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Rosenzwieg’s Leadership: The Power of the Cultural and Symbolic Frame 

Roy Rosenzwieg played a critical role in effecting change in historical scholarship and educational 

technology. He created new institutions, like the Center for History and New Media, embraced and promoted 

new technologies, and in doing so, played a critical role in bringing about significant change in how 

historians engage with the public. Rosenzwieg’s work offers an opportunity for those interested in leading 

change in higher education and educational technology to reflect on their practice.  

 In this paper I analyze Rosenzwieg’s work, and the work of CHNM, through three different 

frames for understanding leadership and organizations. For this analysis, I am working from 

organizational theorists Bolmen and Deal’s approach (2008). By employing Bolmen and Deal’s 

organizational frames I offer a rich account for understanding and interpreting the success of 

Rosenzwieg and CHNM.  

I argue that Rosenzwieg’s success is best understood through the symbolic frame. Specifically 

that this case illustrates the importance culture and symbols play in leading change in higher education 

and educational technology. To illustrate this, I focus on the symbols, myths, vision, and stories 

employed by Rosenzwieg and CHNM. To complement and enrich this approach, I also briefly consider 

how some of the features of this case can be interpreted from the political and human resources frames. 

Ultimately, I will suggest that these frames do not provide competing accounts of Rosenzwieg and 

CHNM, but instead that the three frames fit together quite nicely as a synthetic way to understand 

interrelated dimensions of the case.  

Brief Overview of Rosenzwieg and CHNM 

Over the last 50 years, significant changes have occurred in the subject matter of historical 

research, and the way historians interact with the public. At the center of this transition, a historian at 

George Mason University, Roy Rosenzwieg, played a critical role in effecting change in the historical 

profession. Based in his earlier work in the people’s history movement, Rosenzwieg helped define 
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digital history as part of the notion of “democratizing history”. In founding the Center for History and 

New Media, Rosenzwieg created one of the world’s largest digital humanities centers. Starting from 

humble beginnings with a staff of one, CHNM has been wildly successful at securing grant funding and 

creating award winning software and websites. By the end of his career, he had transitioned from being 

a rebel in the historical scholarly community in his youth to being an important leader in the principle 

historical professional organization, the American Historical Association.  

Rosenzwieg Through the Symbolic Frame 

The symbolic frame focuses attention on the ambiguous nature of our experience in the world. 

The ambiguity of experience requires us to actively make and seek meaning. In light of this knowledge, 

the cultural symbols of life become essential ways to understand how organizations function and how 

leaders lead. Working from this frame draws our attention to the myths, stories, ritual and ceremonies 

that we use to make sense of the world. This frame also focuses attention on the dramaturgical nature of 

leadership and organizations as entities that stage dramas which communicate specific messages to 

audiences. Rosenzwieg and CHNM’s success can largely be understood through application of this 

frame.  

In this section I will focus on four parts of Rosenzwieg’s work that are best understood through 

the symbolic frame. I will first explain how the story he told about digital history as a continuation of his 

work in the people’s history movement served to inform the field of digital history and the culture of 

CHNM. Second, I will suggest that in founding and naming CHNM, without external funding, he 

established a broad and potent vision for an organization. Third, I will argue that hosting the American 

Historical Association’s first website at chnm.gmu.edu/aha raised the status of CHNM and GMU. 

Lastly, I will discuss how the rituals he established around directly interacting with each employee at 

CHNM played an important role in reinforcing and communicating the culture and vision he established. 
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Together these four examples suggest the importance for understanding Rosenzwieg’s work through the 

symbolic frame.  

The Mythic Story of People’s History and Digital History 

There is a good chance that if you ask someone at the Center for History and New Media to 

explain what CHNM’s goals are, or what it’s approach to digital history is, that they will begin by 

explaining Rosenzwieg’s connection to the radical historians and people’s history movements. This 

story has significant mythic dimensions to it. Beneath the facts are a set of ideals about what CHNM is 

and what digital history should be. This mythic layer transforms a place of work into a much more lofty 

vision. 

Early in Rosenzwieg’s career, he established his scholarly identity through work in the radical 

and people’s history movement. He published articles in Labor History and Radical America. His 

dissertation became the book Eight Hours for What We Will, a history of the workers’ movement to 

establish the eight hour work day. His second book The Park and the People, offers a history of how 

different groups of people in New York City used Central park during the 20th century. A few central 

points are evident in all of this work. Throughout the work there is a strong sense of anti-elitism, a focus 

on telling the stories of “ordinary people,” and a left leaning appreciation for workers over management. 

At the same time as this work, he was also involved in the public history movement, which frequently 

invoked the language of democratizing history.  

When employees of the Center for History and New Media explain their organization, they will 

use terms like democratizing history to explain the various websites and software they are developing. 

When employees tell these stories, they explicitly invoke Rosenzwieg’s personal history as a part of the 

radical history movement. They often do so by referring to how Rosenzwieg saw the potential for digital 

media and computing. He immediately thought it could be an instrument which historians could use to 
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further the goals of the radical historical movement. Whenever employees tell these stories they are 

using this mythic story to reaffirm, communicate, and assert the importance of these ideals in defining 

and shaping their work.  

Establishing a Vision in Naming CHNM 

When Rosenzwieg established the Center for History and New Media in 1994, it was nothing 

more than his individual office. At that point, CHNM had no source of external funding; it was 

effectively another name for his office. With that said, on the web and on letterhead, CHNM’s name 

communicated that it was something much larger. Rosenzwieg’s name for his organization established a 

vision that was communicated around the world. Through his work, he was able to take the idea of 

CHNM from his individual office and build it into an organization with more than forty five staff and 

millions of dollars of grant funding in 13 years.  

There are a lot of different approaches to naming research centers. Many centers are named for 

their parent organizations, naming CHNM from this perspective would have resulted in it being called 

something like the George Mason University Center for History and New Media. Similarly, many 

organizations will refer to general geographic regions; here you could imagine a name like the Virginia 

Center for History and New Media. Instead of these more regional names, Rosenzwieg chose to use a 

global term and in doing so, he staked out a very broad swath of intellectual territory. He put forward a 

vision of a center that was not bounded by a geographic focus, but was instead a global institution. 

CHNM’s name established a vision that was much larger than its humble origins. Without that vision, 

the organization could never have grown to become what it is today.  

The Symbolism of chnm.gmu.edu/aha 

The American Historical Association’s first website was a subdirectory of CHNM’s website. 

Rosenzwieg offered to host the first version of the AHA’s site, which was gratefully accepted. At this 



Rosenzwieg’s Leadership     6 

point, for whatever reason, the AHA was uninterested in purchasing its own domain name. So 

Rosenzwieg ran the website as a subdirectory of CHNM’s website, at chnm.gmu.edu/aha. As a result, 

whenever a historian wanted to access the American Historical Association’s website they were required 

to key in both CHNM and GMU to get there. This had significant symbolic importance in raising the 

profile of both CHNM and GMU in the history community.  

By making the acronyms for CHNM and GMU part of the information required to access the 

AHA’s website this URL significantly connected the three organizations. Even the structure of the URL 

is critical, chnm.gmu.edu/aha explains CHNM as an important subdomain of GMU and displays aha as a 

directory inside the CHNM domain. So, if a historian wanted to, they could simply drop off the /aha part 

and directly visit the Center for History and New Media’s website. In practice, this meant that whenever 

the AHA shared its domain name in publications and at conferences it was also advertising CHNM and 

GMU and their relationship to the AHA. Along with raising the profile of both CHNM and GMU in the 

history community, this also reinforced the idea of CHNM as a central place for history on the web in 

the minds of American historians. 

 Eventually, the American Historical Association moved out to its own web hosting and domain 

name. You can now find the association’s website at historians.org. However, the story of the URL 

continues to be part of the story of CHNM. When Cohen (the current director of CHNM) and 

Rosenzwieg explain the importance of naming websites and choosing domain names in their book 

Digital History (2005), one of the primary examples they discuss is the changing domain name of the 

American Historical Association. While chnm.gmu.edu/aha is no longer how historians access their 

professional association online, it will always remain a story that staff CHNM staff tell to underscore the 

important role CHNM plays and has played, in putting history online. 

Rituals of the Peoples’ Historian as Manager 
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On a weekly basis at CHNM, Rozenzwieg would make the rounds of the Center for History and 

New Media's office, stopping briefly with each of the twenty-some people who worked in the office. 

From the symbolic frame, this reoccurring practice can be understood and unpacked as a ritual with 

symbolic significance. He would ask employees what they were working on over the next week or so. 

Inevitably, in that process he would end up suggesting a few other people he knew that the employee 

should consider contacting about their projects. This wasn’t micro-managing; he wanted to hear how his 

employees were planning to accomplish a task and was supportive of their efforts. After discussing 

work, Rosenzwieg would always end by asking about what the employee was doing outside of work. He 

wanted to know if were having any trouble with things like registering for classes, or if they could use 

feedback on some other project you were working on outside of work. Inevitably, he would leave each 

of these interactions with a short list of things he was going to do to help the individual employees at 

CHNM accomplish their goals, work related or otherwise. These exchanges served very practical value, 

but beyond that, these routine exchanges exemplified significant symbolic meaning.  

There are several different levels on which these routine events can be understood as 

communicating ritualistic meaning. First, by directly taking an interest in the work of each employee, 

and spending roughly an equal amount of time with each employee; the exchanges communicated the 

egalitarianism espoused throughout the mission and vision of the organization. Second, by always 

focusing on both the work and the needs of his employees, these exchanges further communicated the 

egalitarian ideals, as well as the idea that his employees were not simply there to work for him but to 

develop and express themselves. 

Altogether, the symbolic frame draws attention to the important role that the myths, vision, and 

stories of Rosenzwieg and CHNM play in their success. But this is not the entire picture. This symbolic 

view is best complemented with the human resources and political frames.  
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Case Re-analysis: Reframing 

 The symbolic frame is a potent way for understanding Rosenzwieg and CHNM. However, the 

political and human resources frames are also valuable tools for conceptualizing some of the same 

incidents I have already discussed. Examining some of the story of Rosenzwieg and CHNM through 

these two other frames offers insight into the political and human resource valances of the myths and 

stories. Altogether these three frames offer a much richer complementary view of the success of 

Rosenzwieg and CHNM 

Developing People and Attention to Human Needs 

 The human resources frame focuses attention on people and their growth and development as the 

key factor in the success of organizations. In this frame, organizational success is largely contingent on 

an organization’s success to provide opportunities for people to develop and grow while working 

together toward a common organizational mission. The ideas of the human resource frame are evident in 

several parts of Rosenzwieg and CHNM’s stories. In this section I will discuss the role that the human 

resources values play in both Rosenzwieg’s early work in radical history and his management approach 

at CHNM.  

In his early work, Rosenzwieg played a critical role in forming a community of previously 

unconnected scholars who were interested in the study of the workers’ movements. Beyond simply 

connecting people working on related projects, Rosenzwieg routinely focused on a much broader set of 

human needs. For example, consider this reflective quote from Elizabeth Blackmar, one of his coauthors 

and colleagues. Pay particular attention to the role that different levels of Maslow’s hierarchy of human 

needs play in her description. Blackmar suggests that Rosenzwieg “helped us all collectively to gain the 

confidence to do our creative work and he helped many of us find jobs, housing, roommates, and life-

long friends” (Grafton, xii). Inside that comment we see physiological needs, like housing and jobs, 
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love/belonging needs, like friendship, and components of esteem and self-actualization involved in 

gaining the confidence to do their collective work. In short, aside from simply networking people with 

related ideas, Rosenzwieg was always working to help people address a range of human needs.  

 The human resources frame is also a valuable tool for understanding the management rituals 

previously described in this paper. When Rosenzwieg went from office to office talking to each of his 

employees about their work, he was establishing the values of the organization. But beyond this, he was 

also explicitly working to exercise a Theory Y approach to management. Instead of trying to tell 

employees what they should be doing, he would ask them to explain what they were working on and 

then offer suggestions for things they might think about incorporating. In this respect, he was offering 

employees a chance to define and refine their ideas about how to do their work. Further, from the human 

resources perspective, when he would talk to employees about things they were working on or interested 

in that weren’t directly work related he was working to see the extent to which their other needs were 

being met and seeing if he could help address those needs.  

 In short, the human resources frame is a valuable way of understanding some of the success of 

Rosenzwieg and CHNM. These two examples illustrate how, along with the symbolic layer, there are 

several substantive components of thinking about human needs and personal development that play 

critical roles in the story of Rosenzwieg and CHNM. 

Power and Institution Building in Academic Politics 

 The political frame draws attention to the power dynamics in institutions and organizations. In 

this view, scarce resources and individuals inside organizations working toward different goals result in 

coalitions in which members are always, to some extent, at odds with each other. As a result, from a 

political perspective, leadership in organizations always involves the development of coalitions and 
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negotiations. Several points in the case of Rosenzwieg and CHNM have an important political 

dimension to them.  

The network of radical scholars, which Rosenzwieg helped assemble early in his career, was an 

important coalition against the power of the existing, more conservative forces, in many elite institutions 

of historical scholarship. If we return to the quote from Elizabeth Blackmar in the last section, we can 

understand the way that Rosenzwieg helped address the needs of his coalition members as something 

more than helping provide for their needs. Helping members of his coalition served as a way to further 

solidify his connections within this network. By helping members of his coalition find jobs, he was also 

helping get them into positions of power where they could have more say in work in historical research. 

Each individual Rosenzwieg helped find a job had their human needs addressed, but each of those 

individuals also represented someone with a similar viewpoint who had now gained some level of power 

in the profession, and felt professionally indebted to him.  

The story about the domain name for the American Historical Association can also be 

understood through the political frame. In this case, Rosenzwieg’s experience with computing 

technology gave him something that he could use to his advantage. When he offered to run the 

American Historical Association’s website and put CHNM and GMU inside the domain name for the 

site he not only made CHNM and GMU part of the story of the American Historical Association, he also 

clearly communicated the kind of power that his organizations had to anyone who typed in the domain 

name. The story of the domain name communicates the power which it represents. 

From these two examples, it is clear that there are important political valances to the features of 

Rosenzwieg and CHNM’s stories. Clearly, to not take into account the political dimensions of these 

stories would be to misrepresent key parts of what made Rosenzwieg and CHNM so successful.  
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Conclusions & implications 

I have argued that Rosenzwieg’s success is best understood as a case of the critical role that the 

symbolic frame can play for understanding leading change in higher education and educational 

technology. Understanding the stories, myth, and vision associated with CHNM and Rosenzwieg is 

essential to understanding their success. Realizing that experience of reality is so often ambiguous, the 

way Rosenzwieg made use of symbols illustrates how leaders working for change in higher education 

and educational technology should pay close attention to what story their work is communicating. I 

would suggest that this case underlines the importance of thinking through what story your work is 

telling.  

With that noted, I have also argued that there are important human resources and political 

valances to the success of Rosenzwieg and CHNM. Looking at these together, it becomes clear that this 

is not only about symbols. In the case of the human resource frame, throughout Rosenzwieg’s work, he 

clearly felt the need to attempt to address the needs of the people he worked with. Clearly, the human 

resources ideals of meeting human needs and providing opportunities for individuals to develop and 

grow are evident in this case. However, beyond this, the human resources frame itself can also be 

understood as an important symbolic component of the stories Rosenzwieg composed. There is a 

fundamental alignment between the Theory Y approach to management and the more democratic and 

peoples history ideals that Rosenzwieg and CHNM espoused. Ultimately, the approach to valuing and 

responding to human needs also paid political dividends. When Rosenzwieg was investing in people’s 

professional development and helping them land jobs, he was also enhancing the power of his network. 

In this case, values embedded in the human resources frame were leveraged to tell stories understood 

through the symbolic frame which ultimately paid dividends evident in the political frame.  
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I would suggest that the lesson here to those in higher education and educational technology is 

that while the symbolic frame is particularly critical for understanding meaning-making, it can also be a 

potent way to think about nesting the other frames inside each other to grapple with how each dimension 

of leadership comes together. In the end, the alignment between the story, the people, and the political 

network that Rosenzwieg built offer a rich way to understand this case, and leadership more broadly in 

higher education and educational technology.  
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