 

Mintzberg’s view of the design school being at the end of a strategy continuum as well as his 

putting the design school “in context.” Ansoff’s Counter’s point 5 could also be considered to 

contain some of the original critique of the design school put forth in Mintzberg 1. We can 

draw the conclusion that points 4 and 5 of Ansoff’s Counter’s interpretation of Mintzberg 1 

are both significant and interesting to this analysis. These points can (arguably) be said to 

represent the key critique in Mintzberg 1. 

To clarify the overall situation, the main critique of Mintzberg 1 and Ansoff’s Counter’s 

summary of Mintzberg 1’s “key points” are juxtaposed in figure 20. 
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Figure 21 shows that when comparing Ansoff's Counter's “key points of Mintzberg 1” with 

points 1–3 of Ansoff’s Counter’s own conclusions, we see that the points are directly related. 

The fourth conclusion of Ansoff’s Counter’s conclusions is, for our analysis, the most 

significant. In conclusion point 4, Ansoff states that “Because of the above conclusions, it is 

unproductive to address Mintzberg's specific criticisms of the Design School principles.” 

Going back to argument diagramming (Walton 2006: 140), the convergent argument is “when 

there is more than one premise and where each premise functions separately as a reason to 

support the conclusion.” In other words conclusions 1–4 form a convergent argument, with 

points 1, 2, and 3 being the premises and point 4 the conclusion they reach. The argument 

structure formed by Ansoff’s conclusions points 1–4 is presented in figure 22.  

Figure 22. The argument formed by Ansoff’s Counter’s conclusions 1-4 

What is significant to note here is the claim that premises 1–3 lead to proving point 4 – the 

conclusion. What Ansoff is, in effect, arguing is this: Because I have proven that the design 

school, as well as the other prescriptive schools, neither remained frozen in time nor shared 

PREMISE 2: 

The assertion that the other 

prescriptive schools shared 

their design principles with 

the Design School is factually 

inaccurate. 

PREMISE 3: 

The assertion that the other 

prescriptive schools failed to 

adapt is factually inaccurate. 

PREMISE 1: 

Mintzberg’s proof that the 

Design School failed to adapt 

with times is 

methodologically unsound. 

CONCLUSION: 

It is unproductive to address Mintzberg's specific criticisms of the Design School principles. 
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In figure 23 we can see the argument structure of both Mintzberg 1 and Ansoff’s Counter – 

and the structural fallacy that occurs in Ansoff’s Counter’s response. The black boxes on the 

left show us Mintzberg 1’s argumentation. It goes from the premises of the design school to 

the critique to the context and contribution. 

Ansoff summarizes Mintzberg into 5 “key points.” This is seen in the middle section of the 

figure. Of these, as was noted previously, it is only points four and five which correspond to 

Mintzberg’s actual key critique. This is depicted visually in the figure with the dark arrows 

connecting Mintzberg’s arguments with Ansoff’s summary points 4 and 5. However, although 

Ansoff’s first three points in his interpretation of Mintzberg’s key points are off the mark, it is 

only these three points which Ansoff offers counter-arguments for. Ansoff then states that 

points four and five are “unproductive to address” because he has answered the earlier 

irrelevant points (1–3) of critique. In the figure, this is shown with the dotted line in the 

middle and right columns. 

Finally, we come to the most significant point – the structural fallacy as depicted in the figure. 

The fallacy occurs where Mintzberg’s argumentation – the grey arrows – and Ansoff’s 

argumentation – the white arrows – meet. This is where Ansoff notes that it is “unproductive” 

to address Mintzberg’s points of critique 4 and 5. These, however, have been shown to 

contain the actual key points of Mintzberg’s critique, while the points Ansoff did answer were 

irrelevant to the key critique. 

To sum up, it has been noted that what is relevant is to what extent the prescriptive schools 

deal with the critique put forth in Mintzberg 1, not if or how the schools have changed over 

time. This places counter-arguments 1–3 of Ansoff’s Counter out of the area of relevance. 

Left are points 4 and 5 which must stand as Ansoff’s Counter’s interpretation of the main 

arguments. However, these points are not covered. Thus, the overall structure of the 

argumentation is thrown off and the main points of Mintzberg 1 are never discussed, 

answered or defended against. The premises of points 1-3 being successfully refuted does not 

lead to the conclusion that points 4–5 can be ignored. The only conclusion we can draw is that 

Ansoff’s claim in conclusion 4 – that “it is unproductive to address” Mintzberg’s other 

critique – is incorrect; and, that failing to address this critique causes a structural fallacy in 

Ansoff’s reply. 
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4.2.2. Are there structural fallacies in the argumentation? 

As the analysis of debate 1 (the design school debate) has shown, Ansoff’s counter-arguments 

are irrelevant to Mintzberg’s key points, which leads to a fallacy in Ansoff’s counter-

argumentation. This fallacy, according to the pragma-dialectic method, is called a fallacy in 

choosing the means of defence. It is described in rule four of the rules of a critical discussion: 

the relevance rule26. 

Rule four: the relevance rule 

A party may defend a standpoint only by advancing argumentation relating to that 

standpoint.  Breaking this rule leads to a fallacy in choosing the means of defence. 

What are we to think of this fallacy in Ansoff’s argumentation? Can Ansoff simply have 

misunderstood Mintzberg 1’s main points of critique, thus potentially excusing the 

fallaciousness of his response? A re-reading of Ansoff’s Counter shows that not to be the 

case. Ansoff (1991: 453, italics as in original) states that: 

Mintzberg leaves the reader in no doubt about his central theme: 

Our critique of the Design School revolves around one central theme: its promotion 

of thought independent of action, strategy formulation above all as a process of 

conception, rather than as one of learning (Mintzberg, 1990: 182). 

Mintzberg does not comment on this structural fallacy except to briefly note that Ansoff 

“spend[s] more time defending himself and critiquing me than supporting Andrews” 

(Mintzberg 2, p. 463). 

I spent a good deal of time considering whether or not to consider a fallacy the fact that 

Ansoff’s critique of Mintzberg’s views on strategy formation is based on Mintzberg’s 

problematization of the design school rather than on Mintzberg’s writings on his own view of 

strategy formation. The argument could be made both for and against such a choice, 

depending on what one sees as the reasons behind Ansoff’s choices. In the end I decided the 

data was not quite strong enough to show a clear case of intent to deceive. 

                                                 
26 The complete list of rules can be found in appendix 4. 
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An aside for those interested in the standard treatment of fallacies 

The fallacy Ansoff commits can be considered fallacious both according to the pragma-

dialectic view of fallacies as well as according to the standard treatment of fallacies. For those 

interested in the standard treatment of fallacies, the problematic argument in this case is 

classified as an ignoratio elenchi, or ignorance of refutation. On the ignoratio elenchi Walton 

(1995: 65) states that it is a case of not proving the proposition for which you have the burden 

of proof.27 Hamblin (1972: 31) notes that Aristotle’s original meaning of the ignoratio elenchi 

was “to refer to cases in which, through lack of logical acumen, the arguer thinks he has 

proved one thing but has at best proved something else.” Ansoff believes he has refuted 

Mintzberg by proving certain points (1–3), but he has, in fact, not refuted Mintzberg, since he 

has defended incorrect points. 

4.2.3. Debate 2: The “Mintzberg’s Model” Debate 

In debate 2: the “Mintzberg’s Model” debate, Ansoff critiques Mintzberg’s views of strategy 

formation. However, as the analysis shows, the critique is flawed in that it is not based on 

Mintzberg’s writings on his own views on strategy formation. 

What are the points at issue and the positions adopted? 

There are, not surprisingly, several standpoints to be found in debate 2. The two main points, 

however, are (1) the acceptability of Mintzberg’s proofs of his design principles, and (2) the 

validity of “Mintzberg’s Model” of strategy formation. Ansoff is the protagonist for the 

critique and Mintzberg the antagonist. 

What are the explicit and implicit arguments? 

Ansoff’s first key point is that Mintzberg’s proofs of his design principles are flawed, and his 

second key point is that Mintzberg’s strategy model is valid only when placed in the correct 

context – i.e. the context identified in Ansoff’s Counter. On the arguments about Ansoff’s 

                                                 
27 In this case the correctness of Ansoff’s conclusion 4 – that it is “unproductive to address” Mintzberg’s other 
points of critique. 
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critique of Mintzberg’s strategy, Ansoff states that there are “methodological deficiencies and 

factual contradictions between Henry’s28 claims and the real world of strategic management.” 

Mintzberg expresses strong scepticism regarding all points Ansoff states as being “facts”, 

noting that there is only one single data point which can, in Mintzberg’s opinion, be 

considered fact. This one single fact is that prescription failed in the case of Honda and the 

US motorcycle market, where Honda and the Boston Consulting Group had identified the 

small motorcycle to be a “non-starter”, but it in fact ended up becoming a huge success. 

Mintzberg also argues that Ansoff has misrepresented his views, as well as that none, or 

almost none, of the references in Ansoff’s Counter have been peer-reviewed. 

Concerning Ansoff’s “placing in context” of “Mintzberg’s Model”, this is argued through 

noting that “Mintzberg’s Model” resembles a model which Ansoff studied in his own research 

on environmental turbulence. Based on this he then draws conclusions regarding its proper 

context. Mintzberg counter-argues that “turbulence” cannot be measured, or even defined. 

From this follows the conclusion, left implicit, that none of Ansoff’s conclusions based on his 

research into environmental turbulence are based in fact, and can thus be dismissed. 

Mintzberg also uses an argument from analogy to argue that Ansoff’s body of work is 

descriptive, not prescriptive. 

What is the structure of the argumentation? 

As illustrated in figure 24, Mintzberg’s arguments tie back to Ansoff’s two main arguments of 

debate 2: that of Mintzberg’s proofs being flawed and that of the presenting of the “valid 

context” for “Mintzberg’s Model”. 

                                                 
28 Note here the use of first name rather than last name – “Henry” rather than “Mintzberg”. This is a practice 
which becomes common in Ansoff’s Counter as well as Mintzberg 2, and will be discussed later. 
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What are the points at issue and the positions adopted? 

Drawing a line between what belongs to debate 1, 2, and 3 is far from an exact science. The 

difference between the points of Mintzberg 1 and Mintzberg 2 are not great – lying mainly in 

Mintzberg 2’s bringing up specific critique not made explicit in Mintzberg 1. The first such 

point is the question of whether or not the “does planning pay?” literature ever proved 

anything. The second point at issue is something of a bombshell, having to do with… well, 

the “science” of Ansoff’s science: Mintzberg categorizes Ansoff’s body of work as 

descriptive, not prescriptive. Though this point was mentioned as one of Mintzberg’s counter-

arguments for debate 2, it is such a strong argument, and so significant to the overall 

Mintzberg–Ansoff debate(s), that it should be brought up as a topic for a new debate. 

Mintzberg is the protagonist for all points of critique. 

What are the explicit and implicit arguments? 

Mintzberg’s argument that the “does planning pay?” literature never proved anything is a 

blink-and-you’ll-miss-it comment. It is in brackets as an aside in a discussion leading up to 

the “one fact” about Honda’s success with its apparent non-starter. In fact, calling it an 

“argument” could be considered playing somewhat hard and loose with the term, as 

Mintzberg presents no premises for it other than the implicit premises that he has read the 

literature and come to the conclusion that it never proved anything. As to the second point, the 

question of Ansoff’s work being descriptive and not prescriptive, there are a number of things 

which can be noted regarding Mintzberg’s argumentation for it. The argument in which the 

statement is made is in an analogy comparing Ansoff’s work to that of McLuhan, of whom 

Mintzberg says that his notions are fascinating, but his work contains “questionable and often 

obscure” lines of argumentation29. 

                                                 
29 Another argument which can be said to lead to the same conclusion is one which is also part of debate 2 – the 
question of turbulence. Mintzberg argues that turbulence is, if not indefinable, then at least certainly 
immeasurable. Its widespread use as a concept, Mintzberg states, is the result not of an increased knowledge of 
the business world, but of “overinflated egos”. A significant part of Ansoff’s body of work, it should be noted, 
deals specifically with environmental turbulence. In Ansoff’s Counter the entire section on the correct context 
for “Mintzberg’s Model” is based on the findings of this research. Though not stated explicitly, the conclusion is 
the same – work based on immeasurable elements must be seen as descriptive rather than prescriptive. The case 
of the failure of identifying non-starters, even when in the hands of the Boston Consulting Group, is an argument 
for the overall improbability of success of prescription and can also be seen as a premise for the argument that 
Ansoff’s work is descriptive, not prescriptive. All of this leads to the conclusion that Ansoff’s body of work tells 
interesting stories about the business world, but offers no roadmap to – or prescription for – success. For the 
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5. Discussion and conclusions 

The main question asked was: What conclusions can one reach about the Mintzberg–Ansoff 

debate? Well… one could argue that, as far as a debate is concerned, no conclusions were 

reached in the Mintzberg–Ansoff debate – at least in the sense that Mintzberg and Ansoff 

themselves reached no unanimous conclusions. I shall, however, try to be somewhat less 

anticlimactic in my answers. And, indeed, there is much to say about the debate, beyond its 

obvious lack of a resolution. 

5.1. What can be said of – and learned from – the individual articles? 

One interesting thing to note regarding the articles overall is the significant transformation of 

style from Mintzberg 1 through Ansoff’s Counter and on to Mintzberg 2. While Mintzberg 1 

is a very “traditional” academic article, Ansoff’s Counter adds a clear personal element to the 

debate. When the debate reaches Mintzberg 2 it reads like a metamorphosis between an 

academic article and a semi-civilised disagreement between two academics over a beer. 

Ansoff calls Mintzberg 1 “Henry’s paper”, notes that “Henry’s own model of reality… cries 

out for critical appraisal”, gives a jab in stating, regarding a disagreement in interpretation, 

that the data “…suggests to the intelligent reader…” that Ansoff is correct, and states that “if 

Henry had taken the minimum trouble” to acquaint himself with relevant literature he would 

have realized he was wrong. Mintzberg, on the other hand, calls Ansoff’s Counter “Igor’s 

reply”, exclaims “Come on Igor”, states that while Ansoff talks a lot about facts “In fact, not a 

single fact is ever supplied… only various references to such facts”, asks “What in the world 

does “turbulence” mean anyway? And who has ever made a serious claim of measuring it?” – 

knowing full well that Ansoff has based much of his research on such claims – following up 

with the statement that it is “just a reflection of the groundless escalation of vocabulary in our 

field”, and concludes by noting that “What we face is not turbulence but overinflated egos”30. 

                                                 
30 These and other examples are presented (in their relevant context in the debate) in the complete analysis of the 
individual articles, which can be found in appendixes 4–6. Worth noting, however, is that the development of the 
debate moving into this personal style of argumentation happens in Ansoff’s Counter and continues on to 
Mintzberg 2. These can be found in Appendixes 5 & 6. 
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5.1.1. Mintzberg 1 

Though at times perhaps somewhat speculative in its conclusions, Mintzberg 1 offers very 

much a traditional academic argumentation. Arguments are made and conclusions drawn 

based on references to other academic work. The main focus of Mintzberg 1 is a 

problematization of the design school. Were one to boil the article down to one single point it 

would be that the perfectly planned and implemented strategy is an unobtainable goal. There 

is a semi-implicit further argumentation that the teaching of this “myth” in both business 

schools and organizations as being an obtainable goal is a potentially, if not directly, harmful 

practice. 

What can we learn? – The take-home message 

Mintzberg’s argumentation for his main points are stated clearly for the individual reader to 

make up his or her mind about, and does not warrant further discussion here. What I would 

like to address, however, is a common misconception about Mintzberg 1. Indeed, it is a 

misconception which I myself shared when beginning work on this thesis. That 

misconception is that Mintzberg presents his own view of a “how-to” guide to strategy 

formation. This is not the case. Mintzberg 1 is solely a problematization of the design school. 

This is a point which Ansoff did not pick up on, but rather turned it into a critique – that 

Mintzberg presents his model “sprinkled throughout the text” and “not summarized, not 

logically connected.” This comment in itself tells us that the goal of Mintzberg 1 was not to 

present an alternative to the design school. It is only fair to assume that Mintzberg is a 

coherent enough thinker and writer that, had he meant for his Mintzberg 1 to put forth his 

views on a specific strategic management alternative to the design school, he would have 

been able to do so in a coherent way. And so the point regarding what can be learned from 

Mintzberg 1 is that while Mintzberg does present a problematization of the design school, he 

does not argue for a specific alternative strategy formulation process. 

5.1.2. Ansoff’s Counter 

Ansoff’s Counter is structurally very traditional; with text-book rhetoric structure Ansoff 

begins by saying what points he is going to argue, argues for the points, and finally says what 

he has just argued for. However, when one studies the actual arguments one finds that even 

the most apologetic of readers would be challenged not to consider the quality of 
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argumentation very varied. The main point, when boiled down to a single issue, is that 

planning and implementing strategy can and does work. 

Defending the design school – the structural fallacy 

Ansoff’s Counter begins with a defence against Mintzberg’s critique. The critical point to 

note is Ansoff’s failure to address Mintzberg’s key points of critique about the design school. 

While Ansoff offers counter-arguments to some of the arguments in Mintzberg 1, none of the 

main points of critique is defended. Ansoff argues as to why such a defence is unnecessary. 

This argument, however, cannot be considered plausible from any angle, and leads to a 

structural fallacy in Ansoff’s Counter regarding debate 1. 

 “Mintzberg’s Model” 

The second part of Ansoff’s Counter is his counter-critique of “Mintzberg’s Model”. The 

fundamental flaw of this part of Ansoff’s Counter is that Mintzberg 1 did not present a 

“Mintzberg’s Model”. While a critique of Mintzberg’s view of strategy would be an 

interesting article to read, such a critique should be based on Mintzberg’s writings on his 

views on strategy – not his writings on other views of strategy. 

Straw men and rhetorical strategizing 

The fact that Ansoff conjures up “Mintzberg’s Model” leads to Ansoff being able to more 

freely draw conclusions about Mintzberg’s views. This, in turn, leads to some straw man 

fallacies of noticeable proportions.31 One noteworthy example is how Ansoff interprets 

Mintzberg’s statement that “the vast majority of experiences reported in  the popular press 

and published research suggests that related diversification is above all a learning process, in 

which the acquiring firm has to make a number of mistakes until it gradually learns what 

worlds for it, if it ever does” (Mintzberg 1, p. 183). Ansoff interprets this statement literally to 

have meant that companies have to make mistakes, rather than that it is exceedingly likely 

that they will make mistakes. This leads Ansoff to the conclusion that Mintzberg is for an 

intentionally ad hoc trial-and-error approach. This is coupled with Ansoff’s premise that 

flawless prescription is possible – that planning ahead can and will always work. Ansoff then 

                                                 
31 The 1958 sci-fi movie Attack of the 50 Foot Woman comes to mind, except in the new incarnation of an attack 
of a 50 foot straw woman. 
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compares these two approaches. Naturally, in comparing intentional mistakes with always 

making the right choices, the clear upper-hand goes to Ansoff. 

Another rhetorical strategy used was implying that Mintzberg’s strategy was developed by 

cavemen while Ansoff’s strategy is a product of the age of enlightenment32. This line of 

argumentation leads to the naming of Ansoff’s view as “rational” and Mintzberg’s as 

“existential.” Again, the rhetorical upper hand goes to Ansoff – after all, who would trust 

someone arguing against rationality? 33 

Getting personal 

The very personal, informal style of Ansoff’s Counter is seen clearly on several occasions 

throughout the article, not least in the largely unheard-of practice of using only a first name 

when referring to an academic – a practice which is adopted on several occasions. 

Mintzberg’s article becomes “Henry’s paper” and Mintzberg’s views of strategy become 

“Henry’s model” – clearly less credible names. Some of the arguments and counter-

arguments have a feel of a lashing out in a knee-jerk, tit-for-tat response to the critique of 

Mintzberg 1, rather than that of a carefully thought-through argumentation. At times Ansoff’s 

Counter has very much a tit-for-tat feel to it.34 

What Ansoff were to have “slept on it”? 

My analysis may seem harsh towards Ansoff. I do, however, believe that Ansoff would have 

written a much better-argued paper had it not been so clearly a personal matter. What exactly 

it was which made his response so emotionally charged is an interesting question to ponder. 

                                                 
32 There is no discussion on whether or not the caveman could arguably have had the pre-planned strategy “Go 
out and get food.” A process of trial and error would seem to be: if hungry – try taking a nap. If that doesn’t 
work, try poking yourself in the eye. If that doesn’t work, try bashing your head into the cave wall, etc. The first 
caveman to wander out to get food would have had no option but an emergent strategy – he couldn’t know what 
lay ahead. 
33 Among the most questionable, but at the same time most enjoyable, of Ansoff’s arguments is one that comes 
in this same line of argumentation. Ansoff states that the Master builders in The Middle Ages, proponents of 
Mintzberg’s strategy, created glorious cathedrals “without understanding of what made the cathedrals stand or 
fall.” A picture is painted of “Master builders”, with neither plan nor clue, randomly piling stones on top of one 
another without knowing if the structure would stand or fall, all-the-while nurturing a fervent hope that the pile 
will somehow eventually turn into a glorious cathedral. 
34 “You called my school of strategy this? Well I call your school that as well! I don’t put my school in its correct 
context? Well here – I’ll prove that you don’t either!” 
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Alternatively, perhaps it was that the prescriptive schools had been “safe” from critique for so 

long – consistently called upon for guidance, rather than being called upon to defend 

themselves. Perhaps it was that when a critical voice did emerge, it was a Canadian upstart – 

not even one from within their own ranks. Or perhaps it was simply a question of credibility 

honour – the prestige of the prescriptive schools had to be upheld. (One must not be too much 

of a cynic to note that there is a considerable financial aspect to the practice – and teaching –

of strategic management.) Another element which may have been at play was a much more 

practical one – that of a limited amount of time to compose a response to Mintzberg 1. 

Perhaps the deadline for submitting a response was upon him before having had time to 

“sleep on it” a few nights, after which Ansoff’s Counter might have met some revision and 

looked very different indeed.35 

5.1.3. Mintzberg 2 

After Ansoff’s Counter took the debate off-topic, Mintzberg does very little to attempt to steer 

the discussion back to his original points of critique. Mintzberg 2 is more of a general critique 

of the concept of prescription, as well as of the (lack of) prescriptive credibility of Ansoff’s 

work. Rather than answering Ansoff’s individual points of critique, Mintzberg by-and-large 

counter-argues most of Ansoff’s arguments with very broad brushstrokes. The most 

noteworthy counter-argument, a veritable bombshell, is Mintzberg’s argument that Ansoff’s 

body of work is descriptive, not prescriptive. Ansoff had argued that descriptive work is an 

unreliable source of facts. Thus, though largely implicitly, Mintzberg argues that Ansoff’s 

work is unreliable as a source of facts. 

Jumping on the first-name bandwagon 

The personal feel of the debate reaches a new height in Mintzberg 2, noticeable not least in 

that the clear majority of times Ansoff is referred to in Mintzberg 2 it is as “Igor”. 

Rhetorical strategizing 

Mintzberg has a rhetorical flair which he puts to full use in Mintzberg 2. This does not, of 

course, give any leeway regarding the burden of proof in argumentation; indeed, the 
                                                 
35 The quality, both of writing and of argumentation, in Ansoff’s Counter does not measure up to his other 
works, and the reader unfamiliar with Ansoff’s work should not to form too strong an opinion of his body of 
work based solely on Ansoff’s Counter. 
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arguments in Mintzberg 2 are far from irrefutable. They may indeed be true – but there is no 

way to come to that conclusion based on the premises offered. However, by now the debate is 

almost beyond questions of proof and more a display of rhetorical swordplay36. However, the 

basic claims of Mintzberg 2 are still the same as those of Mintzberg 1. The points brought 

forth in the problematization of the design school remained undefended by Ansoff, and so the 

leeway Mintzberg allows himself regarding premise-conclusion arguments in Mintzberg 2 is 

not that significant to the overall debate (debate 1). 

An interesting argumentation device is that Mintzberg introduces “just one fact” – the only 

thing one can know for sure. This (only semi-implicitly) states that nothing of the debate so 

far has been fact, which seemingly pulls the carpet out from under not only Ansoff’s 

arguments but Mintzberg’s earlier argumentation as well. However, the one fact which is 

introduced is a strong argument in favour of an emergent strategy view and a critique of the 

probability of success of prescription. Thus, the “one fact” – the only thing he knows for sure 

– argues in favour of Mintzberg’s view of strategy. Mintzberg 2 also uses rhetoric to his 

advantage to a much greater extent than the previous articles. 

Finally, Mintzberg states that the score is 1–0 for his view of strategy. Though this cannot be 

considered an indication of the actual outcome of the debate, it is a noteworthy strategic move 

in shifting the argument in his favour. That Mintzberg chose to include: Learning 1, Planning 

0 in the title is interesting for two reasons. Firstly, it is strategically, or perhaps rhetorically, 

interesting in that Mintzberg makes a clear statement of having won the debate. Secondly, 

though Mintzberg’s original critique was of the design school, here Mintzberg gives the 

planning school – not the design school – 0 points. In other words this article is tailored 

directly to Ansoff; something which becomes very clear in the article. Overall, Mintzberg 2 

reads almost as much like a personal letter to Ansoff as it reads like an academic article. 

In general 

To use military terminology, where Mintzberg 1 is a precision strike on specific elements of 

the design school, Mintzberg 2 is a carpet bombing of the prescriptive schools as a whole, as 

well as of Ansoff’s research and methods. Mintzberg offers very little in the way of strong 

premises. That the does planning pay literature never proved anything is not argued for at all 
                                                 
36 One must not go too far out on a limb to claim that counter-arguments like “I happen to like samples of one” 
and “Come on Igor” will not be found in very many – if any at all – other academic articles or debates. 
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– merely stated. The point that Ansoff’s body of work is descriptive and not prescriptive is 

argued largely through the use of argument from analogy. 

5.2. What can be said of – and learned from – the debates? 

An interesting development comes up when one analyzes the references to work, people, and 

opinions. Mintzberg talks of an escalation of vocabulary. In these papers we see an escalation 

of first-name usage. It should be noted, however, that these first-name references are used 

only in mentioning one another – “Henry” and “Igor”. First-names-only are never used in 

references to other people or works. In Mintzberg 1 there are no first-name-only references. 

Then, however, the escalation begins. In Ansoff’s Counter Mintzberg is mentioned a total of 

99 times. Of these, “Mintzberg” is used 75 times, while “Henry” is used 24 times. “Henry 

Mintzberg” is not used. In other words, Mintzberg is referred to by his first name in just under 

a quarter (24 %) of the times he is mentioned. In Mintzberg 2 Ansoff is mentioned 20 times. 

Of these, “Ansoff” is not used, “Igor Ansoff” is used 3 times, and “Igor” is used 17 times, 

which correlates to Ansoff being referred to as “Igor” in an astounding 85 % of the times he is 

mentioned. 

In the opening section of this thesis I posited several questions regarding the Mintzberg–

Ansoff debate. The answers to these questions, for each of the three debates, are summarized 

in table 1 on the next page. As there is much information condensed into the figure, a few 

words of explanation before it is presented might be in order. 

Table 1 explained 

Table 1 contains a summary of the answers to the questions posed at the start of the thesis 

regarding what can be said of – and learned from – the debates as a whole. The questions 

were: 

What are the main points of the debate? 

What is the structure of argument and counter-argument which spans across the articles in 

arguing for and against these main points? 

To what extent, if at all, can either party be accused of obscuring an honest attempt at 

reaching a conclusion in the debate? (The “fair fight” metaphor.) 
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To what extent, if at all, can either party be declared the “winner” of the debate? 

These questions are presented on the horizontal axis, at the top of table 1. The three debates of 

the data – the design school debate, the “Mintzberg’s Model” debate, and the descriptive vs. 

prescriptive debate – are presented on the vertical axis of the table. There are a number of 

questions which cannot be answered for the third debate, Mintzberg 2’s descriptive vs. 

prescriptive debate, as it was never answered by Ansoff and can therefore not be considered a 

debate as such – merely the first article in a potential debate. These points have therefore been 

left unanswered, marked “n/a” for “not available”. 
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Table 1. An overview of what can be said of – and learned from – the debates 

 What are the main 
points of the debate 

What is the argumentation 
structure 

Is it a “fair fight” i.e. are 
there structural fallacies 

Can either 
party be 

declared the 
“winner” 

What can we learn from 
the debate 

Debate 1 

The Design 
School Debate 

A problematization of 
the design school. The 
perfectly planned and 
implemented strategy is 
an unobtainable myth. 

The argumentation falls flat 
and ends when Ansoff fails to 
address the main points of 
critique put forward in 
Mintzberg 1.  

In failing to address 
Mintzberg’s critique, 
Ansoff obscures an honest 
attempt at reaching a 
conclusion. 

No. Due to the 
structural fallacy 
the debate goes 
off-topic. 

Ansoff did not answer 
Mintzberg’s key points of 
critique.  

Debate 2 

The 
“Mintzberg’s 
Model” Debate 

A critique of 
“Mintzberg’s Model” 
of strategy. 

Ansoff’s arguments are 
counter-argued with either 
claims of straw men, of the 
lack of credibility of Ansoff’s 
Counter, or that Ansoff’s 
research is descriptive rather 
than prescriptive. 

Mintzberg’s arguments 
are certainly bold, but 
they are not fallacious. 

No. Ansoff 
never responded 
to Mintzberg 2, 
so the counter-
arguments are 
not answered. 

Ansoff’s interpretation of 
“Mintzberg’s Model” was 
based on Mintzberg’s 
critique of the design school, 
not on Mintzberg’s own 
views on strategy formation. 

Debate 3 

The Descriptive 
vs. Prescriptive 
Debate 

(1) Ansoff’s research is 
descriptive, not 
prescriptive. (2) The 
“does planning pay” 
literature never proved 
anything. 

n/a n/a n/a The strategy debate(s) would 
have been better served if 
Mintzberg had used the 
article to redirect the focus to 
his original, unanswered 
critique. 
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Debate 1: The Design School Debate 

The main focus of Mintzberg 1 is a problematization of the design school. Were one to boil 

the article down to one single point it would be that the perfectly planned and implemented 

strategy is an unobtainable myth. Taken one step further, the claim is that the continued 

teaching of this practice in both business schools and organizations is potentially harmful. 

Based on the analysis it is clear that Ansoff, in failing to address Mintzberg’s critique, does 

obscure an honest attempt at reaching a conclusion (the “fair fight” metaphor). This leads to 

the design school debate ending when Ansoff fails to address the main points of critique put 

forward in Mintzberg 1. This is also the reason why neither party can be declared the 

“winner” of the debate – both parties are more the sole participants in their own debates than 

opposing parties in one common debate. What can be learned from debate 1 is that Ansoff 

does not answer the main critique, but rather defends non-essential points and then claims that 

the main critique can therefore be dismissed. The actual key points of Mintzberg’s critique 

remain unanswered and undefended. 

Debate 2: The “Mintzberg’s Model” Debate 

The two main points Ansoff has are that Mintzberg’s proofs are flawed and that “Mintzberg’s 

Model” is only valid in a specific set of circumstances. Mintzberg’s very all-encompassing 

counter-arguments lead to a quite simple argumentation structure. Ansoff’s arguments are 

counter-argued with either claims of straw man fallacies, arguments for the lack of credibility 

of Ansoff’s Counter due to the lack of peer-review in its references, or with the counter-

argument-to-end-all-counter-arguments: that Ansoff’s research is descriptive rather than 

prescriptive. 

As to the question of a “fair fight”, Mintzberg dismisses the critique with broad strokes in 

claiming Ansoff’s own work to be descriptive, not prescriptive, and states that the sources 

used in Ansoff’s counter are not reliable as none or almost none of them are peer-reviewed, as 

well as by noting that Ansoff has misrepresented his views. Structurally such an 

argumentation is not fallacious. However, it is very much up to the individual reader to decide 

to what extent they accept that the premises offered support such a conclusion. Therefore 

neither party can be said to be the “winner” of debate 2. It is interesting to speculate around 

why Ansoff’s response was as informal and – could one call it – “biting” as it was. Could it be 
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that Mintzberg was “trespassing” on Holy Harvard Ground? Or perhaps Mintzberg, in 

questioning the basic premises on which the prescriptive schools are built was seen to be 

meddling with the potential income of countless consultants and the reputations of countless 

academics? Regarding Mintzberg’s counter-argumentation, one could perhaps ask oneself to 

what extent he dismisses Ansoff’s critique with to broad strokes. 

The obvious observation regarding what can be learned from debate 2 is that although it is a 

critique of Mintzberg’s model of strategy, it is a critique which is not based on Mintzberg’s 

writings on his own view of how strategy should be done. 

Debate 3: The Descriptive vs. Prescriptive Debate 

The main points of debate 3 are Mintzberg’s arguments that Ansoff’s work is descriptive 

rather than prescriptive, as well as that the “does planning pay” literature never proved 

anything. As there was no response to this article it is impossible to comment on 

argumentation spanning across several articles, on the “fair fight” metaphor, or on any 

potential “winner” of the debate. 

As to the question of what we can learn from this debate, it is my opinion that the field of 

strategic management would have been better served if Mintzberg had used his second article 

to refocus the attention of the debate to his original points of critique regarding the design 

school and Ansoff’s lack of response to them, rather than using Mintzberg 2 to counter-

argument the new debate started by Ansoff. 

5.3. Critique 

In my opinion the main point of critique which can be levelled at this work is that of 

subjectivity. This includes questions of to what extent I have correctly interpreted the main 

points in the articles, if my definitions of key words are identical to the definitions intended 

by Mintzberg and Ansoff, and if my approach is unbiased – i.e. that I do not favour either of 

the two authors in my interpretations. I have striven to be thorough and detailed in my 

analysis, documenting all the steps taken in reaching my conclusions about the data. 

However, as with any analysis of text or argumentation, different people may come to 

different results. I have countered this through a great level of transparency in my work. 
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Additionally, my data consists of articles which are part of the public record, free for anyone 

to analyse and come to their own conclusions regarding whether to agree or disagree with my 

findings. 

5.4. Ideas for further research 

• A critique of Mintzberg’s view of strategy formation. 

If Ansoff’s Counter is what is considered a “comprehensive review” (Pettigrew et al., 

2002: 14) of Mintzberg’s work, then there is certainly a call for a new review and/or 

critique. Even Mintzberg would, without a doubt, welcome a new critique – one based on 

works in which he presents his views, rather than one based on a paper in which he merely 

critiques other views of strategy formation but does not actually present his own. 

• The Mintzberg–Ansoff debate and the ad hominem fallacy 

There are many interesting rhetorical jabs in the debate, comments like “…suggests to the 

intelligent reader…”, “overinflated egos” and more. It would be interesting to analyze the 

data with a focus specifically on looking at and discussing the potential instances of the 

standard treatment’s ad hominem fallacy. 

• The concept of fallacies 

The study of fallacies has generated a new approach in which fallacies are seen as 

incorrect moves in argumentation. However, what of the standard treatment of fallacies, 

taught and studied for so long? Are these still to be called fallacies? If so, we have a 

confusing situation in which there are fallacies of a very different nature but with the same 

name. It would appear that either group should be renamed in a way that separates them 

from each other while still making clear what type of fallacy is in question. 

• The emergent vs. design school debate – round 2 

It would be interesting to have a controlled “rematch,” perhaps using the pragma-dialectic 

rules of discourse to make sure the debate stays focused. There are many interesting 

questions to ponder. What are the similarities? What are the differences? What can the 

schools learn from one another? Is there – or can there even be – a “winner” in this 

debate? Needless to say, such a debate would need to be done in a constructive spirit. 
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• The issue – and problem – of definitions 

The question of how different people define specific words is significant; so also in the 

Mintzberg–Ansoff debate. The difficulty in reaching an agreement appears to stem in part 

from their different definitions of certain key terms. It would be interesting to see a study 

which examines more closely how Mintzberg and Ansoff define key terms like emergent, 

intended, and strategic learning. One could test the hypothesis that there are key 

differences in their definitions of central terms, which was part of the problem in reaching 

a conclusion in the debate. Could the differences between Mintzberg and Ansoff more a 

question of different definitions and rhetoric than actual meaning and views? 

5.5. Closing the circle – back to the strategy debate(s) 

Some time ago, back in 2007, I had the opportunity to take part in a paper presentation by 

Olivier Ratle, during which he presented his findings of an analysis of the rhetoric of the 

‘paradigm debate’ controversy between Jeffrey Pfeffer and John van Maanen. Many aspects 

of his findings are quite fitting to the findings of this analysis as well. Ratle (2007) identifies 

three rhetorical practices which contribute to “preventing the good conduct and the closure of 

this controversy”: (1) discrediting and distancing the opponent by questioning his ethos; (2) 

avoiding points of commensurability; and (3) shifting the ground of the debate. He concludes 

that the perspectives of the arguers are not incommensurable, but rather are purposefully 

rendered incommensurate in the course of the controversy. In other words, that their 

differences are made greater than they actually are; that a resolution to the debate was not 

necessarily unreachable at the outset, but rather made so by the parties themselves. 

Both Mintzberg and Ansoff are certainly guilty of less-than-completely-civilized rhetoric 

regarding the other’s views. Ansoff shifts the grounds of the original debate, rendering the 

reaching of a conclusion impossible. As to avoiding points of commensurability, one can state 

that the differences between Mintzberg and Ansoff are perhaps not as incommensurable as 

they would at first appear. However, agreeing on common ground is made difficult by 

rhetorical practices and what could perhaps be called political power-playing in favour of 

ones own school, or view, of strategy. 
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And now we come to the final question which I want to address, perhaps the most important 

of all: What can the strategic management community learn from this debate? Not 

surprisingly, strategic management is a topic which its practitioners are passionate about. 

Many a living is made from choices relating to strategic management. What, then, should be 

the “strategy” for debates about the strategy process? Here we could draw inspiration from 

another great strategist of our time, Winston Churchill, who noted that “courage is what it 

takes to stand up and speak; courage is also what it takes to sit down and listen.” Great levels 

of detachment from ones own management-political interests of defending ones “strategic 

management territory” are required. A humility which seeks not the upper hand but the 

potential to learn and grow is certainly a challenging approach to aspire to, but one that must 

be striven for nonetheless. Any debate on the topic must be extremely mindful of the wording 

it is wrapped in. Common ground can rapidly be lost to rhetorical gusto, sidetracking even the 

most constructively intended debate. 

When looking at shades of grey, one may choose to call it “more white” while another sees it 

as “more black.” In both cases, let us remain mindful of another insight by Churchill, which, I 

am sure, all sides can agree upon: However beautiful the strategy, you should occasionally 

look at the results. 
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6. A summary in Swedish – En sammanfattning på svenska 

Hur skall företag utveckla och leda sin strategi? Frågor rörande detta tema har debatterats 

mycket de senaste årtiondena. En vanlig syn på strategi i läroböcker och texter är enligt 

Mintzberg, Quinn & Ghoshal (1998) att strategi först skall formuleras och sedan 

implementeras – organisationsstrukturer, kontrollsystem med mera skall sedan falla på plats 

efterhand, enligt behovet av en plan som utsatts på förhand. Denna syn på strategi har lärts ut 

av Harvard Business School sedan medlet av förra seklet. Att denna syn på 

strategiformulering blev allmänt accepterad kan ses i det stora antalet inflytelserika texter som 

publicerades över de kommande årtiondena och som delade denna syn på strategi (jämför 

Drucker, 1954; Ansoff, 1965; Andrews, 1971; Porter, 1980; Ansoff, 1984; Porter, 1985; 

Kaplan & Norton, 1996). År 1990 publicerade professor Henry Mintzberg ett papper i vilket 

han kritiserade denna allmänt accepterade syn på strategi, en syn han kallade “designskolan”. 

Hans kritik besvarades – och designskolan försvarades – av professor Igor Ansoff. Denna 

avhandling analyserar debatten som uppstod mellan Mintzberg och Ansoff. 

6.1. Syftesformulering och motivering 

Syftet med denna avhandling är att analysera debatten mellan Henry Mintzberg och Igor 

Ansoff rörande frågan om strategi och dess implementering, publicerad i Strategic 

Management Journal åren 1990 och 1991. Forskningsfrågan är: 

Vilka slutsatser kan man dra av Mintzberg–Ansoff debatten? 

Svaret på denna fråga kommer att sökas genom en analys av både de enskilda artiklarna och 

av debatterna som bildas av artiklarna. Dessa båda områden har i sin tur egna underfrågor 

som hjälper att styra analysen: 

(a) Vad kan man säga om – och lära sig av – de enskilda artiklarna? 

Vilka är de viktigaste punkterna i artiklarna och vilken är argumentationen för dessa 

punkter? 

(b) Vad kan man säga om – och lära sig av - debatterna i sin helhet? 

Vilka är de viktigaste punkterna i debatten? 
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Vilken är argumentationsstrukturen av argument och motargument vad gäller dessa 

punkter? 

Kan man anse att det varit en “rättvis kamp”? Med andra ord, var strukturen av 

argument och motargument som användes korrekt och acceptabel? 

I vilken mån, om alls, kan någondera parten anses ha “vunnit” debatten? 

Denna avhandling kan anses viktig för två olika områden i och med att den har att göra både 

med debatten kring strategi och med akademisk argumentation. Vad gäller strategidebatterna 

så är denna avhandling av intresse eftersom ingen akademisk undersökning tidigare gjorts om 

debatten mellan Mintzberg och Ansoff. Åtminstone hittade jag inte någon sådan analys under 

min forskning. Vad gäller akademisk argumentation å andra sidan, så bjuder den här 

avhandlingen på ett antal intressanta element: den analyserar argumentation inom ett visst 

område av debatten gällande ledarskapsfrågor; den beskriver en analys gjord med pragma-

dialektik – en teori designad specifikt för användning inom argumentationsanalys; och 

avhandlingen ger också en kort introduktion till temat felargument, eller falska slutledningar – 

kanske bättre beskriven av den engelska termen “fallacies”. 

6.2. Den teoretiska referensramen 

Min referensram innehåller två huvudsakliga områden: felargumentation och pragma-

dialektik. En kort genomgång av båda följer. 

Felargument 

Denna avhandling analyserar argumentation och söker bland annat felaktig argumentation. 

Detta leder till den oundvikliga frågan om hur man definierar begreppet felargument. Denna 

fråga har genom århundraden getts ett rätt så enkelt svar. Ett felargument har definierats som 

“ett argument vilket verkar vara korrekt men inte är det”. Denna definition var så vanlig i 

texter och läroböcker att Hamblin (1970) definierade denna tolkning av felargument “standard 

behandlingen” (“the standard treatment”). Såväl Hamblin som flera andra efter honom har 

kommenterat problemen med denna tolkning av begreppet felargument (jämför Hamblin, 

1970; Hintikka, 1987; Walton, 1995; van Eemeren, Grootendorst & Henkemans, 1996; van 

Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2003; Ikuenobe, 2004; Tindale, 2007). Gemensamt för all kritik är 
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tanken att det i definitionen av begreppet felargument bör ingå ett element av 

kontextbundenhet. Felargument skall bedömas utgående från huruvida de innehåller element 

av undvikande av att ta sitt ansvar i debatten genom att inte svara på kritik, genom att försöka 

missleda debatten, eller genom att på annat sätt undvika bevisbördan i en argumentation. 

Pragma-dialektik 

Det finns ett antal orsaker bakom mitt val att använda pragma-dialektik. Den första orsaken 

var att jag behövde en argumentationsanalysteori till vilken det hörde även en 

kontextbundenhet i analysen, såsom beskrevs tidigare. Utöver den pragma-dialektiska teorin 

tittade jag även närmare på Waltons pragmatiska teori om felargument (Walton, 1995). Jag 

valde pragma-dialektik över Walton huvudsakligen på grund av två orsaker. Den första var att 

pragma-dialektiken hade ett brett empiriskt material. Den andra orsaken var att den var bättre 

lämpad för den analys jag skulle utföra i och med att det är fråga om en teori som är specifikt 

designad för att analysera debatter. Den pragma-dialektiska analysen utvecklades av van 

Eemeren och Grootendorst (1984). För denna avhandling tar jag endast upp två delar av 

pragma-dialektik vilka är nödvändiga för utförandet av min analys. Den första är den så 

kallade “lösningsorienterade analysen”, som går ut på svara på fyra frågor (se t.ex. van 

Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1989: 375; van Eemeren et al., 1993:60): 

1) Vad handlar debatten om? 

2) Vilka ställningstaganden gör parterna i debatten gällande frågorna (som identifierats i 

punkt 1)? 

3) Vilka explicita och implicita argument lägger parterna fram för sina ståndpunkter? 

4) Vilken är argumentationens struktur? 

Den andra delen av teorin som behövs används för att sedan kontrollera ifall det uppstår 

felargumentation i debatten. Detta görs genom att kontrollera argumentationen i förhållande 

till 10 regler för argumentation som pragma-dialektiken lägger fram (se t.ex. van Eemeren & 

Grootendorst, 1992: 107–207). Att bryta mot någon av dessa regler leder till att 

argumentationen kan anses vara ett felargument. 
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6.3. Metodik – en redogörelse för genomförandet av undersökningen 

Problematiken kring flera debatter 

Ett svar på en argumentation kan leda till att en eller flera nya debatter uppstår. Detta kommer 

jag att hantera genom att dela upp datan i tre olika debatter. Debatt 1 innehåller alla argument 

vilka är relaterade till huvudpunkterna i debatten om designskolan. Denna debatt kallar jag 

“debatten om designskolan”. Debatt 2 innehåller alla argument som är relaterade till de 

punkter i Ansoffs svar vilka inte är relaterade till huvudpunkterna i Mintzbergs första artikel. 

Denna debatt kallar jag “debatten om ‘Mintzbergs modell’”. Debatt 3 innehåller alla 

argument Mintzberg tar upp i sin andra artikel vilka inte är relaterade till varken debatt 1 eller 

debatt 2. Denna debatt kallar jag “beskrivande mot föreskrivande debatten”. 

Analysens tre steg 

Själva dataanalysen utförs i tre steg. I steg 1 analyseras de individuella artiklarna och den 

“lösningsorienterade analysens” fyra frågor besvaras skilt för alla tre artiklar. I steg 2 

analyseras debatterna som uppstår genom artiklarna och i steg 3 analyseras argumentationen i 

debatterna för att se ifall den innehåller felargument. 

Identifiering av argument och diagram på argument  

Två hjälpmedel som vid behov används i analysen är identifiering av argument och ritandet 

av diagram på argument. Jämför man ett argument med ett pussel kan man säga att 

identifiering av argument är att identifiera de individuella pusselbitarna. Att göra upp diagram 

på argumenten är å andra sidan att identifiera hur pusselbitarna – argumenten – hänger ihop. 

Att identifiera argument kan göras med hjälp av så kallade indikator ord, eller indikationsord. 

Det finns indikator ord för såväl argumentets premiss (t.ex. eftersom) som dess slutsats (t.ex. 

därav följer). När man har identifierat premisserna och slutsatserna kan man göra upp ett 

diagram över argumentationen. Genom att göra upp diagram av argument kan man göra det 

enklare att följa med argumentationen och därmed enklare att utföra analysen. Tekniken 

gällande ritande av diagram på argument utvecklades ursprungligen inom informell logik, 

argumentationsteori och inom vissa delar av juridiken (Reed, Walton & Macagno, 2007). Värt 

att nämnas är ändå att uppgörandet av argumentdiagram (i en eller annan form) beskrivs av ett 

flertal olika akademiker (jämför Toulman, 1958; Björnsson, Kihlblom, Tersman & Ullholm, 

1994; Copi & Cohen, 1998; van Eemeren & al., 2002; Kaakkuri-Knuutila & Heinlahti, 2006; 
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Vorobej, 2006). De fem olika sorternas strukturer på argument vilka används i denna 

avhandling är tagna ur Walton, 2006: kapitel fyra. De omfattar: (1) singel argument – en 

premiss som leder till en slutsats; (2) konvergerande argument – argument i vilka det finns 

fler än en premiss som var för sig stöder slutsatsen; (3) länkade argument – argument i vilka 

det finns flera premisser som stöds av varandra i argumentationen för slutsatsen; (4) 

serieargument – argumentationskedjor i vilka föregående arguments slutsats används som 

premissen för följande argument och (5) divergerande argument – argument i vilka två eller 

flera slutsatser dras från en och samma premiss. 

6.4. Analys av data 

Datan består av tre artiklar: 

(1) Mintzberg, Henry (1990). The Design School: Reconsidering the Basic Premises of 

Strategic Management. Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 11, 171–195. 

(2) Ansoff, Igor (1991). Critique of Henry Mintzberg’s ‘The Design School: 

Reconsidering the Basic Premises of Strategic Management.’ Strategic Management 

Journal, Vol. 12, 449–461. 

(3) Mintzberg, Henry (1991). Research Notes and Communications. Learning 1, 

Planning 0. Reply to Igor Ansoff. Strategic Management Journal, Vol. 12, 463–466. 

De kommer hädanefter att kallas för Mintzberg 1, Ansoffs svar, och Mintzberg 2. 

STEG 1: analysen av de enskilda artiklarna 

Mintzberg 1 är en problematisering av den så kallade designskolans syn på strategi. 

Mintzberg identifierar sju premisser vilka designskolan utgår ifrån. Han kritiserar sedan fyra 

specifika punkter gällande designskolan: (1) tron på behovet av en medveten analys av 

styrkor och svagheter; (2) antagandet att struktur följer efter strategi; (3) premissen att alla 

strategier alltid skall göras explicita och (4) antagandet att formuleringen och 

implementeringen av strategi är två separata, inte överlappande skeden. Mintzberg avslutar 

med att notera att designskolan inte är onyttig men att den måste sättas i sin rätta kontext. 

Denna kontext anser Mintzberg vara i ena ändan av ett kontinuum och att en strategi som 
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växer fram på gräsrotsnivå är i den andra ändan av ett kontinuum för olika sätt att formulera 

en strategi. 

Ansoffs svar kan indelas i två olika delar. Den första delen är ett försvar av designskolan, i 

vilken Ansoff argumenterar att Mintzbergs kritik är både ovetenskapligt argumenterad och 

inkorrekt. Den andra delen är en kritik av Mintzbergs strategimodell som Ansoff kallar för 

“Mintzbergs modell”. Denna kritik baserar sig på Mintzbergs kritik av designskolan, inte på 

Mintzbergs egna texter om hur han anser att strategifrågor ska lösas. 

Mintzberg 2 innehåller både försvar mot Ansoffs kritik såväl som nya punkter. De 

huvudsakliga punkterna är att Ansoffs försvar av designskolan är inkorrekt och att hans 

kritik av “Mintzbergs modell” är inkorrekt. Mintzberg noterar att Ansoffs forskning är 

beskrivande till sin natur men inte föreskrivande. 

STEG 2 & 3: analysen av debatterna som helhet samt kontroll av möjliga felargument 

Debatt 1: debatten om designskolan börjar med att Mintzberg lägger fram fyra specifika 

punkter med vilka designskolan kritiseras. Problemet med debatten uppstår i Ansoffs svar. 

Ansoff misstolkar Mintzbergs kritik och svarar enbart på oväsentlig kritik. Efter att ha svarat 

på denna oväsentliga kritik noterar Ansoff att det därmed inte är nödvändigt att svara på den 

övriga kritiken. Detta leder till att ett felargument begås av Ansoff, vilket sätter stopp för 

debatten och möjligheten att finna en lösning på de omstridda frågorna. 

Debatt 2: debatten om “Mintzbergs modell” faller på den grundläggande problematiken att 

Ansoffs kritik av Mintzbergs syn på strategi – “Mintzbergs modell” – inte bygger på 

Mintzbergs egna texter om hur strategi skall skötas. Den bygger istället på Mintzbergs kritik 

av designskolan. Vad gäller felargument innehåller debatten vågade argument men inte 

direkta felargument. 

Debatt 3: beskrivande mot föreskrivande debatten handlar till stor del om samma frågor som 

debatt 1. Skillnaden ligger närmast i de specifika exempel Mintzberg tar upp och i den kritik 

han riktar mot Ansoff. Mintzberg konstaterar att “does planning pay?” -litteraturen, fritt 

översatt ”lönar det sig att planera?” inte bevisat något. Mintzberg säger också att Ansoffs 

forskning är beskrivande till sin natur, men att den inte är föreskrivande, alltså att den inte 

ger (felfri) vägledning för hur man skall lösa strategifrågor. 
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6.5. En konkluderande avslutning 

Vad kan vi säga om – och lära oss av – artiklarna? 

Det som vi överlag kan konstatera gällande artiklarna är att det sker en förvandling i stil från 

den första till den sista. Mintzberg 1 är skriven i väldigt traditionell stil. Ansoffs svar tar en 

klart mera personligt ton, vilket tydligt kan ses bland annat av att Ansoff använder 

Mintzbergs förnamn istället för efternamn vid ett antal tillfällen. Mintzberg tar också an 

denna mera personliga stil i sin andra artikel, och Ansoff refereras till med förnamn istället 

för efternamn i den klara merparten av fallen han nämns. Argumentationen innehåller också 

ett antal möjliga fall av ad hominem, personliga anfall eller kritik av person istället för 

argument, både vad gäller Ansoffs svar och Mintzberg 2.  

Mintzberg 1 är stundvis något spekulativ i sin argumentation men den kan anses vara en 

väldigt traditionell akademisk artikel. Argumentationen överlag är baserad på hänvisningar 

till akademiska texter. Artikelns huvudsakliga fokus är en problematisering av designskolan. 

Det vi kan lära oss av Mintzberg 1 är att det är ett missförstånd att tolka den som en 

argumentation för hur strategi skall skötas. Mintzberg kritiserar designskolan, men lägger 

inte fram ett alternativ till designskolan för att lösa strategifrågor. 

Ansoffs svar kan kritiseras på ett antal punkter. Den första är felargumentationen som leder 

till att debatten om designskolan upphör. Den andra är att Mintzbergs texter om sin egen syn 

på strategi inte används som utgångspunkt för kritiken av ”Mintzbergs modell” utan kritiken 

baserar sig på Mintzbergs problematisering av designskolan. 

Mintzberg 2 tillämpar en klart mera omfattande argumentationsstrategi än Mintzberg 1. Det 

klaraste tecknet på detta är det framlagda argumentet att arbetet Ansoff gjort under hela sin 

karriär närmast har värde som en beskrivning av omvärlden men att det inte kan användas 

som något slags rättssnöre för hur man skall gå till väga för att nå framgång. Alltså att 

Ansoffs arbete har beskrivande- men inte föreskrivande värde. 

Vad kan vi säga om – och lära oss av – debatterna? 

Svaren på forskningsfrågorna vad gäller debatterna är sammansatt i tabell 1. Gällande debatt 3 

kan vissa frågor inte besvaras eftersom Mintzberg 2 aldrig blev besvarad, och därför inte 

utgör en helhet som debatt. 
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Tabell 1. Vad kan vi saga om – och lära oss av – debatterna? 

 Vad handlar debatten 
om? 

Vilken är argumentations-
strukturen? 

Är det en “rättvis 
kamp”, m.a.o. gör sig 

någondera parten 
skyldig till felargument? 

Kan någondera 
parten anses ha 

“vunnit” 
debatten? 

Vad kan vi lära oss av 
debatten? 

Debatt 1 

Debatten om 
design skolan 

En problematisering av 
designskolan. Målet att 
planera och 
implementera en 
perfekt strategi anses 
onåbart. 

Argumentationen upphör då 
Ansoff inte svarar på 
Mintzbergs kritik. 

I och med att Ansoff inte 
svarar på Mintzbergs 
kritik gör Ansoff sig 
skyldig till 
felargumentering. 

Nej. Detta på 
grund av att 
debatten spårar ur, 
eller upphör, i och 
med Ansoffs 
argumentationsfel.

Ansoff svarade inte på 
Mintzbergs huvudsakliga 
kritik. 

Debatt 2 

Debatten om 
Mintzbergs 
modell 

En kritik av 
”Mintzbergs modell” 
för strategi. 

Mintzberg motargumenterar 
Ansoffs argument med att fel 
bild getts av Mintzbergs syn 
på strategi, att Ansoffs svar 
saknar akademisk kredibilitet 
och att Ansoffs arbete är 
beskrivande, inte 
föreskrivande. 

Mintzbergs argument kan 
anses vågade, men kan 
inte anses vara 
felargument. 

Nej. Ansoff 
svarade aldrig på 
Mintzbergs andra 
artikel; 
motargumenten 
förblev alltså 
obesvarade. 

Ansoffs tolkning av 
“Mintzbergs modell” var 
baserad på Mintzberg kritik 
av designskolan, inte på 
Mintzbergs egna synpunkter 
på strategiformulering. 

Debatt 3 

Beskrivande 
mot 
föreskrivande 
debatten 

(1) Ansoffs forskning 
är beskrivande, inte 
föreskrivande. (2) 
“Lönar det sig att 
planera?” -litteraturen 
bevisade aldrig 
någonting. 

 

______ 

 

(kan ej besvaras) 

 

______ 

 

(kan ej besvaras) 

 

______ 

 

(kan ej besvaras) 

Debatten kring strategifrågor 
skulle ha tjänats bättre ifall 
Mintzberg hade använt sin 
andra artikel till att återföra 
fokuset på kritiken som 
Ansoff lämnade obesvarade. 
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Appendix 1. Some of the more (and less) common “standard 

treatment” fallacies 

This appendix contains a collection of 26 kinds of fallacies. There is little or no 

agreement as to what constitutes a complete or correct list of fallacies. This list 

includes both common “standard treatment” fallacies as well as several less 

commonly identified fallacies. I have used the “Argumentum ad…” group’s original 

Latin names rather than English as they are commonly identified by these names37. 

The list is in alphabetical order. 

Ad antiquitam 

Appeal to Antiquity. This fallacy is committed when it is assumed that “older is better”. In 

other words, that an idea has been around for a long time is taken as evidence of the 

truthfulness of the idea. Age, of course, has no bearing whatsoever on the logical 

sustainability of any idea. This is, therefore, a fallacy. 

PREMISE: Religion has existed for thousands of years. 

CONCLUSION: Religion (in some form) must be true. 

Some of the other ideas which existed for centuries, if not millennia, were that the world is 

flat and that one can produce gold from common metals (through “transmutation”)38. Age in 

and of itself is not a logical base for an argument, and to use age to strengthen an argument is 

fallacious. (That is the case also when arguing against an argument, as we shall see in the 

opposite of appeal to antiquity – appeal to novelty.) 

Ad baculum 

Appeal to Force. The appeal to force, as the name implies, is an argument for something 

based on the threat of sanctions or physical abuse if the argument is not accepted. It does not, 

however, mean that the argument itself is sound or true. In fact, an appeal to force may 

contain no evidence whatsoever for believing in its conclusion: 

                                                 
37 In other words, I do not use the Latin names in a futile attempt to appear horridly smart. 
38 This, however, has since been proven impossible. 
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PREMISE: If you don’t accept that the Sun orbits the Earth, rather than the other way 

around, then you will be excommunicated from the Church. 

CONCLUSION: The Sun orbits the Earth. 

Ad consequentiam 

Appeal to Consequences. The appeal to consequences may or may not involve an appeal to 

force. The basic structure of this fallacy is to motivate a belief with an appeal to the good or 

bad consequences of believing (or not believing) in something. One of the more famous 

examples of the appeal to consequences fallacy is Pascal’s Wager39. The Wager posits that it 

is a better “bet” to believe that God exists than not to believe so, because the expected value 

of believing (which Pascal assessed as infinite) is always greater than the expected value of 

not believing. 

o Appeal to Good Consequences: 

PREMISE: If you believe in God (and God exists) then you will find a kind of 

fulfilment in life that you’ve never felt before. 

Therefore: 

CONCLUSION: You should believe in God. 

o Appeal to Bad Consequences: 

PREMISE: If you do not believe in God then you will be miserable, as you will 

think that life has no meaning. 

Therefore: 

CONCLUSION: You should believe in God. 

Both these arguments are fallacious – neither contain any proof of the point which they are 

arguing for. 

Ad hominem 

Argument to the man. The ad hominem fallacy is commonly divided into groups depending 

on the type of argument. A uniting feature among them is a focus on attacking or discrediting 

                                                 
39 See, for instance, the Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/pascal-wager/ 
accessed March 2nd 2009. 
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the arguer rather than the argument. It is, however, important to note that all ad hominem 

arguments are not necessarily fallacious by default. When divided into two groups, they are 

often referred to as abusive and circumstantial, or direct and circumstantial ad hominem 

arguments. On the difference between the two, Hamblin (1970: 42) clarifies that the 

circumstantial ad hominem argument is not always invalid, though it is not clear when it is 

and when it is not. Purely abusive arguments, on the other hand, are not arguments at all. 

Walton (1998: 211) posits dividing the ad hominem into three categories: the direct (or so-

called abusive), the circumstantial, and the bias arguments. Walton (1995: 215) explains the 

three main ways an ad hominem argument tends to fail and thereby constitute a fallacy as: 

1) The premise (alleging bad character, practical inconsistency, or bias) may fail to be 

sufficiently backed up by evidence, and the strength of the ad hominem may be greatly 

exaggerated. 

2) The “basic” ad hominem fallacy, as a shift from weak refutation to strong refutation. 

3) The failure of an attack to be relevant (in the context of the dialogue). 

Sometimes the tu quoque fallacy is classified as an ad hominem fallacy, sometimes as its own 

fallacy. In this thesis it will be given its own category. 

Ad ignorantiam 

Argument from ignorance. Also called argument to ignorance, appeal to ignorance, lack-of-

knowledge inference, negative evidence, and negative proof. The ad ignorantiam fallacy can 

take two forms: either a proposition may be concluded to be true on the basis that it has not 

been proven to be false, or the proposition may be concluded to be false on the basis that it 

has not been proven to be true. The rationale of the phrase argumentum ad ignorantiam is 

clear – both forms of argument are based on a premise of lack of knowledge, i.e. ignorance 

(Walton, 1996). Bertrand Russell’s “teapot argument” 40 is one of the more famous examples 

of the fallacy of ad ignorantiam: 

“If I were to suggest that between the Earth and Mars there is a china teapot revolving 

about the sun in an elliptical orbit, nobody would be able to disprove my assertion 

                                                 
40 Russell presented the argument more than once. Among the sources is an essay entitled “Is there a God”, 
available at: http://www.cfpf.org.uk/articles/religion/br/br_god.html, accessed March 2nd 2009. 
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provided I were careful to add that the teapot is too small to be revealed even by our 

most powerful telescopes.” 

Russell’s point is that, were he to claim there is a china teapot in orbit between the Earth and 

Mars the assumption would be that he must prove it before anyone would be required to 

believe him. Not, in other words, the other way around – that as long as no one proves that the 

orbiting teapot doesn’t exist, one would assume that it does. The fallacy looks like this: 

PREMISE: You cannot disprove that there is a teapot in orbit between the Earth and 

Mars 

Therefore: 

CONCLUSION: There is a teapot in orbit between the Earth and mars. 

However, so as not to make life too easy for the argumentation analyst, Walton (1992: 381) 

notes that while the argument from ignorance has traditionally been classified as a fallacy, 

there is growing recognition that this kind of argument can be nonfallacious in some cases. 

On when arguments from ignorance are not fallacious Walton (ibid.) states cases where we 

can rightly assume that our knowledge base is complete (“epistemically closed”). As an 

example Walton gives a train schedule – if a certain stop is not mentioned in the train 

schedule, we can assume that the train does not stop there. 

Ad misericordiam 

Appeal to pity. An appeal to pity is an emotional appeal – rather than a logically reasoning 

appeal – in favour of an argument. On the grounds of the fallaciousness for an appeal to pity 

Walton (2005: 101) notes that it can be used as a distraction from relevant evidence that 

should be brought forward. In this respect, Walton (ibid.) adds, the ad misericordiam fallacy 

is just another variant of the ignoratio elenchi fallacy except that the special distraction 

utilized as the modus operandi of the irrelevant appeal is the emotion of pity. 

Ad novitatem 

Appeal to Novelty. The appeal to novelty fallacy is the opposite of the appeal to antiquity 

fallacy. The fallacy is committed when one argues something to be superior based on its being 

new. Though the idea may eventually prove to be true or superior, one cannot claim it to be so 

solely based on its novelty. 
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PREMISE: The “Linus Nyman Theory of Quintuple Bottom Line Management41” is the 

latest thing in economics. 

Therefore: 

CONCLUSION: The “Linus Nyman Theory of Quintuple Bottom Line Management” is 

true. 

This is a particularly important fallacy to be aware of as many business books make claims of 

being better because of their being new, and people jump on the band wagon of “the next big 

thing”. However, as has been stated several times before, committing the fallacy is, in itself, 

no proof that the claim is false. It is a fallacious reasoning unless one can prove causality. 

Ad populum 

To the people. The ad populum fallacy, Walton (1988: 264) explains, is the fallacy committed 

by directing an emotional appeal to the feelings or enthusiasms of “the gallery” or “the 

people” to win assent to an argument not adequately supported by proper evidence. Walton 

brings up several points about the ad populum fallacy, among them the issue of it being 

seemingly directed to a “specific group of actual persons rather than being an attempt to argue 

from true premises” (Walton, 1980: 269). In discussing the ad populum Walton (1980: 266) 

also notes: 

In arguing ad populum, when one selects premises, it matters little whether the 

premises are true. The question is rather one of whether these premises are plausible 

and will be accepted-if possible, enthusiastically-by the audience that is being 

confronted. The fallacy here would be that of throwing concern for the truth aside in 

favor of an outright partisan process of trying to convince by utilizing whatever 

assumptions, no matter how outrageous, that one's target audience seems prepared to 

tolerate. 

Additionally Walton brings up its emotiveness, noting that “Ad populum, like its partners in 

crime, ad misericordiam and ad baculum is often, perhaps usually, characterized as a fallacy 

that is essentially emotive. So construed, it is a questionable move because it attempts to 

                                                 
41 Although no such theory exists (unless I decide to write one at some point), the reader is invited to insert the 
name of any popular, novel theory name in its place for greater relevance and effect. 
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short-circuit rational argument by jamming it with emotional interference” (Ibid).  Worth 

noting, however, is that many of the examples of the ad populum fallacy in the textbooks are 

not fallacious arguments but only weak arguments that give just a small weight of 

presumption that needs to be evaluated against a larger weight of evidence (Walton, 2005: 

224). 

Ad verecundiam 

Appeal to authority. Also called appeal to expert opinion, and argument from authority. On 

the meaning, Walton (1995: 46) notes that “the expression argumentum ad verecundiam 

means appeal to reverence (respect) and refers to the fallacy of inappropriate use of appeals to 

expert opinion in argumentation.” The ad verecundiam can take many different forms. In fact, 

Walton (1995: 47) states that it seems to be not one single error but a number of different 

ways in which appeals to expert opinion in argumentation can go wrong. One of the examples 

given is dismissing an argument on the grounds that the arguer is not an expert in the given 

field. (Sometimes called “argument from reverse respect” or “argument from modesty”.) 

Other examples include quoting an expert incorrectly, rendering the expert’s opinion in a 

misleading way without quoting her exact words, or using phrases like “according to the 

experts” without naming any specific source (Walton 1995: 47). 

It has been claimed that the appeal to authority is always deductively fallacious as even a 

legitimate authority speaking on his or her area of expertise may affirm a falsehood. However, 

the fallacy as defined in this thesis is when the appeal to authority is used incorrectly. When 

used correctly an argument from authority may still be a very weak argument – but it is not 

necessarily fallacious as such. Let me illustrate with an example. 

PREMISE: Source E is an expert in subject domain D, containing proposition A. 

PREMISE: E asserts that proposition A in domain D is true (false). 

CONCLUSION: A may be plausibly be taken to be true (false). 

This is a logically valid argument, though it still may be either weak or, at worst, incorrect. 

The fallacy, however, comes when using the argument from authority wrongly. 

PREMISE: Source E is an expert in subject domain D, containing proposition A. 



92 

 

PREMISE: E asserts that proposition A in domain X is true (false). 

CONCLUSION: A may be plausibly be taken to be true (false). 

The fallacy lies in appealing to an authority speaking on a subject the authority is not actually 

an authority on. 

Affirming the consequent 

Aristotle (167b1, in Hamblin 1972: 35) explains that this fallacy arises because people 

suppose that the relation of consequence is convertible. For whenever, suppose A is, B 

necessarily is, they then suppose that if B is, A necessarily is. In other words, the fallacy of 

affirming the consequent is committed when one puts the modus ponens argument the wrong 

way around. 

PREMIS: If A, then B 

PREMISE: B 

CONCLUSION: A 

An example: 

PREMSE: If my thesis mentor considered my thesis to be so horrid that he wanted to 

have me thrown out of the University, he would write an email to the rector saying I 

should be thrown out. 

PREMISE: My mentor is writing an email. 

CONCLUSION: My thesis mentor wants to have me thrown out of the University. 

Appeal to popularity 

The appeal to popularity fallacy is committed when one assumes an idea to be true simply 

because the belief inherent in the claim is widely held. Though seemingly similar to the ad 

populum, the difference lies in appealing to emotion vs. appealing to a commonly held belief. 

Calling (P1) and (P2) the basic forms of the argument from popularity, Walton (2005: 89) 

gives the following examples: 

PREMISE: Everybody accepts that A is true. 



93 

 

CONCLUSION: Therefore, A is true. 

PREMISE: Nobody accepts that A is true. 

CONCLUSION: Therefore, A is false. 

Let us look at a more specific example: 

PREMISE: Most people believe that HIV and AIDS are the same thing 

Therefore: 

CONCLUSION: HIV and AIDS are the same thing 

This argument is fallacious (not all HIV positive individuals have AIDS). Worth noting is that 

one can accept the premise of the argument (that most people do believe HIV and AIDS to be 

the same thing) without accepting the conclusion (that HIV and AIDS are the same thing).  

Bifurcation / false dilemma 

This fallacy is committed when fewer options are presented than there, in fact, are options 

available. “Do you want strawberry or vanilla ice cream?” when, for instance, there would 

also be chocolate available. Another example is the “first cause” argument for the existence of 

a supernatural being: 

PREMISE: Either God created the universe, or the universe came into existence out of 

nothing. 

PREMISE: The universe didn’t come into existence out of nothing, since nothing comes 

from nothing. 

CONCLUSION: God created the universe. 

The first premise of the argument sets up this fallacy. Either of the options might be true, or it 

might be that there is a third option which we are unaware of42. Another example of this 

fallacy is the claim “you are either with me or you are against me”. Clearly, being with 

                                                 
42 This argument for the existence of a divine being actually commits several fallacies. It fails to ask the same 
question of itself. If nothing can come of nothing, then how did God come into existence? The argument doesn’t 
solve the problem of how the world came into existence; it merely moves the source one step back. It also begs 
the question where did this creator come from? And if the creator arguably has always existed, then the same 
argument could be made about the universe having always existed, without creator. 
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someone or against someone are two options. However, there is also the option of neutrality, 

or some mixture of the three (in complex positions). 

Cum hoc ergo propter hoc 

This fallacy is commonly called by the abbreviation “cum hoc” rather than by any English 

translation. The cum hoc fallacy is committed when one assumes that correlated events – 

events which happen at the same time – have a causal connection based purely on that they 

occur together. This fallacy is closely related to the post hoc ergo propter hoc fallacy (which 

will be covered later). An example of the cum hoc could, for instance, be found when 

comparing statistics for ice cream sales and drowning. It is likely that sales of ice cream 

correlate with deaths by drowning. I.e. more people drown during months when a lot of ice 

cream is sold. The cum hoc fallacy would be to assume that there is a causality between the 

two – “the more ice cream is sold, the more people drown” rather than “during hot weather 

more people go swimming, and more people buy ice cream.” 

Equivocation 

The fallacy of equivocation occurs when one shifts the meaning of a word during the course 

of an argument. The danger of equivocation, Walton (2005: 250) states, is that if the 

ambiguous term is taken in one way in one occurrence in the argument and in another way in 

a second occurrence, the argument could seem to be valid without really being so. 

Deductively the fallacy of equivocation may seem valid. 

PREMISE: All A are B. 

PREMISE: X is A. 

Therefore: 

CONCLUSION: X is B. 

This looks good so far. However, now we add the equivocation fallacy – ambiguous use of 

words (adapted from Walton, 2005: 250): 

PREMISE: All stars are in orbit in outer space. 

PREMISE: Halle Berry is a star. 

Therefore: 
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CONCLUSION: Halle Berry is in orbit in outer space. 

The problem is the double meaning of the word “star”. 

Fallacy of composition 

This fallacy assumes that if every part of a whole has a given property then the whole also has 

the same property. Not all arguments of this type need be fallacious.  

PREMISE: Every chapter in this thesis is less than 50 pages in length. 

CONCLUSION: This thesis as a whole is less than 50 pages in length. 

Business students may be more familiar with this fallacy through the Keynesian economics’ 

“paradox of thrift”. Although exercising thrift may be good for an individual, it does not 

follow that it is good for the economy as a whole if all people exercise thrift. This could be 

put forth as follows: 

PREMISE: If I only spend money on basic necessities for the rest of the year, my 

economy will be in much better shape. 

CONCLUSION: If all of society only spends money on basic necessities for the rest of 

the year, the economy as a whole will be in much better shape. 

Fallacy of division 

This fallacy is the reverse of the fallacy of composition. In practice it looks like this: 

PREMISE: Fire is hot. 

PREMISE: Fire is made of molecules. 

CONCLUSION: A fire molecule is hot. 

Though this may seem logical, it is – in fact – false. A single molecule has no temperature. 

(An individual molecule can be fast, it cannot be hot (or, for that matter, cold)43.) As with the 

fallacy of composition – and so many other fallacies – it need not be incorrect. If, for instance, 

one were to argue that a laptop computer is smaller than an 18-wheeler truck as all parts of a 

laptop are smaller than the parts of a truck, even though there might be some individual parts 

which aren’t smaller than certain parts of a truck, ones claim would still be correct. 
                                                 
43 For more information, see a book or internet site on statistical mechanics. 
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Fallacy of many questions  

Also known as plurium interrogationum (Latin for “of many questions”), complex question, 

loaded question. This fallacy is related to the petitio principii, and is a more subtle form of the 

false dilemma. An example of this fallacy is the question: “Have you stopped beating 

children yet?” Inherent in the question is a limitation of options – either one has stopped 

beating children or one has not. In either case it is assumed that one has beaten children. In 

other words it rests on a questionable assumption which all answers will endorse. 

Faulty analogy 

Also called false analogy, misleading analogy. Arguments from analogy are a common form 

of argument. As Walton (2005: 260) notes, arguments from analogy are persuasive because 

they compare two situations, at least one of which is familiar to the audience, and because 

there is a plausible basis of similarity between the two situations. However, the faulty analogy 

– like so many other fallacies – is not an uncomplicated one to judge. Walton (1995: 61) 

addresses issues related to the faulty analogy fallacy. 

[T]he problem with examples of faulty or false analogy suggested by the typical 

textbook illustrations is that the analogy is not altogether worthless, but it is simply 

too weak, or open to too many objections, to sustain much of the burden of proof in 

the argument. 

One can also view the fallacy as consisting of “pressing the analogy too hard” or “trying to 

portray it as immune to critical questioning” (ibid). 

Gambler's fallacy 

This is the least commonly cited of all the fallacies included in this list. It could certainly be 

argued that this fallacy is merely a form of the post hoc. Regardless, I have chosen to include 

it here – perhaps due to my own shameful bias towards a spot of blackjack now and again. 

The Gambler’s fallacy incorrectly believes a particular random event to be more (or less) 

likely to occur because it has (or has not) happened recently. The culprit behind the 

Gambler’s fallacy is people’s lack of understanding of the law of averages. 
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PREMISE: This coin has landed heads-up nine times in a row.  

CONCLUSION: It is more likely to land tails-up the next time it is tossed. 

When tossing a coin the likelihood of it ending up heads or tails is equal (50 %). The 

likelihood of tossing heads 10 times in a row is one in 1024, or 0.00098 %44. However, if one 

tossed a coin 9 times and it turns up heads each time, the likelihood of it turning up heads 

again the next time one tosses it is still 50 %. The statistical probability of current or future 

tosses does not change based on past results. 

As something of an aside, even in a situation in which the odds do change, like for instance 

blackjack, the odds change so little with each single dealt card that it is very likely that one 

still will commit a form of the gambler’s fallacy by assuming a much greater likelihood than 

the statistics prescribe45. 

Ignoratio elenchi 

Ignorance of refutation. Also called irrelevant conclusion, irrelevant premise, ignoring the 

issue, misconception of refutation. The Red Herring fallacy is sometimes classified as 

ignoratio elenchi (e.g. by Walton, 1995) and sometimes classified as its own fallacy. 

                                                 
44 0.5 ^10 = 0.0009765625, or 1/1024. (However, the likelihood of tossing the same result (either heads or tails) 
10 times in a row is slightly greater (0.5^9), as it does not matter what the first toss is.) 
45 In blackjack the likelihood of the dealer drawing any specific card next will naturally depend on which cards 
are left in the deck. Thus one could argue that the situation is not covered by the Gambler’s fallacy as it is not a 
completely random event. However, people over-presume the extent to which dealt cards affect the statistical 
probabilities of the next card dealt, and thus I would consider it at least a close relative to the Gambler’s fallacy. 
(Perhaps we can coin the term “Blackjack player’s fallacy.”) An example: a normal shoe (cardholder dealers use 
in blackjack) in Finland contains 6 decks. The statistical probability of the first card dealt being a 10 point card 
(which, in blackjack, are all 10: s, jacks, queens, and kings) is 96/312 (there are four of each – 10, jack, queen, 
king – in each deck => 4 ten point cards * 4 suits * 6 decks = 96, and there are a total of 6 * 52 = 312 cards in 
the shoe). That calculates to a statistical probability of 30.769 % for the first card dealt to be a 10 point card. 
(Note to blackjack players: so as not to confuse the uninitiated, I will not take into account the 5 card throwaway 
at the start of a deal.) For comparison, if the first 10 cards dealt are 10 point cards, the statistical probability of 
the next card dealt being a 10 point card is 86/302 = 28.477 %. In other words the probabilistic difference 
between situation one and situation two is only just over 2 %. However, anyone with the (questionable?) habit of 
frequenting blackjack tables (like yours truly) will see the common practice of assuming the statistical 
probability to be much more greatly changed by the previously dealt cards than it actually is. As an interesting 
digression to this footnote, the odds in blackjack always favor the house unless one counts cards. This is a 
forbidden practice, and will get you thrown out of any casino which even suspects you of practicing it. However, 
I digress too far. Let us return to fallacies. 



98 

 

Walton (1995: 65) states that ignoratio elenchi is the Aristotelian term for the fallacy of not 

proving what you are supposed to prove in a dialogue, namely the thesis (proposition) for 

which you have the burden of proof. Hamblin (1972: 31) notes that Aristotle means the 

ignoratio elenchi to refer to cases in which, through lack of logical acumen, the arguer thinks 

he has proved one thing but has at best proved something else. Hamblin (1970: 31) notes that, 

depending on how one classifies it, the ignoratio elenchi can be stretched to cover virtually 

every kind of fallacy, and that almost any fallacy at all may be put under this heading (ibid, p. 

41). In that sense it can be compared to the non sequitur46. However, any time a conclusion 

does not follow from its premises it can be classified as a non sequitur. The ignoratio elenchi 

can therefore be considered somewhat narrower in focus than the non sequitur. 

“No True Scotsman” 

The “No True Scotsman” fallacy rephrases its argument to make it irrefutable by counter-

examples. It becomes a form of circular argument which makes its statement impossible to 

falsify. To bring the example closer to home, I shall use an “All True Finns” –version of the 

fallacy in the following example: 

“ALL TRUE FINNS”: 

CLAIM: All true Finns are heavy drinkers. 

COUNTER-CLAIM: Pekka is a Finn, but does not drink at all. 

COUNTER-CLAIM TO THE COUNTER-CLAIM: Pekka is not a real Finn. 

Therefore: 

CONCLUSION: Pekka cannot be used as a counter-example to the statement, as Pekka 

has been “shown” not to be “a true Finn”.  

Petitio principii 

This fallacy is also called begging the question or arguing in a circle. It occurs when a 

premise depends on the conclusion, or is even equivalent to it, “in such a way that the 

requirement of evidential priority is violated” (Walton, 1995: 49). On the origin, or meaning, 
                                                 
46 Latin, meaning “it does not follow”. In several prominent fallacy books the non sequitur is, in fact, not listed 
as a category of fallacy. It is my personal assumption that the ignoratio elenchi is considered to cover such 
fallacies. 
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of the name, Hamblin (1972: 33) notes that “If one person sets out to argue a case to another 

he may ask to be granted certain premises on which to build. The Fallacy consists in asking to 

be granted the question-at-issue, which one has set out to prove.” A commonly quoted 

example of begging the question comes from Black (1952: 236). In this example a man wants 

to establish his credit at a bank. He tells the bank manager that his friend Jones will vouch for 

him. The bank manager asks how they can know that Jones is reliable. The man says that he 

himself can vouch for Jones’ reliability. Another common example is given in Walton (1995: 

50): 

God exists! 

How do you know? 

The Bible says so. 

How do I know what the bible says is true? 

Because the Bible is the word of God! 

Post hoc ergo propter hoc 

The phrase post hoc ergo propter hoc is Latin and means “after this therefore because of 

this.” This fallacy is commonly known as post hoc, rather than by any English translation. 

While Walton (1989: 215–224) identifies six different kinds of post hoc, for our purposes a 

general interpretation will suffice. The post hoc fallacy, Hamblin (1970: 152) notes, is an 

argument from temporal succession to causal influence. It is committed when one assumes 

causality purely because one thing happened after another. Any event occurring after another 

event does not, of course, necessarily imply that one happened because of the other. This 

fallacy is closely related to the cum hoc ergo propter hoc fallacy. 

PREMISE: When my car would not start I cursed at it and banged on the steering 

wheel. Then I tried again and it stared. 

Therefore: 

CONCLUSION: Cursing at my car and banging on the steering wheel causes it to 

start when it otherwise would not. 

The root of many superstitious and/or religious practices can be found in the post hoc fallacy. 

Witch hunts, rain dances, bad luck from braking mirrors or seeing black cats, etc. trace their 

roots back to assumed yet non-existent causal relationships.  
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Slippery Slope 

An example of this argument can be found in the debate on legalizing marihuana. One of the 

arguments against it is that (legalized) marihuana will act as a slippery slope (the so-called 

“gateway theory” or “gateway hypothesis”) for use of stronger drugs. The argument could be 

expressed – slightly strengthened for purposes of clarity – as follows: 

PREMISE:  If you smoke marihuana you will end up taking harder and harder drugs 

and eventually become a homeless thieving crack-head. 

PREMISE: You do not want to become a homeless thieving crack-head. 

CONCLUSION: You should not smoke marihuana. 

This argument commits the slippery slope fallacy because it is possible to smoke a joint 

without going on to become a homeless thieving crack-head47. 

Straw Man Arguments 

Sometimes referred to as straw dog fallacy, scarecrow argument, or wooden dummy 

argument. The name is said to stem from the practice of using “straw men” (e.g. scarecrows) 

in combat training. The straw man fallacy is when one misrepresents an opponent’s position. 

This is normally done in the interest of making the (new) position easier to refute. However, 

even if the new position is refuted, the original position is still left unchallenged. Thus this is 

a fallacy. The straw man may also include quoting an opponent’s words out of context. 

Tu Quoque 

Latin for “you, too” or “you, also”, and this fallacy is also known as the “you too” fallacy. It 

occurs if one argues that an action is acceptable because ones opponent has performed it. This 

fallacy is sometimes defined as relating solely to something ones opponent in an argument has 

done, and sometimes defined as committed when referring to events not related to ones 

opponent in an argument. It is commonly classified as a sub-category to the ad hominem.

                                                 
47 Or, for that matter (so as not to commit the straw man fallacy in my examples), without going on to “just” 
taking harder drugs (with the homelessness and thieving left out of the argument). 
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Appendix 2. The briefest of historical backgrounds of the study of 

fallacies 

This appendix gives a very short introduction to the background and history of the 

study of fallacies. Any attempt to cover more than two millennia of any topic on a few 

pages would seem all-but doomed at the outset. I shall, however, roll up my sleeves 

and give it my best shot. 

The first known study of fallacies was done by the Greek philosopher Aristotle (384 BC–322 

BC).  It would be an understatement to say that no work on fallacies would be complete 

without covering Aristotle’s work on the topic. During the centuries and millennia since 

Aristotle there have been many proposals for reform of his classification and groupings of 

fallacies. However, as Hamblin (1970: 9) states, none has met with more than temporary 

acceptance. Aristotle’s surviving works, referred to as the Corpus Aristotelicum, include 

coverage of rhetoric and argumentation in a number of different works. The main treatment of 

fallacies is in De Sophisticis Elenchis. The common English translation of this is “On 

Sophistical Refutations”48. In Sophisticis Elenchis Aristotle lists thirteen types of fallacies, 

dividing them into two groups. Quoting Aristotle49 (165b 23-24), “There are two styles of 

refutation; for some depend on the language used, while some are independent of language.”50 

There are six of the former and seven of the latter. 

Aristotle’s treatment of fallacies has not traversed the millennium without critique. Some 

have suggested more or less successful alternatives to Aristotle’s groupings. Others have 

simply stated that it is enough to have a study of correct reasoning and that a study of fallacies 

is unnecessary.  This was summed up by Hamlin (1970: 136), who noted that the history of 

the study of fallacies from the Renaissance to the present is “a series of waves of anti-

                                                 
48 This is in reference to the term “sophist”, not the English word “sophisticated.” A much less common but 
perhaps also less misleading translation is “On Refutations of the Sophists”. 
49 A note on quoting Aristotle: as is custom in academia, I will use the so-called “Bekker numbers” rather than 
page numbers for my references. The reason for this is that the citations can be checked without needing to have 
the same book edition as is used by this author. 
50 The traditional Latin terms used are in dictione and extra dictionem. 



102 

 

Aristotelian attempts to get rid of the subject altogether, followed at regular intervals by the 

reinstatement of the old doctrine in ever new revised forms.” 

Between Aristotle’s Sophisticis Elenchis and the present there are centuries upon centuries 

during which little or no active study of fallacies was done. Around the twelfth century 

interest in fallacy study was rekindled with something of a vengeance, and came to form part 

of the logic curriculum in the emerging universities (Hamblin, 1970). 

A major period of interest in the study of fallacies came in Europe during the seventeenth 

century. In 1620 Francis Bacon (1561–1626) published Novum Organum, the English 

translation of which is “New Instrument”. The title is in reference to Aristotle’s Organon, 

which contains Sophisticis Elenchi. In Novum Organon (book I, chapter II, sections 38–44) 

Bacon puts forth a new method for grouping fallacies. He redefines fallacies as false notions, 

which he calls phantoms, or idola – idols. Bacon divides these idols into four classes: Idols of 

the Tribe, Idols of the Cave, Idols of the Market Place, and Idols of the Theatre. Though 

Bacon may be credited as a large contributor to the evolution of the scientific method, his 

reclassification of fallacies did not ignite either scholars or practitioners, and it has since all 

but died out. 

A decade after Novum Organum was published the world saw the birth of John Locke (1632–

1704), a philosopher whose work has stood the test of time to join the common vocabulary 

and classifications of fallacies. In An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (book IV: Of 

Knowledge and Opinion, chapter XVII: Of Reason), Locke writes of “four sorts of arguments, 

that men in the reasonings with others do ordinarily make use of, to prevail on their assent; or 

at least so to awe them, as to silence their opposition” (2004: 605–6, italics as in original). 

These four sorts of arguments are the ad verecundiam, the ad ignorantiam, the ad hominem, 

and the ad judicium arguments. Of these the first three make up the first of the group of 

fallacies which has become known as the Ad… fallacies51. 

Hamblin’s Fallacies (1970) was a call-to-action for a more scientific approach to the study of 

fallacies. The decades since its publishing have seen a new golden age in the study of 

                                                 
51 In covering the Ad hominem Locke states that the classification “is already known.” Hamblin (1970: 161-2) 
traces the roots of the ad hominem classification back to Aristotle. 
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fallacies, with prolific academics like Douglas Walton – with dozens of articles and books 

published on fallacies – and others, taking up the challenge of a new, scientific approach to 

fallacies. 
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Appendix 3. The 10 rules of the critical discussion and their 

related fallacies 

Pragma-dialectics offers 10 rules to guide discussions. The rules, with the relevant 

fallacies for breaking them (see, for instance, van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992: 

107-207; van Eemeren, Grootendorst & Snoeck Henkemans, 2002; 182-183), are 

compiled in this appendix. 

Rule one: the freedom rule 

Parties must not prevent each other from advancing standpoints or from casting doubt on 

standpoints. Breaking this rule leads to a fallacy in the confrontation. 

Rule two: the burden of proof rule 

A party that advances a standpoint is obliged to defend it if asked by the other party to do so. 

Breaking rule two leads to a fallacy in the distribution of discussion roles. 

Rule three: the standpoint rule 

A party’s attack on a standpoint must relate to the standpoint that has indeed been advanced 

by the other party. Breaking this rule leads to a fallacy in representing standpoint. 

Rule four: the relevance rule 

A party may defend a standpoint only by advancing argumentation relating to that standpoint.  

Breaking this rule leads to a fallacy in choosing the means of defence. 

Rule five: the unexpressed premise rule 

A party may not deny premise that he or she has left implicit or falsely present something as a 

premise that has been left unexpressed by the other party. Breaking this rule leads to a fallacy 

in dealing with unexpressed premises. 

Rule six: the starting point rule 

A party may not falsely present a premise as an accepted starting point nor deny a premise 

representing an accepted starting point. Breaking this rule leads to a fallacy in utilizing 

starting points. 
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Rule seven: the argument scheme rule 

A party may not regard a standpoint as conclusively defended if the defence does not take 

place by means of an appropriate argumentation scheme that is correctly applied. Breaking 

this rule leads to a fallacy in utilizing argumentation schemes. 

Rule eight: the validity rule 

A party may only use arguments in its argumentation that are logically valid or capable of 

being made logically valid by making explicit one or more unexpressed premises. Breaking 

this rule leads to a fallacy in utilizing logical argument forms. 

Rule nine: the closure rule 

A failed defence of a standpoint must result in the party that put forward the standpoint 

retracting it and a conclusive defence of the standpoint must result in the other party 

retracting its doubt about the standpoint. Breaking this rule leads to a fallacy in concluding 

the discussion. 

Rule ten: the usage rule 

A party must not use formulations that are insufficiently clear or confusingly ambiguous and 

a party must interpret the other party’s formulations as carefully and accurately as possible. 

Breaking this rule leads to a fallacy in usage. 
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Appendix 4. The Mintzberg 1 analysis 

This appendix contains the analysis of the first article of my data, Mintzberg’s paper 

“The Design School: Reconsidering the Basic Premises of Strategic Management” 

published in Strategic Management Journal in 1990. In the interest of brevity, the 

paper is referred to as “Mintzberg 1”. 

Mintzberg 1 is divided into an introduction plus six topics. I will look at each of the sections 

separately. The categories are chosen based on the sub-section titles of Mintzberg 152. 

1) Introduction 

2) Origins of the Design School 

3) The basic design school model 

4) Premises underlying the design school 

5) Critique of the design school 

6) The design school and the case study method 

7) The design school – context and contribution 

1. Introduction 

Mintzberg begins by giving us an overview of the structure of the paper as well as its goals. 

For the purposes of this analysis it is a good original stating of Mintzberg’s intents and 

commitments for the article. 

This paper probes first into the basic model of the design school, then into the basic 

premises that underlie it. That leads to a critique of this school, which gives rise to an 

attempt to place it into its own viable context–the types of organizations and of 

situations most suited to it. (Mintzberg 1, p. 172) 

In other publications Mintzberg has identified 10 different schools of thought on strategic 

management (see, for instance, Mintzberg, 1990; Mintzberg & Ahlstrand & Lampel, 1998). 

These 10 schools of thought are not introduced in detail in Mintzberg 1; however, Mintzberg 

                                                 
52 All of the names of the sub-categories are taken verbatim from Mintzberg 1except for part 1 “introduction”, 
which is not given any name in Mintzberg 1. 
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(p. 171) does note that a good deal of the literature on strategy formation “naturally divides 

itself into distinct schools of thought.” Of these, he notes, three “are prescriptive in 

orientation, treating strategy formation as a process of conceptual design, of formal planning, 

and of analytical positioning.” These are the three schools he has defined as the prescriptive 

schools: the design school, the planning school, and the positioning school. Mintzberg (p. 

171) then goes on to comment on the design school in particular. 

This paper addresses itself to the first of these schools [i.e. the design school], in 

some ways the most entrenched of the ten [categories of schools]. Its basic 

framework underlies almost all prescription in this field and, accordingly, has had 

enormous impact on how strategy and the strategy-making process are conceived in 

practice as well as in education and research. 

This leads to a conclusion about the critique of Mintzberg 1 being “in some ways” valid for 

“the current popular beliefs in the field of strategic management in general” (ibid.). Next, 

Mintzberg comments on the sources of Mintzberg 1, stating that he draws widely on the 

literature of this school but that he uses one text in particular – “almost certainly the school’s 

best known” – The Concept of Corporate Strategy (Andrews, 1971). 

2. Origins of the Design School 

Mintzberg states that the design school has generally been associated with the Business Policy 

group at the Harvard Business School (HBS). HBS published several books on the topic in the 

1960’s. However, Mintzberg (p. 172) goes on to state that “claims that this school, or even the 

concept of business strategy itself, originated [from HBS] do not stand up to scrutiny.” He 

traces the origins of the design school back to either a 1957 book by Berkeley sociologist 

Philip Selznick or a 1955 article by Reilley as having offered the “first reflection” of the 

design approach. Mintzberg states that Kenneth Andrews’ texts stand as “the most outspoken 

and one of the clearest statements of this school.” 

3. The basic design school model 

This section is based largely on quotes by Selznick and Andrews. It includes a figure of 

Mintzberg’s view of the design school model in which Mintzberg has taken an original figure 

by Andrews and added elements from texts on the design school approach. From this figure 
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we can identify the main steps of the design school model. The first step is an external and 

internal appraisal. Mintzberg (p. 173) quotes Andrews on this part as follows 

The intellectual process of ascertaining what a company might do in terms of 

environmental opportunity, of deciding what it can do in terms of ability and power, 

and of bringing these two considerations together in optimal equilibrium. 

The external appraisal seeks to identify threats and opportunities in the environment, leading 

to identifying key success factors. The internal appraisal seeks to identify the strengths and 

weaknesses of the organization, leading to an identification of the organization’s distinctive 

competences. The result of these two steps combine to become the next phase of the design 

school model: the creation of one or several options for a strategy. These strategies are then 

evaluated. Social responsibility and managerial values are part of this evaluation process. This 

evaluation then leads to the choosing of one strategy. The final step is the implementation of 

the strategy. Mintzberg makes a number of comments on the model’s separation of the 

creation and implementation of the strategy and how this separation is also clearly noticeable 

in Andrew’s text. Mintzberg (p. 174) also notes the lack of an “extensive discussion” on the 

elements of the model in Andrews’s text. 

4. Premises underlying the design school 

In this section Mintzberg puts forth seven premises which he argues underlie the design 

school, stating (p. 175) that 

Running through all of the literature that we identified with this school are a number 

of fundamental premises about the process of strategy formation. Some of these tend 

to be explicit, others implicit, but they are always evident. 

The seven premises are significant in that they can be viewed as premises for Mintzberg’s 

coming critique, which in turn leads on to the section on what Mintzberg views as the context 

and contribution of the design school – the conclusions of the premises, as it were.  Each 

premise is discussed in further detail in Mintzberg 1 (p. 175–179). In the interest of brevity, 

however, I will merely state the premises here. 

Premise 1: Strategy formation should be a controlled, conscious process of thought 
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Premise 2: Responsibility for that control and consciousness must rest with the chief 

executive officer: that person is THE strategist 

Premises 3: The model of strategy formation must be kept simple and informal 

Premises 4: Strategies should be unique: the best ones result from a process of 

creative design 

Premises 5: Strategies emerge from this design process fully formulated 

Premises 6: These strategies should be explicit and, if possible, articulated, which 

also favors their being kept simple 

Premise 7: Finally, only after these unique, full-blown, explicit, and simple strategies 

are fully formulated can they be implemented 

The identification of the seven premises is followed by a discussion of Andrews’ 

qualifications53. Mintzberg (p. 179) states that 

While the premises are clearly evident in Andrews’ text… he does qualify virtually 

all of them, tucking into his text here and there either nuances that soften their 

character of else comments that acknowledge the unfortunate reality, as compared 

with the preferred ideal. 

Mintzberg (p. 180) notes that Andrews does not “pursue the qualifications at any length” and 

that “most of them are presented as asides or afterthoughts, while his real commitment 

remains to the premises themselves as, of course, is natural if he is not to undermine his own 

position.” 

5. Critique of the design school 

The first sentences of this section are significant in that, as we shall see later, it is what Ansoff 

latches on to and largely bases his entire defence against Mintzberg’s critique on. Mintzberg 

(p. 180, italics added for emphasis) states that 

                                                 
53 The term “qualifications” refers to the qualifying of statements, i.e. making them less absolute. “It will rain 
tomorrow” vs. “it will probably rain tomorrow”. 
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The writings of the design school can be critiqued on a number of levels. In perhaps 

the most general sense, the school has denied itself the chance to adapt. Research 

results that have put parts of it under suspicion were not considered; indeed, there was 

no reason to, if the model could not be elaborated upon. 

Mintzberg then goes on to give an example of this denial of the chance to adapt by quoting 

nearly identical texts written decades apart. In the introduction Mintzberg has told us what the 

main critique is going to focus on, and now he moves on to these topics. The four coming 

areas of critique are introduced (p. 181, italics added to the indicator words). 

We develop our critique by considering specific aspects of the model – first, the 

belief about the need for a conscious assessment of strengths and weaknesses, then 

the assumed sequence of strategy followed by structure, after that the premise that all 

strategies should be made explicit, and finally the assumed dichotomy between 

formulation and implementation. 

These are extremely significant points to this debate – they are, in fact, the main points of 

Mintzberg 1. Let me therefore present them again, slightly restructured for clarity. 

Mintzberg’s main points of critique of the design school are problems having to do with 

1) The belief about the need for a conscious assessment of strengths and weaknesses. 

2) The assumed sequence of structure follows strategy. 

3) The premise that all strategies should be made explicit. 

4) The assumed dichotomy54 between formulation and implementation. 

Let us now look at Mintzberg’s coverage of these points of critique. The titles for the sub-

sections are taken from Mintzberg 1’s section of the same name. 

5.1. Assessment of strengths and weaknesses: thinking vs. learning 

Mintzberg (p. 182, italics as in original) starts the analysis of this with a statement on the 

whole of his critique. 

                                                 
54 A dichotomy is the splitting of a whole into two (non-overlapping) parts. 
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Our critique of the design school revolves around one central theme: its promotion of 

thought independent of action, strategy formation above all a process of conception, 

rather than as one of learning. 

He goes on to say that this can most clearly be seen “in a fundamental step in the formulation 

process, the assessment of strengths and weaknesses” (ibid.). The problem Mintzberg wants 

to address here is the issue of how, or to what extent, an organization actually can know if 

there are specific competencies which are true for the whole company and, if so, how they can 

know what these competencies are. Mintzberg (p. 182) states that this point comes out “most 

clearly, if inadvertently,” in a 1976 study, Defining corporate strengths and weaknesses, by 

Howard Stevenson. In this study Stevenson asked managers to assess their companies’ 

strengths and weaknesses in general. There turned out to be little agreement between the 

managers on their companies’ strengths and weaknesses. The most common complaint put 

forth by the managers was that strengths and weaknesses have to be defined in the context of 

a specific problem. One respondent stated that any assessments not done in light of a specific 

deal is “just an academic exercise”. Mintzberg adds that strengths generally turn out to be far 

narrower than expected while weaknesses are far broader. Mintzberg (p. 183) also critiques 

Levitt’s (1960) “marketing myopia” conception that firms should define themselves by a 

broad mission rather than a narrow product or technology as “a cerebral exercise that could 

detach managers from the realities of the business they managed”. 

5.2. Structure follows strategy . . . as the left foot follows the right 

This section critiques the view of structure and strategy as separate, unrelated issues in which 

strategy takes precedence over structure. Mintzberg (p. 183) notes that while the design 

school “tends to promote the dictum… that structure should follow strategy and be 

determined by it, in fact its model also accepts the opposite.” This being the case since the 

existing structure of a company (its strengths and weaknesses) is a part of the input into the 

strategy design process.  The structure, then, plays a major role in determining the strategy, 

and the two cannot be separated. Quoting Mintzberg (p. 183): 

No organization ever wipes the slate clean when it changes its strategy. The past 

counts, just as does the environment, and the structure is a significant part of that 

past. Claiming that strategy must take precedence over structure amounts to claiming 
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that strategy must take precedence over the established capabilities of the 

organization, clearly an untenable proposition. 

Mintzberg concludes this section of critique by stating that strategy formation is an integrated 

system, not an arbitrary sequence. 

5.3. Making strategy explicit: promoting inflexibility 

Mintzberg (p. 184, italics added to indicator words) begins by noting the three main reasons 

given by the design school for making a strategy explicit: 

…first, that only an explicit strategy can be discussed, investigated, and debated (e.g. 

Andrews, 1981: 24); second, that only by making strategy explicit can it serve its 

prime function of knitting people together to “provide coherence to organizational 

action” (Rumelt, 1980: 380); and third, that an articulated strategy can generate 

support – can rally the troops, so to speak, and reassure outside influencers. 

He goes on to note that these reasons are valid only as long as the conditions are right, the 

most important of these conditions being that the strategist is certain of the strategic direction 

and of the elements affecting it. However, on this point Mintzberg (p. 184) notes that the 

design school “implicitly assumes conditions of stability or predictability.” One large issue 

then becomes how a company can deal with a changing environment considering its strategy 

is already decided. Mintzberg goes on to state his point on the topic (p. 184, italics as in 

original), that 

…organizations must function not only with strategy, but also during periods of the 

formulation and reformulation of strategy, which cannot happen instantaneously. 

…the danger during [periods of unpredictability] is not the lack of explicit strategy 

but exactly the opposite – “premature closure,” the reification of speculative 

tendencies into firm commitments. 

These premises (indicated by Mintzberg’s stating: “for all the reasons given above”) lead to 

the conclusion that “when strategists are not sure, they had better not articulate strategies”. 

Mintzberg cautions making strategies explicit even in situations when it seems to make sense 

to do so. Using a design school metaphor likening strategy to blinders designed to focus 
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direction and block our peripheral vision, Mintzberg (p. 184) notes that the danger of an 

explicit strategy is that it can “impede strategic change when it does become necessary… 

While strategists may be sure now, they can never be sure forever.” In summarizing this point 

of critique Mintzberg (ibid.) states that the problems of making strategy explicit essentially 

bring us back to the need to “view strategy formation as a learning process, at least in some 

contexts.” Mintzberg states that strategies must often be made explicit for purposes of 

investigation, coordination and support, and that there are times in the organizations history 

when “the process of strategy formation must be suspended temporarily to articulate clear 

strategies”. But he concludes that 

…this need should not lead us to believe that it is natural for strategies to appear fully 

developed all of a sudden, nor should it allow us to ignore the periods during which 

strategies must evolve. 

5.4. Separating formulation from implementation: detaching thinking from acting 

The point brought up here is the problem of the formulation-implementation dichotomy of 

strategy – separating formulation from implementation. Mintzberg questions the validity of 

this distinction for conceptual, analytical, and even pedagogical purposes. He posits the 

question (p. 184, italics as in original) “should people concerned with strategy (including 

students learning about it) think, let along behave, in terms of formulation and 

implementation?” The basis for this questioning, or critique, is the concept of to what extent 

the separating of formulation and implementation is, in fact, practically possible. The basic 

assumption, according to Mintzberg (p. 185), is flawed. 

…the assumption fundamental to the formulation-implementation dichotomy [is] that 

data can be aggregated and transmitted up the hierarchy without significant loss or 

distortion. It is an assumption that fails often, destroying carefully formulated 

strategies in the process. 

Mintzberg takes issue with both the theory behind separating formulation from 

implementation as well as with the practical problems this practice entails. On problems 

inherent in the theory Mintzberg (p. 186) states: 



114 

 

Behind the premise of the formulation-implementation dichotomy lies a set of very 

ambitious assumptions: that environments can always be known, currently and for a 

period well into the future, in one central place, at least by the capable strategist there. 

…by distinguishing formulation from implementation, the design school draws itself 

into two questionable assumptions in particular: first, that the formulator can be fully, 

or at least sufficiently, informed to formulate viable strategies, and second that the 

environment is sufficiently stable, or at least predictable, to ensure that the strategies 

formulated will remain viable after implementation. Under some conditions at least, 

one or the other of these assumptions proves false. 

And on the topic of overcoming the challenges involved in implementing a strategy 

Mintzberg (p. 185) notes that 

All that would be fine were only the world cooperative. Unfortunately, often it is not, 

in many cases for good reasons, whether the resistance to the intended strategy comes 

from the environment in which it is to be implemented, the organization that is 

supposed to do the implementing, or even from the strategy itself. 

Mintzberg (p. 188) concludes the critique on this point with the following: 

This seemingly innocent model – for Andrews, just an “informing idea” – in fact 

contains some ambitious assumptions about the capabilities of organizations and their 

leaders, assumptions that break down in whole or in good part under many common 

circumstances. 

6. The design school and the case study method 

Mintzberg begins by stating that the relationship between the design school model of strategy 

formation and the traditional method of case study teaching may be a significant factor in why 

there has been “so much reluctance in certain quarters to adapt the [design school] model to 

other views of strategy making” (p. 187). The design school model, Mintzberg notes, 

perfectly matches the pedagogical requirements of the case study method. The design school 

and the case study method view the world in much the same way – as one that can be 

understood and controlled based on an analysis of the available facts. However, Mintzberg 
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critiques the underlying belief that one can understand, and offer correct solutions to, a 

company’s problem based on “20 or so pages that contain all the available information on the 

organization in question” (p. 187). This argument is raised several times, in slightly different 

ways. Mintzberg (p. 188, italics as in original) asks: “How can words and numbers on paper 

possibly substitute for the intimate knowledge of a complex organization?” and goes on to 

wonder (p. 189) “Can anyone, director or student, even manager, really know an organization 

without being in it?” Mintzberg states that case study method thinking “may be a major cause 

of the problems faced by contemporary organizations”55. 

7. The design school – context and contribution 
After critiquing the design school model Mintzberg moves on to offer his view of the context 

and contribution of the design school. He begins by stating (p. 190): 

Our critique has not been intended to dismiss the design school model, but rather the 

assumptions of its universality, that it somehow represents the ‘one best way’ to make 

strategy. 

Andrews thought it sufficient to delineate one model and then add qualifications to it. 

The impression left was that this was the way to make strategy, although with nuance, 

sometimes more, sometimes less. 

Mintzberg, however, sees the design school as being on one extreme of a continuum of 

approaches to strategy development. At the other extreme he places “the grass roots model” 

(from Mintzberg and McHugh, 1985). About this continuum of approaches to strategy 

Mintzberg notes that 

                                                 
55 This statement is preceded by a fairly large number of qualifiers, which also serve as the premises and 
indicators of specific areas of critique. In its entirety the sentence (with critique italicised for clarity) reads: 

If the case study method, based on the design school model, has encouraged leaders to oversimplify 
strategy, if it has given them the impression that “you give me a synopsis and I’ll give you a strategy,” 
if it has denied strategy formation as a long, subtle, and difficult process of learning, if it has 
encouraged managers to detach thinking from acting, remaining in their offices instead of getting into 
factories and meeting customers where the real information may have to be dug out, then it may be a 
major cause of the problems faced by contemporary organizations. 
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…by positioning these two at ends of a continuum, we can begin to consider real-

world needs along it. In other words it is not Andrews’s qualifications that will hold 

the model in check so much as an alternate depiction of the process. 

Mintzberg (p. 190) notes that the field of strategic management “has need for these different 

schools of thought, so long as each is considered carefully in its own appropriate context.” 

After that Mintzberg goes on to identify “the conditions that should encourage an 

organization to tilt toward the design school model end of the continuum”. These conditions 

are when: 

1) One brain can, in principle, handle all of the information relevant for strategy 

formation. 

2) That brain has full, detailed, intimate knowledge of the situation in question. 

3) The relevant knowledge is established and set before a new, intended strategy has to 

be implemented – i.e. the situation is relatively stable or at least predictable. 

4) The organization in question is prepared to cope with a centrally articulated strategy. 

On the circumstances in which the design school model would be the best approach, 

Mintzberg (p. 191) notes “the junction of major shift for an organization, coming out of a 

period of changing circumstances and into one of operating stability.” He also notes (ibid.) 

that another context where the design school model might apply is the new organization.
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Appendix 5. The Ansoff’s Counter analysis 

This appendix contains the analysis of the second article of my data, Ansoff’s paper 

“Critique of Henry Mintzberg’s ‘The Design School: Reconsidering the Basic 

Premises of Strategic Management’” published in Strategic Management Journal in 

1991. In the interest of brevity, the paper is referred to as “Ansoff’s Counter”. 

The sub-categories of Ansoff’s Counter, taken verbatim from the article, are 

1. Introduction 

2. Mintzberg’s proof that the design school denied itself the chance to adapt 

3. Proof that other prescriptive schools also remained ‘frozen in time’ 

4. Mintzberg’s model of strategy formation 

5. Critique of Mintzberg’s model 

6. Valid context for Mintzberg’s model 

7. Conclusions 

From just this brief overview of the coming subject matter one immediately notices an 

important point regarding relevance. As was noted in the theory section, a pragma-dialectic 

analysis is based only on the elements relevant to reaching a resolution of the key questions 

and critique brought forward. The issues in question are the ones brought forward by the 

original article – Mintzberg 1. As we saw in the analysis of Mintzberg 1, it did not include 

any model of strategy formation. Therefore Ansoff’s presentation of “Mintzberg’s model”, 

with the ensuing “Critique of Mintzberg’s model”, and “Valid context for Mintzberg’s 

model” fall outside of the goal of resolving the points of critique put forth in Mintzberg 1.  

Points irrelevant to the resolution of the first debate will be considered to belong to a new 

debate – debate 2. 

1. Introduction 

In the first section of the article Ansoff identifies five “key conclusions” of Mintzberg 1 as 

well as introduces his own four goals for his paper. I will look at both topics separately. 

1.1. Five “key conclusions” 
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Ansoff (p. 449) begins by stating that the key conclusions of Mintzberg’s paper are the 

following (point five shortened and sectioned into a + b for clarity): 

1. The design school denied itself the opportunity to adapt its concepts over time 

2. The ‘other’ prescriptive schools of strategy formulation shared the basic 

concepts of The Harvard Business School. 

3. Like the design school, the other prescriptive schools remained frozen in time. 

4. The design principles shared by the design schools were, and still are, 

generally invalid except in a narrow specific context. 

5. Mintzberg argues that: 

a. in unpredictable environments it is impossible to formulate an explicit 

strategy before trial and experience 

b. in predictable environments it is not necessary to make strategy 

explicit 

Ansoff then goes on to comment on Mintzberg’s conclusions. Here we can clearly see quite a 

personal feel emerging in the data. Ansoff (p. 499, italics added for emphasis) concludes his 

introduction by stating that 

Thus, according to Mintzberg, for all intents and purposes, all of the prescriptive 

schools for strategy formulation should be committed to the garbage heap of history, 

leaving the field to the 'emerging strategy' school which he represents. 

The statement is so strong that it gives the impression of a knee-jerk response, a retaliatory 

lashing out after Mintzberg’s critique. Ansoff (p. 449–450, italics as in original) goes on to 

present arguments, however these also of a very personal – rather than academic – nature: 

Many readers will recognize that the author of this paper is a 40-year-long card-

carrying member of one of the schools which Henry confines to obscurity. 

…These readers are also likely to know that my entire professional career has been 

focused on helping organizations manage their strategic behaviour in unpredictable 

environments. 
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…Thus, if I am to accept Henry's verdict, I have spent 40 years contributing solutions 

which are not useful in the practice of strategic management. 

…Therefore, it should not be surprising that I rise in defence of at least one 

prescriptive school (the one to which I belong) in an effort to set the record straight 

and thus salvage a lifetime of work which has received a modicum of acceptance by 

practicing managers. 

In the first two paragraphs Ansoff states two premises: he is a card-carrying member of his 

school; and, he has spent his entire professional career working within to help managers. 

From here Ansoff could have gone one to what is commonly known as an argument from 

expert opinion (see, for instance, Walton 1989; Walton, Reed and Macagno 2008). In such an 

argument Ansoff would have used the stated expertise – 40 years of experience – as the 

premise to argue that his conclusion is correct. But he adds a sentence which throws the 

argumentation off: “if I am to accept Henry's verdict, I have spent 40 years contributing 

solutions which are not useful in the practice of strategic management. Therefore…” This 

argument unveils the implicit (though not at all surprising) premise that Ansoff does not want 

to have “wasted 40 years of his life”. With the implicit premise added, the argument comes to 

looks like this 

PREMISE: I have been an expert (“card-carrying member”) of my school of strategic 

management for forty years. 

PREMISE: I have spent my entire career contributing solutions based on one of the 

schools which Henry confines to obscurity. 

PREMISE: If I accept Mintzberg’s claim then I have wasted 40 years of my life 

PREMISE: I do not want to have wasted 40 years of my life 

CONCLUSION: Mintzberg is incorrect. 

The more traditional argument from expert opinion used in academe – that Ansoff is an expert 

and can or should therefore be considered correct when defending “his” school – is given a 

back-seat to the much weaker, and therefore interesting to note, argument structure that 

Ansoff does not want to think of 40 years of his life as wasted and therefore his school of 
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strategic management should be considered correct. One may, after all, reasonably expect a 

person in academia to accept that time invested in a particular study is not automatically an 

argument for added credibility to its truth-value56. 

1.2. Ansoff introduces his own four main points 

After his summary of Mintzberg 1, Ansoff moves on to introduce his own content consisting 

of four main themes. These are the basic arguments of Ansoff’s Counter – the cornerstones of 

the article. The first two are a defence of the Design School; the second two a critique of 

“Mintzberg’s Model”. Quoting from Ansoff’s Counter (p. 450, italics added for clarity) 

First, I will show that the methodology by which Mintzberg disposes of the 

prescriptive school will hardly stand its day in the court of logic. 

Second, I will offer evidence of repeated instances in which Mintzberg’s key 

assertions are factually wrong. 

Thirdly, I will fault Henry on the fact that, having confined the prescriptive schools to 

a narrow context, he does not place his own in an appropriate context. 

Finally, I will identify the context which is appropriate for Henry’s prescriptions. 

2. Mintzberg’s proof that the design school denied itself the chance to adapt 

Ansoff has noted that one of Mintzberg’s key conclusions is that the design school denied 

itself the chance to adapt. To what extent this can be considered a correct interpretation of 

Mintzberg 1 will be discussed later. Here I will focus on the argumentation used in defence of 

this point. Ansoff counters Mintzberg by arguing that Mintzberg’s argumentation is incorrect. 

He brings up two things in particular: Generalization from a sample of one, and Proof by 

implied intent. Let us look at them both individually. 

Generalization from a sample of one 

Ansoff states that Mintzberg uses Professor Kenneth Andrews as his only source, and that 

Mintzberg assumes the Harvard Business School to be “solidly united behind him as the 

School’s idealogue and spokesman” (p. 450). Ansoff states that this is wrong as Mintzberg 

                                                 
56 Regardless of the years spent on alchemy, it is still a non-starter. 
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assumes an absence of “differences in viewpoints and of conflicts which are typical of 

academia” (ibid.). To clarify Ansoff’s argumentation I will divide it into two separate 

premise–conclusion arguments. The somewhat simplified argument then becomes: 

PREMISE: Differences in viewpoints and conflicts are typical of academia. 

PREMISE: No single academic can be assumed to speak for a whole school of thought. 

CONCLUSION: Generalization from a sample of one requires factual support. 

PREMISE: Generalization from a sample of one requires factual support. 

PREMISE: Such support is not offered by Mintzberg.  

CONCLUSION: Mintzberg’s argument is not valid. 

Proof by implied intent 

Ansoff’s argument here is that Mintzberg, having first chosen Andrews as the “mouthpiece” 

of the design school, then misinterprets Andrews’ writings. He thus criticizes the design 

school based on a flawed interpretation of it. In the terminology of the standard treatment of 

fallacies, Mintzberg is accused of committing a straw man fallacy57. Quoting Ansoff on his 

meaning of “proof by implied intent” (p. 450): 

The methodology is simple. First, having quoted a paragraph from Andrews, which 

suggests to an intelligent reader that the Design School did indeed continue to 

elaborate the original principles, Henry asserts (without any further evidence) that 

Andrews did not really mean what he said!  

Ansoff’s basic argument can be re-written as follows: 

PREMISE: Andrews said that the Design School should evolve. 

PREMISE: Mintzberg – without evidence to back up such a claim – says that Andrews 

didn’t mean what he said. 

CONCLUSION: Mintzberg’s argument is not valid. 

                                                 
57 For more information on the straw man fallacy see appendix 1. 
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3. Proof that other prescriptive schools have also remained “frozen in time” 

Ansoff has three main claims, or points of critique, regarding Mintzberg’s proofs: (1) “Proof” 

by sweeping assertion; (2) Contradictory factual evidence; and, (3) Factual evidence of 

assertion that all of the prescriptive schools denied themselves a chance to adopt with times. 

Let us look at all three individually. 

 “Proof” by sweeping assertion 

This sub-section can be re-written into the following argument (based on p. 451): 

PREMISE: Mintzberg’s claim that the group of prescriptive schools have accepted the 

basic premises of the design school offers neither description nor discussion of “the other” 

prescriptive schools, thus making the statement a “sweeping assertion”. 

PREMISE: In scientific practice sweeping assertions are not accepted as proofs unless 

they are proven to be true. 

CONCLUSION: The statement Mintzberg makes on the group of prescriptive schools 

must be discarded. 

Contradictory factual evidence 

Ansoff refers to a mathematical principle of testing theoretical propositions called the 

Gegenbeispiel principle. According to this principle, Ansoff (p. 451) notes, “a single fact 

which contradicts the assertion is sufficient to falsify it.” He then puts forth two arguments, 

i.e. facts, which contradict Mintzberg 1’s claim of the other prescriptive schools having 

remained frozen in time. A diagram of this argumentation is presented in figure B. 

Fact one is based on a meeting in 1962 between Ansoff and two other strategic management 

scholars, each from his own school of strategic management. At the end of this two-day 

meeting, Ansoff (ibid.) states “the three participant schools enunciated fundamentally 

different views which led to different ‘design principles,’ thus denying Mintzberg’s assertion 

that all prescriptive schools were alike.” Fact two refers to one of Ansoff’s own books 

(Ansoff, 1965) which Mintzberg references in Mintzberg 1. In this book Ansoff criticizes the 

concept of strengths and weaknesses of the design school and puts forward “a detailed 

alternative method” for identifying future strengths and weaknesses of an organization.  
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7) Managers should not make statements about the future if they are not 

completely sure of what they are saying. 

8) Managers should not evaluate their organization’s strengths and weaknesses 

until they become evident from the trial and error experience. 

9) In complex organizations it is not possible to plan and coordinate an 

organization-wide process of strategy formulation [except in the case of (1) 

the new organization during the period of initial conception of strategy, and 

(2) an organization coming out of a period of changing circumstances and into 

one of stability]. 

10) The “emerging strategy approach” should be used in all situations with the 

exception of the two specified above  

In summary, Henry’s prescription can be named as one of implicit strategy formation, 

under which strategy need not be a part of manger’s concern, except under special 

circumstances. Managers should allow strategy and capabilities to evolve organically, 

through trial and experience, and focus their attention on the operating efficiency of 

the organization. 

Ansoff (ibid.) concludes by noting “Thus, Mintzberg prescribes a world free of explicit 

strategy formulation and free of strategic managers.” This mirrors the approach of the opening 

section in which Ansoff concludes Mintzberg to commit the prescriptive schools to the 

garbage heap of history. The inherent straw man of the argument is once again telling of the 

very personal aspect of Ansoff’s Counter, as opposed to a more detached academic one. 

5. Critique of Mintzberg’s model 

Ansoff begins by stating that Mintzberg’s critique of the design school is invalid, while 

“Henry’s own model of reality summarized in the preceding pages cries out for a critical 

appraisal” (p. 454). Ansoff mentions an “apparent paradox” in that Mintzberg’s model is 

incorrect, and yet “Henry is an intellectually outstanding person, globally respected, and 

recognized as one of the leading contributors to the literature on strategic management.” Here, 

again, is an argument from expert opinion, Ansoff having stated that his judgment of 

Mintzberg’s model being flawed is based on “over 40 years of his life as manager, consultant, 

educator, and a close observer of the business scene.” Ansoff notes that while studying 

Mintzberg 1 he noticed “several explanations for this apparent paradox.” On his coming 
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critique he notes (p. 455) “As before, I will base my critique on methodological deficiencies 

and on factual contradictions between Henry’s claims and the real world of strategic 

management.” 

5.1. Self-denial of a chance to study business environment 

Ansoff (p. 455) begins this section of critique by noting that 

It is strange how Mintzberg repeatedly commits the sins of which he accuses the 

Design and the other prescriptive schools. One of these is the accusation directed at 

the Design School that it “slight(s) the environment in favour of a focus on the 

organization” (1990: 182). Henry’s paper shows that he commits the same sin. 

Before we continue looking at the arguments themselves I must digress to point out an 

interesting detail which the alert reader will have spotted a number of times already – the use 

of Mintzberg’s first name, Henry. Mintzberg 1 is here referred to as “Henry’s paper” – a name 

which carries considerably less academic clout than “Mintzberg, 1990”. Ansoff uses 

Mintzberg’s first name, i.e. “Henry” rather than “Mintzberg”, 24 of the 99 times Mintzberg is 

mentioned over the course of the article. The very fact that another academic and their work is 

referred to by their first- rather than last name is a degree of informality rarely – if ever – seen 

outside of this debate. As we shall see in the analysis of Mintzberg 2, it is a practice which 

Mintzberg did not shy from adapting as well. Now, however, we return to the argumentation 

of Ansoff’s Counter. 

Ansoff notes that Mintzberg critiques the design school of slighting the environment in favour 

of the organization. And yet, notes Ansoff (p. 455), Mintzberg 1 only has one “complete 

sentence” mention of the environment58. In this one “complete sentence”, Mintzberg states 

that the “environment is not some kind of pear to be plucked from the tree of external 

appraisal, but a major and sometimes unpredictable force… (1990: 185)” Ansoff notes that 

this “cryptic” statement on the environment by Mintzberg begs all kinds of questions. He then 

goes on to tell the reader which questions it begs. Rhetorical jabs follow, as Ansoff (p. 455, 

italics added for emphasis) notes: “If Henry had taken the minimum trouble to peruse the 

                                                 
58 The argument for Mintzberg’s slighting of the environment would appear to be that he doesn’t have enough 
sentences which mention it. 
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cover pages of Business Week for the past 4–5 years he would have found answers to those 

questions.” Ansoff then goes on to offer answers to those questions, mainly from his own 

research. This section leads to the following premises and conclusions (p. 455): 

In turbulent environments, the speed with which changes develop is such that firms 

which use the ‘emergent strategy formation’ advocated by Mintzberg endanger their 

own survival. The reason is that when they arrive on a market with a new 

product/service, such firms find the market pre-empted by more foresightful 

competitors, who had planned their strategic moves in advance. 

Let us rewrite this in premise-conclusion form for clarity. 

PREMISE: Companies who plan their strategies in advance are more foresightful than 

companies with an emergent strategy (as prescribed by Mintzberg). 

PREMISE: In turbulent environments emergent strategy -companies will be pre-empted 

by companies who had planned their strategy in advance. 

CONCLUSION: In turbulent environments firms which use the emergent strategy 

formation advocated by Mintzberg endanger their own survival. 

The above argumentation leads Ansoff (p. 455) to the statement: 

Thus, the first reason for the contradictions between Mintzberg’s picture of reality 

and the observable real world is his failure to observe the current business world. 

This argument is interesting in that it would appear to argue in a circle. The reason for this is 

that it fails to address the question of why a pre-planned strategy can – in “turbulent 

environments” – a priori be assumed to have made the correct choice. Is not, after all, the 

term “turbulent environment” one which is meant to convey an element of uncertainty? Given 

this uncertainty, how can one generalize the success or failure of all companies with a pre-

made plan? It would seem that the only claim, or conclusion, one could defend is that 

companies who’s plan fit with the outcome of the turbulent environment will do better. 

However the argument, as presented in Ansoff’s Counter, states that companies with a plan do 

better. Why do they do better? Because they have a plan. How do you know the plan is 

correct? Because they do better. In the standard treatment of fallacies this form of reasoning 
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is referred to as either petitio principii, arguing in a circle, or begging the question. Walton 

(1995: 49) defines the petitio principii as an argument where a premise depends on the 

conclusion, or is even equivalent to it, in such a way that the requirement of evidential priority 

is violated. Rewritten in a question–answer form we can see that the conclusion and premise 

which start and end the debate are identical. 

CONCLUSION: Companies with a plan do better in turbulent times. 

QUESTION: Why? 

PREMISE: They are more foresightful 

QUESTION: Why are they more foresightful? 

PREMISE: Because they have a plan. 

QUESTION: How do you know the plan will be correct, given the “turbulent” times? 

PREMISE: I know because companies with a plan are more foresightful. 

QUESTION: How do you know that? 

PREMISE: Because companies with a plan do better in turbulent times. 

(Repeat from the top, ad infinitum.) 

5.2. Failure to meet validity tests for prescriptive and descriptive observations 

In this section Ansoff argues for a “lack of evidence to support descriptive statements” on 

the part of Mintzberg. Ansoff (p. 455-6) begins by differentiating between description and 

prescription and their criteria. 

To be valid, a descriptive observation must meet a single test: it must be an accurate 

observation of reality. A prescription must pass a much more rigorous test: it must 

offer evidence that use of the prescription will enable an organization to meet the 

objective by which it judges its success. 

The implicit conclusion is that there are different criteria for descriptive and prescriptive 

statements. Ansoff then goes on to put forth the main critique of this section (p. 456). 

Mintzberg seems to be oblivious to the need for evidence to support his descriptive 

statements, and he converts descriptions into prescriptions without any offering 

evidence that they will bring success to organizations using them. 
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As an example of such a conversion Ansoff mentions Mintzberg’s treatment of 

“experience with related diversifications” (p. 456). Ansoff notes that Mintzberg starts 

with a descriptive statement about the “vast majority of experiences reported in the 

popular press” which shows that firms make a number of mistakes in their diversification 

programs. Mintzberg then “without beating an eyelash” converts it into the prescriptive 

statement that acquiring firms “have to make” a number of mistakes before gradually 

learning what works for the firm. 

PREMISE: There are different criteria for descriptive and prescriptive statements. 

PREMISE: Mintzberg converts the descriptive statement that “the vast majority of 

experiences reported in the popular press show that…” into the prescriptive statement 

“all companies have to” make a number of mistakes in their diversification programs. 

CONCLUSION: Mintzberg’s statement is not valid. 

Ansoff follows this by noting that he doubts that “Henry appreciates the consequences of 

advocating use of trial and error in diversification programs.” This is because Ansoff, 

“having been in charge of a diversification department of a major American firm”, can 

“testify to the fact that trial and error diversification is extremely expensive”. More 

argumentation in the same line follows. 

PREMISE: “The mere fact that ‘the vast majority’ of experiences has led to repeated 

mistakes is not a valid basis for recommending that others should follow the same path.” 

(Ansoff, p. 456) 

PREMISE: “What is being reported by Mintzberg are cases of failure and the fact that 

there are many of them does not mean that success seeking firms should follow their 

example.” (Ansoff, p. 456) 

CONCLUSION: One should not recommend that companies should make repeated 

mistakes. 

This further strengthens the semi-implicit argument in Ansoff’s Counter that Mintzberg 

advocates intentionally not doing things right from the start. It appears to be based on a 

quite literal interpretation of Mintzberg’s expression that companies “have to make 

mistakes”. The phrase is here interpreted by Ansoff to mean that companies should make 
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mistakes, rather than that it being very likely that mistakes will happen whether they are 

welcomed or not. After this line of argumentation Ansoff cites “a major research study of 

mergers and acquisitions” which showed that “it is the planned approach to 

diversification, and not the trial and error approach, that produces the better financial 

results (Ansoff et al., 1971).” Ansoff (p. 456) then moves on to a second example “of 

critical importance to Mintzberg’s model”, noting that 

Henry offers the following prescription, again without any supporting evidence: 

When strategists are not sure, they have better not articulate strategies, for all the reasons given 

above (1990: 184) (italics added for emphasis). 

However, a careful and multiple reading of the proceeding text fails to reveal any 

“reasons” unless it is the unarticulated conviction of Mintzberg’s, which permeates 

the paper, that strategy formulation is impossible unless the environment is “stable 

and predictable.” 

Here the claim is that Mintzberg presents a conclusion without supporting premises. 

Ansoff’s interpretation of Mintzberg’s argument, in other words, is the following 

PREMISE: ------- 

CONCLUSION: When strategists are not sure, they have better not articulate strategies. 

Ansoff’s argument regarding Mintzberg 1 then can be simplified to be the following: 

PREMISE: Mintzberg offers no premises for his conclusion 

PREMISE: A conclusion without a premise is invalid 

CONCLUSION: Mintzberg’s conclusion is invalid 

In order to be able to comment on this statement we must go back to our analysis of 

Mintzberg 1. The section being critiqued is Mintzberg’s sub-chapter entitled “Making strategy 

explicit: promoting inflexibility”. Now, here the title itself would seem to lend itself to some 

kind of interpretation of the gist of Mintzberg’s reasons for reaching his conclusion. However, 

a further reading of Mintzberg 1 reveals additional points regarding Mintzberg’s train of 
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thought – and chain of argumentation. The following sections can be found in Mintzberg 1, 

on pages 183–184 (somewhat abbreviated): 

The reasons given by the design school to articulate strategies are valid only to the 

extent that all the conditions are right. The most important condition is that the 

strategist is sure – i.e. knows where he or she wants to go, and has few serious doubts 

about the viability of that direction. 

How can an organization come “to grips with a changing environment” if its “strategy 

is [already] known” (Andrews, 1981: 24)? How can its managers promote the 

necessary changes when its board of directors use the articulated strategy “to prevent 

the company from straying off its strategic course” (Andrews, 1980: 32)? 

During periods of unpredictability, when organizations cannot possibly hope to 

articulate any viable strategy, the danger is not the lack of strategy, but exactly the 

opposite – “premature closure”, the reification of speculative tendencies into firm 

commitments. 

The statement about when strategists are not sure, they have better not articulate strategies, 

comes after these comments in Mintzberg 1. Ansoff, having stated that Mintzberg 1 offers no 

premises for the conclusion, is then implicitly arguing that none of material covered by 

Mintzberg above are premises. This seems a somewhat odd remark to make. More 

understandable would be to state that one does not consider any of the above premises valid. 

5.3. Descriptive definition of strategy 

The wording of this section continues the rhetorical jabs we have seen on many occasions 

before in Ansoff’s Counter (p. 456, italics added for emphasis) 

If Henry had taken the trouble to acquaint himself with the history and current 

practice of strategic management, he would have found… 

Ansoff goes on to note that what Mintzberg would have found was (1) widespread use of 

explicit a priori strategy formulation; and, (2) that explicit strategy formation is typically used 

in environments in which managers are not “sure” about the future (the second point referring 
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to Steiner & Scholhammer, 1975). “Thus,” Ansoff (p. 456) concludes, “once more, Henry’s 

assertion is contradicted by facts.” 

PREMISE: Mintzberg did not notice the widespread use of explicit a priori strategy 

formulation in the history and current practice of strategic management. 

PREMISE: Mintzberg did not notice, in the history and current practice of strategic 

management, that explicit strategy formation is typically used in environments in which 

managers are not “sure” about the future. 

CONCLUSION: “Once more, Henry’s assertion is contradicted by facts.” 

 

Ansoff (ibid.) notes that the explanation for Mintzberg’s incorrect assertion is twofold. 

The first is the black and white picture of the environment painted by Mintzberg: 

managers are either “sure” or totally “unsure” about the future. In the real world of 

management these two extremes are rarely observable (Schwartz, 1990). 

… 

The second explanation is found in the difference between Henry’s definition of the 

concept of strategy and the definition used in practice. His definition is descriptive 

since, in order to identify the strategy, it is necessary to wait until a series of strategic 

moves has been completed. 

Thus Henry’s failure to differentiate between descriptive and prescriptive statements 

once again places him in the position of contradicting observable reality. 

5.4. Use of existential model of learning 

This section begins with some more interesting rhetorical swordplay in which Ansoff notes – 

almost as if stating commonly acknowledged fact – that Mintzberg’s view of strategy was 

developed by cavemen while Ansoff’s view is a product of the enlightenment (p. 457). 

The model of organizational learning advocated by Mintzberg consists of a sequential 

trial and error process, neither preceded nor interrupted, nor followed by cognitive 

strategy formation. … This model of learning is the oldest one in human history. It 

was the model of the prehistoric cave man when he ventured from his cave in search 

for food. It was also the model of the master builders in The Middle Ages who 
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created glorious cathedrals by repeating lessons learned from past successes, without 

understanding of what made the cathedrals stand or fall. 

… 

The age of enlightenment ushered a new model which recognized the importance of 

cognition in the affairs of man. … In this model decision-making is the first stage, 

followed by implementation of the decision. 

Ansoff states that Mintzberg represents the existential model while he himself represents the 

rational model and then puts forth three arguments for why the rational model is better than 

the existential model: 

RATIONAL MODEL PREMISE 1: Decision-making is less time-consuming than trial 

and error.  

RATIONAL MODEL PREMISE 2: “It permits the additional savings of time through 

starting strategic response in anticipation of need to act – a process called strategic 

planning.  

RATIONAL MODEL PREMISE 3: It reduces the number of strategic errors and reduces 

costs by eliminating the probably “non-starters” from the list of possible strategic moves. 

CONCLUSIONS: use of explicit strategy in successful practice is not rigid and does not 

foreclose attention to new opportunities which are outside the scope of strategy. But use of 

explicit strategy does control erratic deviations from the strategy. 

 

In the above argumentation one must, again, note the implicit assumption that the decisions 

made will be correct. After all, it is only wrong assumptions which lead to trial and error. 

Ansoff (p. 458) concludes with the following remarks: 

In summary, Mintzberg’s “proofs” that the rational model of learning does not apply 

to strategic management are contradicted by facts of management practice. And his 

insistence on universal use of the existential model invites managements to abdicate 

their role as strategic thinkers, and to confine their attention to optimizing the 

operating behavior of their organizations. 
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Finally, Mintzberg attacks the rational model of learning59 by pointing out that it 

decouples strategy formulation from implementation, which causes organizational 

resistance and even failure of implementation… This point underlines the irony of 

Mintzberg’s insistence on criticizing outdated original principles of the Design 

School without acquainting himself with their subsequent evolution. As discussed 

earlier in this paper, the problem of resistance to change has been recognized and 

treated back in the 1980s without abandoning explicit strategy formulation (Ansoff, 

Part 6, 1984). 

This wording of this section, that the resistance to change was “noticed and treated back 

in the 1980s” contains an interesting argument – that the problem of resistance to change 

has now been solved. (Unfortunately we are not told what this solution is.) 

5.5. Failure to identify relevant context 

Ansoff (p. 458) states that 

The most curious and damaging aspect to Mintzberg’s Model of strategy formation 

lies in his failure to identify the context in which his model is valid. It is curious 

because, as already discussed in this paper, Mintzberg does identify the context for 

the Design School Model. 

Ansoff then goes on to comment on Mintzberg’s model of strategy, of which he says that “if 

streamlined and put into proper context, [it] has demonstrable validity, both descriptively and 

prescriptively, and represents an insightful and important contribution to Strategic 

Management” (ibid.). 

6. Valid context for Mintzberg’s prescriptive model 

This section of Ansoff’s Counter consists of two parts, entitled Modification of Mintzberg’s 

Model, and Description of the relevant research. 

6.1. Modification of Mintzberg’s Model 

                                                 
59 As a small but interesting rhetorical aside one could point out that having named the school Ansoff represents 
the “rational model”, Mintzberg can now be noted to attack the rational model – attacking rationality, no less! 
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Ansoff’s modified version of “Mintzberg’s Model” contains four points: 

1) To succeed, an organization should use the “emergent strategy” trial and experience 

process of strategy formation. 

2) No attempt should be made to formulate the firm’s strategy in advance of the trial and 

experience process. 

3) No formal organization-wide strategic planning should be used. 

4) Except under special circumstances, the strategy which is implicit in the historical 

sequence of successful trials should not be made explicit. 

Ansoff then goes on to a “description of the relevant empirical research which makes it 

possibly to identify the context within which the above Model is a valid prescription”. 

6.2. Description of the relevant research 

In this section Ansoff identifies “the relevant empirical research which makes it possible to 

identify the context within which [Mintzberg’s model] is a valid prescription” (p. 458). In 

other words, this is where Ansoff presents the premises which lead to the conclusions 

presented about the correct context for “Mintzberg’s Model”. The research Ansoff is referring 

to is the testing of the so-called Strategic Success Hypothesis proposed by Ansoff in 1979. 

The hypothesis, Ansoff (p. 459) notes, states that 

an organization will optimize its success when the aggressiveness of its strategic 

behavior in the environment and its openness to the external environments are both 

aligned with the turbulence level of the organization’s external environment. 

The research in question focused on the key contextual variable of “environmental 

turbulence”, distinguishing between five different levels of “observable environmental 

turbulence” ranging from stable to creative. Ansoff goes into some detail in describing the 

research, after which he restates it as the premises for the conclusions presented earlier – the 

“valid context” for “Mintzberg’s Model”. Ansoff (p. 459, italics as in original): 

Thus, empirical research described above shows that Mintzberg’s Prescriptive Model 

is a valid prescription for organizations which seek to optimize their performance in 

environments in which strategic changes are incremental and the speed of the 

changes is slower than the speed of the organizational response. 
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This is followed by the statement that “except for difference in the language (academic vs. 

practical), Mintzberg’s model is identical to the injunction to firms to “stick to their strategic 

knitting”… (Peters and Waterman, 1982)” (p. 459). Ansoff also states that the size of the 

domain of applicability of the “Mintzberg/Peters/Waterman” model to the business sector (for 

the companies to be able “to succeed in the 1990s”) is 20%. This figure is based on (at the 

time of publishing of Ansoff’s Counter) unpublished research by Ansoff. As to the remaining 

80%, made up of “discontinuous environments”, Ansoff notes that “firms which persist in 

‘sticking to their strategic knitting’ will not be among the successful performers and may 

jeopardize their own survival.” Ansoff (p. 459-460) concludes with: 

Finally it is necessary to recognize that the context of the descriptive validity of 

Mintzberg’s is much larger than the prescriptive. 

… 

Thus, the paradox of a world-famous researcher opening himself up to criticism could 

have been avoided if Henry had stuck to his own strategic knitting which is a deep 

knowledge of descriptive behavior, particularly in not-for-profit organizations.  

7. Conclusions 

Ansoff notes (1991: 460, point 6 restructured for clarity): 

The conclusions of this critique are the following: 

1. Mintzberg's proof that the Design School failed to adapt with times is 

methodologically unsound. 

2. The assertion that other prescriptive schools shared their design principles 

with the Design School is factually inaccurate. 

3. The assertion that the other prescriptive schools failed to adapt is factually 

inaccurate. 

4. Because of the above conclusions, it is unproductive to address Mintzberg's 

specific criticisms of the Design School principles. 

5. However, it is productive to critique the alternative to the Harvard Business 

School's design principles which is advanced by Mintzberg. 

6. This critique finds that Mintzberg's proofs of his design principles are 

deficient on the following points:  
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a) His 'self-denial' of knowledge of practice of strategic management in 

the business sector, which leads him to many assertions that are in 

direct contradiction to observable facts. 

b) Failure to meet validity tests for prescriptive and descriptive 

observations, which leads to unsupported claims for descriptions and 

arbitrary announcement of prescriptions. 

c) Use of a descriptive definition of strategy, which is different from the 

definition used in practice, which makes Mintzberg's conclusions 

appear contradictory to facts. 

d) Insistence on universal applicability of the existential learning model, 

which leads to assertions which contradict observable reality. 

e) Failure to specify the relevance context for his own model. 

By abstracting a set of coherent concepts from Mintzberg's model it is 

possible to show that: 

a) …the 'emerging strategy' model is a valid prescription for success in 

incremented environments, 

b) …a valid description of poorly performing firms in discontinuous 

environments, and 

c) …a valid description of the behavior of a majority of not-for-profit 

organizations 
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Appendix 6. The Mintzberg 2 analysis 

This appendix contains the analysis of the third and final article of my data, 

Mintzberg’s paper “Research Notes and Communications. Learning 1, Planning 0. 

Reply to Igor Ansoff” published in Strategic Management Journal in 1991. In the 

interest of brevity, the paper is referred to as “Mintzberg 2”. 

Mintzberg 2 is a short three-page reply which comments on a number of the points Ansoff 

critiqued as well as raises some new issues. As the paper is not divided into sub-chapters I 

have taken the liberty to split it up into sections I felt were reader-friendly and logical. 

1. Two “fundamental differences” between the schools, and Ansoff’s 

(un)suitability to critique Mintzberg 1 

Mintzberg (p. 463, italics as in original) begins by stating that “in a way, it is unfortunate that 

Igor Ansoff has responded to my article on the design school.” The reason for this, he 

explains, is that “in my pat world of schools of thought on strategy formation, [Ansoff’s] 

work slots into the planning school and not the design school per se.” Mintzberg notes that 

there are two fundamental differences between the planning school and the design school: 

First, while one focuses (almost obsessively) on the CEO as “architect” of strategy, 

the other gives an awful lot of influence to the staff planners. And second, more 

importantly though closely associated with the first, while one school treats “SWOT” 

(strengths and weaknesses, opportunities and threats) as a general framework, the 

other elaborates it into a detailed formal model, of an extensive sequence of clearly 

delineated steps supported by a host of analytical techniques (nowhere more evident 

than in Ansoff, 1965: 202-203). 

Mintzberg then goes on to note differences between Ansoff’s approach to strategy and that of 

Ken Andrews. Mintzberg notes that Ansoff speaks for a formalization of the process, while 

Andrews, as quoted from Christensen et al. (1987: 11), notes that “This book…virtually 

ignores the mechanisms of planning on the grounds that, detached from strategy, they miss 

their mark.” This section concludes with the statement (p. 463): 
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Mintzberg finishes this topic with the comment that “To critique is not to dismiss, but 

sometimes only to try to push back into appropriate context” (p. 463). 

3. Banners of science and “Igor’s real contribution” 

Following directly on the last section of not wanting to go into an “elaborate rejoinder”, 

Mintzberg (p. 464) says that: 

What I do want to address here is Igor’s banner of science, which I see as the kettle 

trying to call the pot ever so awfully black. “Science” has always been the great 

smokescreen of the rationalists, worked to a fine art by many economists who have 

used all kinds of fancy methodologies to prove the details of their arguments while 

obscuring the fundamental premises on which they are based. 

The question of what premises these are, as well as the matter of what, specifically, is wrong 

with “all kinds of fancy methodologies” which are used is not discussed. Mintzberg (p. 464) 

then moves on to both praise and critique Ansoff: 

I am a great fan of Igor Ansoff’s work. I say this sincerely, and believe that the 

comments in my planning book will bear this out. In fact, I read his work much as I 

used to read that of Marshall McLuhan – for his identification of important problems 

and creation of fascinating notions in the process of a questionable and often obscure 

line of argument. In fact, I believe Igor’s real contribution to the literature, perhaps to 

his chagrin, is not prescriptive but descriptive, in the concepts he provides to us. 

This argument, diagrammed in figure F, is significant in the strength of the position it takes. 

The main arguments of Mintzberg 1 were to do with the difficulties involved in seeing the 

development of strategies as an exact science. In the previous argumentation Mintzberg is, in 

fact, saying that Ansoff has contributed nothing in the way of tools for an exact science of 

strategy development. Mintzberg says that Ansoff’s models and theories are “not prescriptive 

but descriptive”. To understand the immensity of this critique the reader is asked to keep in 

mind that the prescriptive schools and their spokespersons propose to be able to do just that – 

offer prescriptions for (strategic) success. Add to that the argument from earlier in this section 

and we can note that Mintzberg states that Ansoff’s work is neither prescriptive nor even 

scientific. 
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Perhaps the only words that appear more often than “turbulent” and “turbulence” in 

Igor’s reply are “facts” and “factual evidence”. In fact, not a single fact is ever 

supplied in the reply, only various references to such facts. 

Mintzberg comments on two sources of Ansoff’s facts, the first being Business Week and the 

second a set of six dissertations. Ansoff uses the Business week references to note, among 

other things, how the environment has progressively become more turbulent. Mintzberg’s 

comments on this prove to even the most sceptical reader that this debate is now not only an 

academic one but a personal one as well (p. 464) 

What in the world does “turbulence” mean anyway? And who has ever made a 

serious claim of measuring it? This is just a reflection of the groundless escalation of 

vocabulary in our field (“hyperturbulence” having followed, McCann and Selsky, 

1984)…What we face is not turbulence but overinflated egos. 

Thinking back to Ansoff’s Counter, one of Ansoff’s main arguments was the putting into the 

correct context of “Mintzberg’s Model”. This was done based on empirical research by 

Ansoff regarding environmental turbulence. Here Mintzberg drops an immense bomb – not 

only can one not possibly measure turbulence, but no one even knows what it means. What is 

clear, though left to some extent implicit, is the argument that Ansoff’s research – to 

paraphrase the famous quote by Samuel Goldwyn on the verbal contract – isn’t worth the 

paper it is printed on. Mintzberg then moves on to the dissertations, as well as Ansoff’s 

sources in general in Ansoff’s Counter. Mintzberg (p. 464) comments: 

More of these facts are claimed to come from a set of six dissertations carried out at 

Igor’s university, presumably under his supervision. I cannot comment on these. I 

have not read them and await their assessment by peers in refereed journals. I do not 

mean to sound like a snot-nosed academic. But there are facts and there are facts, and 

peer review helps to sort these out. 

I should add that, depending on how one judges the journals, none or almost none of 

the references Igor cites in his article about these various facts have been subjected to 

that scrutiny. 
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unsubstantiated facts – ”) have been of cases which start out as rational, deliberate processes, 

but this planning “almost inevitably” fails. When it does occasionally succeed, Mintzberg 

(ibid.) notes, the process ends up as an emergent one of painful learning. As an example 

Mintzberg mentions “Porter’s (1987) “facts” on the incidence of failure in acquisition 

decisions.” Mintzberg (p. 464-5, italics added for emphasis) goes on to make a strong 

statement, which contains some noteworthy rhetorical choices as well 

I would like to introduce just one fact here. In one sense, it is the only real fact I know 

in all of the literature of strategic management. 

While debates abound about rationality vs. incrementalism, or planning vs. learning, 

and great gobs of wonderfully scientific statistics have been collected (not the best of 

which is that whole “does planning pay?” literature, which never proved anything), 

we do have one tangible rather tangible data point. 

This “one fact”, or data point, is the tale of Honda’s “unlikely success” in the U.S. motorcycle 

market. The tale is used to illustrate the difficulty of spotting starters and non-starters, as well 

as other difficulties having to do with planning and knowing ahead. The unlikely success in 

question is the great success of the small motorcycle on the US market, even though the small 

motorcycle had originally been deemed, a non-starter. Mintzberg covers the topic by 

referencing “Pascale’s (1984) account by several Honda executives about how they developed 

on site the strategy that captured two-thirds of the American motorcycle market.” Next, the 

Boston Consulting Group (and, it is safe to assume, the prescriptive schools) are offered a few 

rhetorical right hooks (p. 465): 

What is especially fascinating about this messy account is that it stands in sharp 

contrast to the brilliantly rational strategy imputed in to those executives by BCG 

(1975) consultants who apparently never bothered to ask. 

Honda’s success, if we are to believe those who did it and not those who figured it, 

was built precisely on what they initially believed to be one of Igor’s “probable ‘non-

starters’” – the small motorcycle. 

The argument, in its simplest form, is diagrammed in figure I. 
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Harvard’s great success may be businesses great failure. In other words, the real 

danger of the design school may be in providing a seductive model whose superficial 

“rationality” in the classroom can so easily be promoted into the executive suite. 

Mintzberg follows this by restating claims familiar from Mintzberg 1 about the danger of 

“detached, easy strategies” and telling probable non-starters from winners. Mintzberg 2 

(p. 466) concludes with the following remarks 

And let’s not let ourselves be seduced by the “facts,” or by “science.” A score of 1-0 

for informal learning over formal planning reflects not the wealth of managerial 

practice at all, but the poverty of the performance of us all at the game of research. In 

any event, Igor, I look forward to doing this again in the next innings, at the planning 

school, where the fun may really begin. 

The final blow, if you will, of Mintzberg 2 is the combined declaring of Mintzberg’s view of 

strategy the winner of the debate with the statement that he looks forward to opening the 

planning school up to critique, “where the fun may really begin.” 
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“It is hard enough to remember my opinions, without also 

remembering my reasons for them!” 

–Friedrich Nietzsche 

 


