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‘Girls’ working together without ‘teams’:
How to avoid the colonization of
management language
Mark Learmonth

A B S T R AC T Many of us increasingly experience our personal and working lives

through a range of categories and classifications that have come to

be strongly associated with the formal management of organizations,

the effect of which has been explained as a subtle colonization of

our minds and imaginations. This article presents insights from an

organizational ethnography based in a UK hospital’s medical records

library where participants rarely used management discourses, the

only managerial terms they used at all being teams and teamwork,

and then mostly by way of parody, while strongly preferring an

alternative collective identity, the girls. This article therefore illustrates

and analyses how these workers shunned, if not entirely avoided,

management language’s colonizing incursions.

K E Y WO R D S ethnography � hospital clerks � management language � teams �

women in organizations

Introduction

The discourse of ‘teams’ is becoming increasingly pervasive in organizational
life. ‘Team’ currently tends to be the name managers routinely give to work
groups of all kinds (Sennett, 1998). Even academic organizational analysis
deploys the word liberally whenever representing groups, and its use
frequently seems indiscriminate. However casual and unexamined it may be,
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though, the naming of practices is never innocent. Acts of naming sanction
legitimate forms of discourse and knowledge whilst disqualifying or render-
ing invisible other possible ways of knowing and being in the world (Cooren
et al., 2008; Oakes et al., 1998).

That we call things teams became particularly pertinent during an
ethnographic study I conducted between May and September 2005 in a
department within a National Health Service (NHS) hospital in the United
Kingdom (UK). The official hospital literature was replete with such terms
as teams and teamwork, which managers used in routine and unnoticed
ways. The monthly meetings that all staff attended were designated ‘team
briefings’, for example, and job advertisements typically used the description
‘team player’ to portray the kind of employee being sought. Indeed, Join The
Team And Make A Difference, a slogan taken directly from a national
government recruitment campaign for NHS staff, was the screensaver on all
the hospital staff members’ computer terminals. However, the people with
whom I spent most of my time during the field work – filing clerks in the
medical records department, workers who maintained the paper records of
patients’ clinical details – rarely used the term spontaneously. They much
preferred referring to one another as ‘the girls’.

A group of people in a work setting who rarely talk about teams might
be particularly surprising in today’s society, as the wider lexicon of terms
associated with formal organizational management seems to be percolating
steadily into our everyday talk (Deetz, 1992; Grey, 1999; Parker, 2002), and
even into lifestyle magazines (Hancock & Tyler, 2004). This change is
important because it raises the possibility of a colonization that suggests that
human life itself might become, as Grey (1999) argues:

something to be managed, and [that] other forms of meaning or being
in the world become marginalized, thus truncating the variety of
human experience while promoting a form of experience, which, it can
be argued, is disciplinary, degrading and confining.

(p. 577)

Others who have commented critically on the incursion of management
language into everyday life typically follow Habermas (1987) in under-
standing it as a form of colonization of the life world. Thus, Hancock and
Tyler argue that the use of management language outside formal work arenas
is ‘an ongoing managerialist colonization of the everyday life world’ (2004:
619), while Deetz, also after Habermas, claims that the ‘extent of the modern
corporation encroachment into nonwork life . . . might properly be called a
“colonizing” activity – a colonization of the life world’ (1992: 17–18).
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Various authors have explored the significance of executives’ own use
of managerial terms in a professional context (Astley & Zammuto, 1992;
Faÿ, 2008; Jackall, 1988; Learmonth, 1999, 2005; Watson, 2004). However,
works examining how such other people as members of the public use this
language have still centred on professional people, those for whom ‘manage-
ment is part of our lives’, as one member of a focus group put it (Hancock
& Tyler, 2004: 639). Contrastingly, what this study does is to show how
people who associate little with managers use management language, and,
furthermore, how they use it in their own everyday settings.

The aim of this study, therefore, is to add a new dimension to the
existing literature concerning the effects of management language by close
engagement with the clerks’ day-to-day world. As the work progressed, the
study came to focus particularly on the discourse of teams and the alterna-
tives to it. The article consequently illustrates novel ways in which those
subjected to the teamwork discourse’s colonizing claims circumvented them
and shows one of the means by which they constructed alternative collective
identities.

This second contribution is equally important. Even in studies that
focus on resistance to the discourse, the concept of teams invariably remains
as the central discursive starting point for debate and analysis. A risk exists,
however, that such an unquestioned starting point might elide the existence
of alternative collective identities, what may be called teams’ other alterna-
tives that represent ways of avoiding managerial colonization. In emphasiz-
ing ‘the girls’ as the preferred formulation, therefore, this article intends to
construct ideas radically disengaged from conventional notions of teamwork
and thereby take the debate in new directions.

The article first reviews certain literature on teams, the one mana-
gerially oriented word that the clerks did use, and which is therefore 
especially important to the study. The intent of this review is to show how
the word teams has the power to colonize the hearts and minds of those
subjected to it, but show also how it is able to be resisted. Next, the article
reports on the ethnographic approach and the key findings, followed by a
discussion of the significance of the virtual absence of managerial language
and the preferred alternative, the girls; a discussion that emphasizes the discur-
sive impact of the word teams and of management language more generally.

The colonization of teams

This section focuses on what teams, as a category for making sense of the
world, does when we deploy it in talking and writing about organizational
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realities, rather than on such more usual concerns of management writing
about teams as what ‘they’ are and how ‘they’ might function. An approach
that reflects the belief that representing practices as ‘teamwork’ is to some
extent arbitrary. The label ‘teams’ creates a particular version of the world,
a version that has political effects (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000).

What follows, therefore, makes no claim to be comprehensive in its
treatment of the burgeoning literature on teams. This burgeoning reflects the
new wave of managerial interest in teamwork that has gathered pace since
the 1980s, when the discourse began to spread from the manufacturing
sector into service industries and the public sector (Jenkins, 1994), alongside
related rhetoric concerning employee involvement more generally (Proctor
& Mueller, 2000). Indeed, it is now plausible to claim that ‘a fundamental
feature of [much] modern management theory and practice is teamworking.
Human resource management (HRM), total quality management (TQM),
just in time (JIT) and business process re-engineering (BPR) each share . . .
a common emphasis on teams’ (McCabe & Black, 1997: 110). This article’s
understanding of the concept of teams, however, emphasizes merely the one
aspect of the literature that is most relevant to the study – the term’s poten-
tial to act as a discourse of managerial colonization and domination – a
discourse that is therefore also likely to attract dissent and resistance.

It has been possible to link the discourse of teams with the managerial
elites’ definitions of organizational realities, at least since the seminal work
of Fox (1966). In setting out alternative ways of seeing organizations as
unitary or pluralistic, Fox asked, ‘[w]hat is the closest analogy to the enter-
prise – is it, or ought it to be, analogous to a team, unified by a common
purpose, or is it more plausibly viewed as a coalition of interests?’ (1966: 2).
Fox himself expressed a preference for the pluralistic frame of reference,
asserting that organizations ought to be thought of as temporary coalitions
of competing interest groups. He did, however, recognize that the discourse
of teams ‘represents a vision of what industry ought to be like which is wide-
spread among employers, top managers and substantial sections of outside
public opinion’ (p. 3).

Fox (1966) can therefore be understood to suggest that talking about
teams conditions us to understand organizations in ways that coincide with
the interests of top managers. Indeed, its taken-for-grantedness can mean that
the discourse of teams can act as a resource for top managers by bolstering
their interests while giving the impression that they are merely talking
neutrally about the way things are.

Furthermore, because of its unitarist resonances, routinely represent-
ing organizational life in the language of teams tends to write out other avail-
able ideas about organizations. It is, for example, a tacit denial of what
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Ezzamel et al. refer to in a Marxian sense as the ‘structured antagonism
between capital and labour’ (2001: 1058), because the commonsense reading
of teams misleadingly implies that everyone is playing for the same side and
aiming for the same goals.

Fox’s (1966) insights concerning teams as a manifestation of ideology
have been supplemented by more recent work with greater emphasis on how
talk of teams can be a powerful way for individuals to do identity work
(Alvesson & Willmott, 2002). This means that the discourse of teams can
act as a positive, if perhaps seductive, resource in the construction of indi-
vidual and collective identities. Mueller et al. note that describing joint
activity as teamwork often connotes ‘collaboration, conviviality, comrade-
ship and commitment . . . [the term thus] seems to carry a nearly irresistible
appeal to social, moral and individual imperatives that are difficult to deny’
(2000: 1388).

An optimistic reading of what using the term ‘teams’ does is therefore
possible. For example, representing a group of people as part of the same
team tends to imply reciprocity and equality. Using the term in this way could
even accomplish such things as reducing traditional divisions in work places
such as those based upon hierarchy or gender (Donnellon, 1996). However,
internalizing the need to be a team player is also likely to encourage forms
of self-surveillance that are clearly in line with traditional managerial
concerns with commitment, motivation, and so on (Barker, 1993, 1999;
Ezzamel & Willmott, 1998; Sewell, 1998).

Given this ambivalence, many staff members are likely to ‘engage with,
respond to, imbibe but also oppose its [teamwork’s] subjective demands’
(Knights & McCabe, 2003: 1588). This simultaneous engagement with, and
opposition to, teamwork can be seen, for example, in Pringle’s analysis of
secretaries’ relationships with their bosses, which shows how ‘[s]ecretaries
can increasingly call on the language of “team” to insist on certain rights
and reciprocities’ (1988: 55); however, she immediately adds that ‘[i]t is also
in the boss’s interests to talk the language of “teams” and disguise the actual
workings of power’ (1988: 55).

The discourse of teams can therefore be read as potentially colonizing,
both in its role as part of the naturalization of a unitary ideology concern-
ing organizations and in the way in which it can be deployed as a part of
self-narration, through such conceptualizations as, ‘I am part of a team’, ‘I
am a team player’, and so on. Furthermore, it is reasonable to believe that
both these colonizing aspects of the discourse are likely to coincide to at least
a significant extent with the traditional interests of those in charge of organiz-
ations in the sense that an unexamined use of teams discursively naturalizes
managerial interests.
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Those who broadly accept this kind of analysis have elaborated two
contrasting responses. Some assume that the colonizing discourse of teams
dupes workers into regarding themselves as team players and thereby blinds
them to the ways in which the discourse denies their interests and supports
those of elites. These emphasize the tyranny of teamwork (Sinclair, 1992),
teamwork being understood as a discursive socialization mechanism through
which elites control employees, aligning their motivations with organiz-
ational objectives (Finn, 2008). The other response holds that since the team
discourse implies inclusivity, it is the very thing that can alert those who are
at risk of being colonized by the discourse. Vallas (2003), for example, views
managers who talk of teams as likely to be a focus for dissent and resistance,
especially if a yawning gap exists between their ritualized pronouncements
and organizational realities.

Of course, which of these two alternatives is favoured is to some extent
an empirical question, and, as we shall see as we turn to the empirical study,
it is the latter reading of the impact of the team concept that is more consist-
ent with the interpretation of the phenomena advanced in this article.

Medical records clerks

Employees in UK hospital medical records departments store, maintain, and
retrieve the manual files, often called case notes, used to record patients’
clinical details, which the professionals concerned generally still write by
hand. Along with a whole range of related tasks, the clerks also make patient
appointments and act as receptionists for them.1 The volume of this work
should not be underestimated. In the relatively small general hospital in the
study, over 300,000 individual case notes were stored in the main library,
which was administered by 35 clerks, five of whom were men.

It is also important to emphasize how others in the NHS generally
regard such departments and the clerks working in them in terms of hospital
hierarchy. In the particular hospital where the research for this study was
conducted, almost everyone else in the hospital seemed to enjoy more esteem.
In addition to professional clinical staff, secretaries and even switchboard
operators regularly got clerks into trouble by complaining to their manager
about relatively minor misdemeanours and omissions.

It was here, then, that I worked as one of these clerks in a hospital
located within commuting distance of where I lived. As the proposals had
been subjected to the normal NHS research governance arrangements, at the
start of the project the hospital authorities had officially approved the work
and issued me with an honorary contract and a name badge.

Human Relations 62(12)1 8 9 2

 at University of Nottingham on November 22, 2010hum.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://hum.sagepub.com/


Each day I generally spent the mornings with another clerk, pushing
trolleys of case notes from the main filing area across part of the hospital to
the out-patient clinics, where people come from their homes to be treated by
specialist medical staff. I spent the afternoons placing the case notes we had
brought down earlier into separate trolleys for each of the following day’s
clinics. This gruelling routine meant that I could provide concrete help that
reduced others’ workloads and provide reciprocity for the many oppor-
tunities that were useful to my research. These included chatting with
colleagues, listening to others’ conversations, and experiencing directly the
things that made up their, and at the time our, days. I spent a total of
approximately 320 observation hours on site.

Originally, the study’s central concern had been to observe the clerks
in their natural setting in order to analyse how they used and responded to
management discourses. However, as the scarcity of the use of management
language started to become clear over the first few weeks of the work, the
focus gradually changed to the alternatives used. This means that the basic
empirical claims elaborated in this article required no formal techniques of
post-fieldwork data analysis for them to start to emerge. A lack of a team or
any other managerial discourse was apparent after only a few weeks in 
the field.

However, an initial recognition of the significance of the formulation,
the girls, was slower to take shape. Indeed, I hardly noticed that the clerks
used the term about themselves for about the first half of the project. Then
I experienced what might have been akin to what Adler and Adler describe
as a ‘“Click!” experience – something of a sudden, though minor, epiphany
as to the emotional depth or importance of an event or a phenomenon’
(1998: 81), and started to realize that the clerks routinely used the term ‘the
girls’ to talk about themselves, and that this practice might hold significance
for my work.

I kept a detailed daily field notes diary throughout the field work,
completed mainly during lunch breaks and hour-long homeward train
journeys, as I was generally kept too busy to make field notes in situ. And,
during the latter stages of the work I conducted 16 unstructured interviews.
I invited every staff member for these and interviewed all who accepted.
Conducting interviews enabled our talk to be recorded and transcribed in
full, as well as enabling our conversations to proceed in a relatively relaxed
manner and at greater length than would have been possible in the midst of
work activities. Each interview lasted between 30 and 45 minutes.

However, I did not use the interviews to ask the respondents directly
about their attitudes towards management language. This was in part
because I had already learnt that the clerks were relatively indifferent
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towards management discourse, making that line of questioning unlikely to
elicit much of use. The consideration that the focus should be as far as
possible on relatively naturally occurring language was also important, so
that I also tried to minimize the imposition of my own categories and expec-
tations on what was said. But another major consideration was that many
clerks had expressed unease about the idea of being interviewed. Even though
by that relatively late stage of the research I considered myself to be regarded
to some extent at least as ‘one of the gang’ (Tope et al., 2005: 486), as others
have found in researching groups who enjoy little conventional prestige
(Skeggs, 1994), I encountered reluctance about the idea of one-to-one inter-
views. Indeed, some of those who declined an interview said they did so
because they could not imagine how interviewing them might hold some-
thing of interest for others.

Therefore, although each interview started with questions about what
it was like to work in the department, we often moved quickly away from
work to touch upon such broader issues as our family lives, hobbies, and
musical interests. This was not a problem for the conduct of the research.
Since the analytical focus was on the way in which the clerks deployed
language to represent their lives, ensuring that we covered a set of pre-
determined topics was relatively unimportant.

Indeed, the rigour for which I aimed with both the observations and
the interviews did not come from a strict adherence to preconceived
procedures and protocols (Bate, 1997; Humphreys et al., 2003). It came
instead from ‘a constant exposure to the other’ (Linstead, 1996: 14). I was
attempting the reflexive model of science, embracing not detachment but
engagement as the road to knowledge (Burawoy, 1998; Thomson &
Hassenkamp, 2008). Over the project as a whole, I therefore came to know
my medical records colleagues reasonably well and, as far as I could tell, we
enjoyed friendly relations. It was pleasing, for example, to be presented with
a number of cards and gifts on my last day. I was, however, constantly aware
of being a middle-class man in the midst of a group largely made up of
women, many of whom lived on low incomes, supplemented for some by
benefit payments.

Especially given this type of relationship with the clerks, my ambition
is to show what Skeggs calls a ‘conscious partiality’ (1994: 79) towards the
clerks’ own culture and lifeworlds. Clerks doing what is often called ‘routine’
work remain a major group in many organizations, but relatively few
scholars have attempted to understand their lives.2 For although Dutton
emphasizes clerks’ ‘positively deviant’ characteristics’ (2003: 6), and Prasad
and Prasad highlight ‘routine workplace resistance’ (2000: 387), these sorts
of studies are far from typical. Particularly in a UK context, a managerial
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perspective is typically apparent among the naturalisitic studies of clerical
workers within health organizations.

Therefore, although a few studies have suggested clerks’ unnoticed-yet-
powerful influence over such things as epidemiological statistics (Prior, 1985)
or the time patients spend on waiting lists (Pope, 1991), most research
agendas appear to have been guided by interests other than the clerks’ own
concerns. Pope, for example, interpreted clerks’ overlooked influence on
waiting lists as a failure in ‘management practices’ that needs to be under-
stood before ‘we [that is, presumably, managers] will be able to tackle the
problems of waiting lists effectively’ (1991: 210). In contrast, this study aims
to contribute to knowledge, but with the hope that it will resist managerial
appropriation.

Working without teams

On arriving in the department I started to listen for people using manage-
ment language. Somewhat counter to my initial expectations, however, after
several weeks in the field I noticed no spontaneous use of it. While people
may have talked about attending a team briefing, for example, they did so
because they were using an official name. I rarely heard clerks use the word
team when speaking in any other context. During my entire time in the field
I heard the spontaneous use of management-associated words on just six
occasions, and the word in question was always teams or a closely associ-
ated formulation.

On four of these occasions people appeared to use the term in passing,
but on another two occasions they used it spontaneously in a prominent 
way. The first of these latter occasions was several weeks into the study when
a work experience student from a local school gave the staff members a
questionnaire about their jobs. I wrote in my field notes diary:

. . . Several people were crowding round, helping Maggie [this and all
subsequent names have been changed] to complete the questionnaire.
Whilst looking at everyone else for help, Maggie read out the
questions. One of them was: ‘What are the qualities required by your
job?’ No one volunteered any possible responses. ‘Qualities . . .’ she
mused, looking for help from the others. After receiving no suggestions
she eventually said, ‘Well, I suppose teamworking. Yeah, of course! We
all need to work in a team here!’ As she was saying this, she raised her
eyebrows and inflected her voice with evident sarcasm . . .
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The other occasion took place a few weeks later. I wrote in my field notes:

. . . Maria stormed into the office saying she was in a bad mood. She’d
asked a colleague if she could borrow a trolley [a vital piece of equip-
ment for moving case notes around], but had been told ‘not really’,
even though her colleague had two spare. Maria protested loudly to
everyone in the office: ‘She had two, but she wouldn’t lend me a fucking
trolley! There’s no fucking teamwork in this place!’

Shortly before I left, one of the clerks asked me about the study’s findings. I
told her the above two stories, and she replied:

. . . ‘Yeah! Teamworking, my arse!’ She then explained how, when
taking extra case notes to clinics [those retrieved on an unplanned basis
for patients arriving unexpectedly as urgent cases], the nurses would
often just take them without a word of thanks [though retrieving them
was highly disruptive to the clerks’ other jobs], and if the case notes
had not been properly checked [to see if enough forms, note paper, etc.
were available in the file], the nurses would ring the medical records
manager and complain. This would then get the person who had
retrieved them into trouble ‘for no reason’, she said, ‘because the nurses
could easily check them themselves; in fact, it would probably be
quicker to check them than ring the manager!’ . . .

In contrast to the male factory workers in Ezzamel et al.’s study, who seemed
to take delight in displaying their ‘awkwardness’ and ‘bloodymindedness’
(2001: 1068), the clerks appeared to be upset by each criticism they received.
Individuals regularly emerged from the manager’s office to tell everyone
resignedly that they had just been ‘told off’, but I never saw them overtly
challenge the deferential situation in which they found themselves.

Therefore, while I think the above teamwork incidents were import-
ant, in part because they were so unusual, it would be misleading to give the
impression of a group of workers deeply concerned with the politics of resist-
ance, or to suggest, for instance, that the virtual absence of management
language stemmed from conscious avoidance. A more likely explanation
would be that managerial categories were exogenous to their culture. The
clerks did not use management language simply because it did not enable
them to say what they wanted to say.

To illustrate this point, here is one of the four less prominent references
to teams. It occurred during a taped interview when the informant was
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talking about her boss in a former job within another medical records
department:

. . . She was a good boss, and we used to go out drinking with her
socially. But the girls, we were just like a family. Whatever anybody,
you know, whatever problems they had, everybody knew about it,
basically. But that’s what I like about [the] records [department]. And
it’s the same here – we’re a family, we’re a team, we get on, we help
each other, we go out and it’s really good. We have a really good social
life . . .

As with the other three less prominent uses I noticed, team was de-
emphasized here, embedded and almost hidden in a discursive environment
that constructed the department in terms that privileged people’s social lives
and personal problems. Had teams been the primary descriptor, perhaps the
problems referred to would not have been personal ones, but those that the
management officially acknowledged and deemed organizationally relevant.
By mentioning the word team in juxtaposition with family and helping each
other, it seems likely she was using it in its widest, least corporate sense of
general conviviality and comradeship.

Nevertheless, and however we want to understand the word team in
this excerpt, it is submitted that what is more important for understanding
the excerpt as a whole is that the presence of the word team should not
distract us from another term for the group that it also contains, which is
‘the girls’, a formulation that was particularly prominent in all the clerks’
talk about one another as a collective.

‘Girls’ together

In much social science writing, the word ‘girls’ is widely seen as an un-
acceptable and patronizing term for referring to adult women (Acker & van
Houten, 1974; Katila & Merilainen, 1999). Indeed, Halford and Leonard
assert that using ‘“girls” to describe women of whatever age, even in their
fifties, reflects the powerlessness of most women and the refusal to accept
mature women as equals (paralleling as it does the once common practice of
white people calling black men “boys”)’ (2001: 73). Nevertheless, ‘girls’ was
the term the female clerks themselves used habitually to talk about them-
selves.3 Below are some brief excerpts chosen more or less arbitrarily from
my field notes diary to show the wide variety of contexts in which the
formulation was deployed:
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. . . Beth was talking to Lesley about a new recruit called Linda; Lesley
didn’t immediately realise who Linda was, so Beth explained: ‘you
know, one of the new girls’ . . .

. . . A grateful patient brought a gift for everyone; after he’d gone the
call went out: ‘there’s cake, girls!’ . . .

. . . Staff in neighbouring hospitals’ medical-records departments were
known as ‘the girls over at [name of hospital]’ . . .

. . . a long-serving staff member (aged about 60), who was describing
how things had changed over the years told me that the department
had ‘got bigger; in fact I mean, when I first started, I think there was
about, oh gosh, just a handful of girls’ . . .

Whilst it may be true that the term ‘the girls’ can be used more or less
unproblematically and regardless of age and hierarchical status by women
who are talking about fun social groups, such as in ‘a girls’ nights out’ for
example, its routine use to refer to work groups might be more problemati-
cal. This is because women who routinely refer to their work groups as the
girls seem typically to be those who enjoy little organizational prestige.
However, these sorts of claims are necessarily speculative because the social
science literature offers little in the way of sustained analysis of the discur-
sive significance of the term ‘the girls’ when it is used by adult women who
are talking of groups to which they themselves belong. Perhaps this absence
from the literature reflects an assumption that the practice is merely part of
the unremarkable and normal way of things. However, as Ezzamel et al.
observe:

normal appearances are presented and maintained only by actively and
artfully engaging [in] the routines through which such appearances are
reproduced . . . The normal appearances of self-identity are routinized,
but they are not given or automatically produced. Instead, they are
reflexively monitored and sustained, even though the absence of any
deliberate or self-conscious intervention appears to be a defining
feature of such normalcy.

(2001: 1058)

In order to start to interpret the reflexive monitoring and sustaining of the
term ‘the girls’ to constitute the clerks’ group identity, it would be useful to
compare two interview excerpts in which the clerks referred to one another
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as girls. The first is in the context of a description of conventional work
activities in office hours:

. . . I started off on fracture clinic, just doing fracture clinic, and then
when, you know, the clinics were over, I’d go back upstairs [to work
the rest of the time in the records library]. And then I graduated on to
reception A, then reception B. And then one of the girls that was in the
main office was doing the new patients [by herself because] another
girl left, [so] I’ve been down here ever since . . .

The second excerpt relates to the importance attached to colleagues outside
working hours, especially as the interviewee was a relative newcomer in the
local area:

. . . I don’t know anybody. I know the girls that I work with and that’s
it. I don’t know anybody else in [name of area]. But they made me feel
really welcome. Like I stayed at Katie’s house and we went out and
everything. You know, she texted me last night and said, ‘Do you want
to come for a drink? All the girls are meeting up!’ So it’s nice . . .

As opposed to the term ‘team’, ‘girls’ appears to do a number of things in
these contexts. It is, of course, inescapably a female term, so its prominent
use seems likely to have enabled and reinforced a distinctively feminine soli-
darity, as opposed to the more masculine environment one might expect
managers to encourage (Collinson, 1992). Indeed, the next excerpt shows
how a respondent recognized the potential for conflict between being one of
the girls and being a manager:

. . . She [the first-line supervisor] is one of the girls. When you’re down,
she’s the only person that [speech trails off] – she does it to everybody.
If you’re upset and [name of supervisor] looks at you or comes and
gives you a hug, you just burst out crying straightaway. She’s just like
mum, you know, ‘What’s wrong?’ And you’re just like crying, straight-
away. You just start crying. Yeah, she is like one of the girls – but then,
sometimes you just think she’s also your boss and you can’t be too girly,
do you know what I mean? . . .

Taken together, then, these extracts might be understood to suggest that ‘the
girls’ was a way of enabling speakers to assert an identity built around
personal and socialized relationships (Coupland et al., 2008), as opposed to
the officially approved relations that come with an acceptance of such
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discourses as teams. Still, while being one of the girls might be different from
anything likely to receive official sanction, it was nevertheless an identity
relatively unthreatening to the bosses. Indeed, one can imagine a managerial
indifference as, ‘As long as they do their jobs!’

Discussion

Two central claims emerge from the empirical materials presented above. The
first is that a teams discourse was more or less absent from the field in spite
of the need for the clerks to work together, and where teams did get
mentioned prominently the clerks treated it with cynicism or humour
(Collinson, 2002; Cooper, 2008). The second claim is that what was much
more important than teams in understanding the collective identity of the
clerks was their talk of one another as the girls. This formulation seemed to
act as an alternative to the discourse of teams, which both distanced the
clerks from managerial imperatives and helped them to establish a distinc-
tively feminine solidarity – while not attracting adverse managerial attention.

Such claims represent a counterpoint to earlier work on the impact of
management language in the personal sphere. Most commentators, as
already noted, follow Habermas in interpreting the incursion of management
language into everyday talk as one of the ‘alien forces [that have made] their
way into the lifeworld from the outside – like colonial masters coming into
a tribal society [they] force a process of assimilation upon it’ (1987: 355).
Habermas appears to believe then, that ‘colonial masters’ could more or less
straightforwardly ‘force’ assimilation upon the colonized, therefore assuming
that what he called the lifeworld, ‘a reservoir of taken-for-granteds, of
unshaken convictions that participants in communication draw upon in
cooperative processes of interpretation’ (1987: 124) was open to unproblem-
atic assimilation. This assumption, however, starts to appear problematical
in the context of this study in which management language can hardly be
said to have been a successful colonizing force.

Two readings of the empirical material therefore present themselves.
The first is the vulnerability of a teamwork discourse to mimicry; the second
suggests a way in which the clerks constructed and maintained an oblivi-
ousness to managerial language, an obliviousness that may be interpreted as
an immunization against management’s colonizing efforts.

Mimicking the discourse of teams

The clerks were routinely subjected to the discourse of teams in their day-
to-day jobs – it was pervasive in the local managers’ routine talk and in the
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official description of the clerks’ duties in job descriptions and similar
management statements. Nevertheless, the only times the clerks themselves
used the term in a spontaneous, self-conscious, and prominent manner was
to treat it with humour and irony.

One way of interpreting such actions would be to see them as a
mimicry of standard managerial pronouncements. A mimicry, according to
Bhabha (2004), that can be understood as a form of disavowal that if it is
hostile to official discourse is only ambiguously so, and therefore remains
relatively immune from censure.

In the first excerpt, when Maggie was forced into using the language
of teams by the questionnaire’s conventional assumptions, her ironic dis-
position enabled her to produce, as Bhabha puts it, ‘a form of subversion,
founded on the undecidability that turns the discursive conditions of
dominance into the grounds of intervention’ (2004: 160). In the second,
Maria similarly turned the discursive conditions of dominance to her advan-
tage, displacing her initial anger with a colleague by parodying the sort of
ritualized pronouncements about teamwork that managers commonly make.
Interpreting her actions after Bhabha we might say that she enabled ‘other
“denied” knowledges [to] enter upon the dominant discourse and estrange
the basis of its authority’ (Bhabha, 2004: 162).

As argued earlier, from a managerial perspective it is likely to be desir-
able that subordinate staff internalize dominant discourses – such as teams
– so that these discourses become resources subordinates use to construct
managerially approved workplace identities. However, Maggie and Maria’s
actions hardly suggest that they had internalized teamwork. Instead,
perhaps their mimicry indicates that they had found a subversive source of
agency. Their mimicry enabled them to make choices and impose their
choices on the organization to some extent in spite of their ostensibly low
place in the official hierarchy. This means that they found in their mimicry
of standard teamwork pronouncements a means to disrupt and disturb
conventional ideas about teams by articulating it in a manner that was
almost – but not quite the same as – that which their managers articulated
(Frenkel, 2008).

The girls

If the ways with which the clerks dealt with the discourse of teams suggest
that they saw such discourses as a threat to their preferred sense of self, it is
unsurprising that the occurrence of any management language was notably
rare. Indeed, I want to suggest that their preferred formulation ‘the girls’
allowed them to construct a more or less separate and alternative collective
identity to the one their managers preferred.

Learmonth How to avoid the colonization of management language 1 9 0 1

 at University of Nottingham on November 22, 2010hum.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://hum.sagepub.com/


The term ‘the girls’ seemed to have provided a discursive resource
through which the clerks were able to construct their work and wider life
and through which they retained their favoured sense of self. Thus, it was
one of the ways in which they achieved a personal non-involvement in the
official sphere. As one clerk commented:

. . . We don’t talk about work, full stop – unless we have to! When
I’ve been to meetings where managers are talking, it takes me half an
hour to tune in to what they’re saying; they talk completely differently
to us . . .

While the clerks were aware of the management discourses, and could go
through the motions of attending such official events as team meetings, and
would no doubt be wise enough to say that they were good team players
during interviews, being the girls meant that they had little need for resist-
ance, as resistance implies an involvement in the official logic, albeit a sub-
versive one (Yurchak, 1997). Therefore, rather than using ideas drawn from
such studies of resistance as disidentification (Humphreys & Brown, 2002)
or Švejkism (Fleming & Sewell, 2002) to explain their relationship to the
team discourse, on a day-to-day basis at least they seemed oblivious to teams
or to any management term and its potential for domination.

Furthermore, their own formulation achieved distance from manage-
ment without being conventionally political or consciously controversial, so
it may be a somewhat different usage from more knowingly politicized
deployments of formerly used terms of abuse, such as the appropriation of
the word ‘queer’ by homosexuals (Lee et al., 2008). It seems, rather, to have
been a way for the clerks to achieve what Sennett calls ‘strong social ties’,
which are ties that explicitly contrast with the ‘weak ties that are embodied
in teamwork’ (1998: 24). The latter ties are weak, Sennett asserts, because
of teamwork’s association with transient and de-personalized work-based
tasks. Therefore, in spite of managerial attempts to define organizational
realities in terms of teams (as well as by using such terms as strategies, leader-
ship and so on) large groups, at least within the organization studied here,
continued to live their lives as if management and its constitutive discourses
were more or less irrelevant.

Conclusion

One of the purposes of this article was to provide an antidote to the received
wisdom about teams, which assumes that they are an inherently good and
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more or less unproblematic empirical reality, and to reveal some of teams’
more opaque functions as a discursive resource. However, even if its more
opaque functions have been successfully revealed, questions still remain
about the impact that the absence of the discourse had on the people in the
records department studied.

It is possible to remain pessimistic about the overall impact of the teams
discourse, even when it was virtually absent, in that its absence could be
understood as a marker of the clerks’ lack of status. Perhaps below a certain
level in the organization people simply do not qualify for team membership,
and so it is impossible for them to make discursive use of the teams concept
to advance claims to be treated with equality. Only such discursive resources
implying subordination as that of the girls remain available. Understood in
this way, the record clerks’ responses to the discourse of teams become not
so much a successful form of refusal, nor even an immunity, but merely an
insidious form of marginalization. More traditional forms of managerial
coercion, such as their vulnerability to complaints by other occupational
groups, remained sufficient as control mechanisms.

Nevertheless, the more optimistic readings this article has advanced
can still plausibly be maintained. Even though the rhetoric of belonging and
membership that are the foundational allure of teamwork failed to bridge
the gap between the clerks’ status and influence and those of their more
professional colleagues, the key addition this article makes to the teamwork
literature is that it shows how the clerks were able to use other discursive
resources to build a satisfying collective identity at work.

Contrary to a more pessimistic reading that sees the lack of a teamwork
discourse to be a source of insidious marginalization, the discursive resources
provided by the use of the term ‘the girls’ can instead be interpreted to have
functioned to insulate the clerks from their managers and the wider organiz-
ation. The position in which the clerks found themselves seems to have
granted them at least some freedom to define themselves outside of the
officially sanctioned discourses of managerialism. Whether that situation was
exclusion or emancipation perhaps remains an open question.
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Notes

1 I began my career working as a clerk in a hospital medical records office in the early
1980s. This factor influenced the choice of research site in a number of ways, not
least because it helped me access the site.

2 For a classic study of clerks, see Lockwood (1958). See Beechey (1983) for a pioneer-
ing review of ethnographies exploring women’s paid employment more broadly, and
for a vivid portrayal of the life of one particular hospital records clerk in a United
States context, see the 2003 film American Splendor (directors, Shari Springer
Berman and Robert Pulcini).

3 The five men who worked in the department did not generally call the women ‘girls’
and they seemed not to notice the women’s use of the term.
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Autoethnography and 
academic identity: glimpsing  
business school doppelgängers

Mark Learmonth
Durham University, UK

Michael Humphreys
Nottingham University Business School, UK

Abstract
Throughout our adult lives we have both been haunted by a certain sense of doubleness—a feeling 
of dislocation, of being in the wrong place, of playing a role. Inspired by Stevenson’s novel Strange 
Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde we explore this doubleness through evocative, dual, autoethnographic 
accounts of academic conferences. By analysing our stories in an iterative process of writing, reading, 
rewriting and rereading, we seek to extend the reach of much recent autoethnographic research. 
Presenting ourselves as objects of research, we show how, for us, contemporary academic identity 
is problematic in that it necessarily involves being (at least) ‘both’ Jekyll and Hyde. In providing 
readings of our stories, we show how autoethnography can make two contributions to the study 
of identity in organizations. The first is that autoethnographic accounts may provide scholars with 
new forms of empirical material—case studies in identity work. The second contribution highlights 
the value of experimenting with unorthodox approaches—such as explicitly using novels and 
other literary sources to study identity. 

Keywords 
academic identity, autoethnography, business school, conferences, double, Jekyll and Hyde, R. L. 
Stevenson

when I reached years of reflection, and began to look round me and take stock on my progress and position 
in the world, I stood already committed to a profound duplicity of life … Though so profound a double-
dealer, I was in no sense a hypocrite; both sides of me were in dead earnest; I was no more myself when I 
laid aside restraint and plunged in shame, than when I laboured, in the eye of the day, at the furtherance of 
knowledge. Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, R. L. Stephenson (2003: 48).1
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Robert Louis Stevenson’s short novel, Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, caused a sensation 
when it was first published in 1886. Even today, phrases like the ‘Jekyll and Hyde personality’ 
remain very much part of the vernacular, suggesting that the basic idea of the work continues to 
haunt our contemporary collective unconsciousness (McNally, 2007). As is surely well known, the 
story tells of how Dr Jekyll, a respectable medical practitioner, is able to transform himself with 
chemical potions into a physically different man: the unpresentable Mr Hyde. This duality, in 
which the transformation of the same person meant that ‘each [element of self] … could be housed 
in separate identities’ (p. 49), places Stevenson’s work firmly within in a tradition that, by the 
1880s, had become established within gothic writing: tales of the doppelgänger, the double, or lit-
erally, ‘double-goer’ (Miller, 2003). The term was coined by the German Romantic author Jean 
Paul in 1796 (Vardoulakis, 2004), and by Stevenson’s time, stories featuring a doppelgänger were 
typically associated with ‘a notion of the subject/subjectivity that is defective, disjunct, split, 
threatening, spectral’ (Vardoulakis, 2006: 100). 

Over the 125 years or so since its publication (especially perhaps with the rise of various 20th-
century ideas that have complicated earlier assumptions concerning the ‘self’) the central idea of 
Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde has offered fertile ground for interpretations and lines of inquiry, some 
distance from conventional readings of the novel. Indeed, Stevenson’s tale of the relentless sup-
planting of a presentable side of self with an unpresentable one (Jekyll forfeited the power of vol-
untary transformation into Hyde—the transformations gradually became spontaneous and finally 
irrevocable) has come to have a particular resonance with our individual experiences as business 
school academics. 

During the evolution of this article, Stevenson’s story inspired us to write ‘doubled’ tales of 
our own experiences of two sharply constrasting academic conferences that we both attended. 
One conference, the Academy of Management (AoM), New Orleans, USA in August 2004 
seemed to us, at first glance at least, to exemplify all the instrumentalism and careerism that we 
have since come to associate with a disparaged side of self—referred to in this article as  
Mr Hyde. The contrasting conference, the Congress of Qualitative Inquiry (CQI), Urbana-
Champaign, USA in May 2005, again at first glance, appeared to epitomize the values of know-
ledge for its own sake—as beloved by a preferred self, referred to in this article as Dr Jekyll. 
Thus, we use Stevenson’s story (with due qualifications) as inspiration for exploring a certain 
‘doubleness’ both of us have come to feel about our work and sense of self(ves) as business 
school faculty members—a sense of self with which neither of us has been at ease. Furthermore, 
for reasons elaborated later, we have come to think that our anxieties can be traced, in part at 
least, to the ‘profound duplicity of life’ (p. 49) and double dealing (á la Jekyll and Hyde) that 
such an identity has come to involve for us. 

In addressing these issues autobiographically we are affirming Fine’s claim that ‘intellectual 
questions are saturated in biography and politics and that they should be’ (1994: 30–31). Indeed, 
in offering our personal stories we join an emergent practice concerned with writing about 
one’s own self and identity in the context of organizational studies (e.g. Ford and Harding, 
2008; Ford et al., 2010; Grey and Sinclair, 2006; Humphreys and Learmonth, 2010; Karra and 
Phillips, 2008; Keenoy and Seijo, 2010; Watson, 1995, 2008). In the broader social sciences, 
such writing has attracted the label ‘autoethnography’; a genre of work which has made signifi-
cant strides as a research strategy in recent years, but not without its conceptual controversies 
and practical difficulties.

Thus, our article aims to take forward some of the debates about the nature and practice of auto-
ethnography. In doing so, we raise questions about (i) how the autoethnographic method might be 
enhanced beyond current debates; and (ii) how autoethnography can contribute to the literature on 
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academic identity. In terms of method, we show how multiple accounts of the same phenomena 
written over time (and therefore written by different versions of the self) can be a valuable way of 
doing autoethnography. Indeed, we treat our own stories as, in themselves, sources of empirical 
material. Second, in terms of identity theory, we show how these sorts of stories can be analysed as 
‘case studies in autobiographical identity work’ (Watson 2009: 425).

But before we look at our stories, let’s look at Stevenson’s. 

Seek and Hyde
What first attracted us to Jekyll and Hyde was a fascination with our own sense of doubleness. 
Some critics have seen Stevenson’s novel as a modernist-humanist tale which reinforces binary 
distinctions drawn from various Western philosophical traditions: good versus evil; the ego versus 
the id; the civilized versus the savage. However, we see in Stevenson’s work a more complex and 
nuanced account of self and identity, one that is arguably deconstructive. Indeed, we show, in 
new ways, how the story can help illustrate and enrich more poststructuralist accounts of self 
and identity, such as Alvesson and colleagues’ discussion of the ‘presence of multiple, shifting 
and competing identities even as we also question how identities may appear orderly and inte-
grated in particular situations’ (2008: 6). Indeed, our use of a novel to inspire autoethnography, 
links our work with that of a number of other autoethnographers, who have taken their inspiration 
from poetry or other forms of literary texts (Haywood Rolling Jr, 2004; Keenoy and Seijo, 2010; 
Maréchal and Linstead, 2010). 

However, Jekyll and Hyde is hardly a novel that comes immediately to mind when discuss-
ing academic identity. Perhaps novels by authors such as Kingsley Amis, Malcolm Bradbury, 
J. M. Coetzee, Howard Jacobson, David Lodge, or Philip Roth would be more obvious (Bell 
and King, 2010). Nevertheless, in agreeing with Harding et al. who assert that notions of the 
academic arise from ‘an historically accreted discourse, made manifest in films, fiction and all 
kinds of other cultural vehicles which together in part constitute received, idealized and nor-
mative images of what a “proper academic” should be ... and their traces inform the stories we 
tell our academic selves about our selves’ (2010: 162) we have deliberately chosen a novel 
ostensibly far-removed from such normative images. In doing so, we are attempting to unsettle 
(our own and our readers’) conceptions of what Harding et al. refer to as ‘proper’ for an aca-
demic. Indeed, in doing so, we hope to support Parker’s wish that readers of this journal should 
‘respond with irritation, annoyance, excitement ... [and not] merely confirm the prejudices of 
the conservative’ (2010: 8).

Nevertheless, in part because of the distance between Jekyll and Hyde and received ideas about 
academic life, we need to acknowledge that our choice (or perhaps our conceit) of Jekyll and Hyde 
as an analogy has caused certain problems. For example, one noticeable feature of the novel is its 
unremitting masculinity. It is also significant that all its characters are elite members of the upper 
classes. In a sense, its upper-class masculinity might be seen as a helpful reminder of the fact that 
most business schools across the world remain dominated by such a male elite. But the novel’s tone, 
in this respect, has also led us to certain questions. For example, we wonder, as we reflect on our 
academic lives (as men, and as ‘full’ professors at research-intensive universities), whether we have 
provided accounts that are themselves caught up with the competitive and manipulative masculinity 
that continues to haunt the academic world (Ford and Harding, 2010; Knights, 2006; Murgia and 
Poggio, 2009; New and Fleetwood, 2006). Indeed, we shall return to this point in the discussion.

Also, in using Jekyll and Hyde, readers might naturally assume we are seeking to make similar 
moral judgements to Stevenson’s: that our Jekyll equals ‘the good’ and our Hyde equals ‘the evil’. 
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But this is not the case. We do not believe that our version of Dr Jekyll (i.e. in this article, the self 
who values knowledge for its own sake) represents what is inherently good in a moral sense; nor 
do we think that our adaptation of what we call Mr Hyde (i.e. in this article, the self who makes 
careerist calculations) is morally reprehensible, nor even inferior to a supposed love of knowledge. 
Nevertheless, we would still seek to emphasize how the novel evokes a subjectivity that is duplici-
tous, defective, disjunctive, split and threatening (Vardoulakis, 2006). These characterizations of 
our subjectivity, rather than ones taken directly from the novel, are helpful in that they enable us to 
avoid the kind of moral judgements made by Stevenson, but they still evoke how we sometimes 
feel about certain moral, and other aspects of our lives. 

Who are we?
This article concerns academic identity—specifically our academic identity—and the contribu-
tions that an autoethnographic approach might make in this regard. It is appropriate, therefore, to 
provide some contextual autobiographical details—which, in themselves, represent forms of iden-
tity work. Indeed, throughout the article, we interpret all our ‘confessions’ as self-narratives, which 
we ‘‘work’ on through internal soliloquies’ (Clarke et al., 2009: 324). 

We worked together at Nottingham University Business School between 2004 and 2010, and 
soon discovered we had interests in common. Crucially, neither of us regarded ourselves as estab-
lished academics—we were both late starters (receiving our PhDs aged 41 [Mark] and 52 [Mike])—
and so we carry the baggage of long-term careers outside academia. Furthermore, we share similar 
understandings of our former jobs, in the sense that we now see them as arenas in which we were 
often very uncomfortable with who we were. Mark still recalls the time when he falsified health 
statistics to make them politically acceptable; Mike was embarrassed to find out that the cost of his 
business-class flight to Upper Egypt (for a consultancy in technical education) was more than the 
annual salary of the Egyptian college principal with whom he was working. So, just as ‘Henry 
Jekyll stood at times aghast before the acts of Edward Hyde’ (p. 53), the anxiety for us was that our 
former jobs (albeit for different reasons) were starting to turn us into Mr Hyde. In other words, we 
were becoming the kind of people we wished we were not. 

These experiences led us both to try to change career through pursuing masters degrees. As 
mature students we peered into the work of university academics—to us, there seemed to be no hint 
of academics’ Mr Hydes. They appeared to deal with what was interesting. And, what’s more, these 
academics apparently worked without the complications of a desire for career progression; as Ruth 
puts it, they seemed to have lives ‘devoted to inquiry and education’ (2008: 106). These, in retro-
spect, naive observations2 encouraged us to undertake PhDs and move, eventually, into academic 
careers—in part, with the hope of becoming ‘different’ people. We sought to be, as it were, some-
thing like our admired Dr Jekylls and escape from our Mr Hydes. 

Unfortunately, things did not turn out quite this way. One of the central messages of Jekyll 
and Hyde is that Mr Hyde is always a lurking presence within Dr Jekyll. Indeed, these dual 
natures were, as Stevenson put it, ‘bound together … in the agonised womb of consciousness’ (p. 
49). Although we didn’t realize it at the time, simply escaping one’s former job would hardly 
enable escape from Mr Hyde. It wasn’t, after all, just about casting off our jobs—it was about 
remaking our selves within what we imagined would be a purer, intellectual environment. But, 
as Stevenson reminds us: ‘the doom and burthen (sic) of our life is bound forever on man’s 
shoulders, and when the attempt is made to cast it off, it but returns upon us with more unfamil-
iar and more awful pressure’ (p. 49). 

Nevertheless, at the start of our different academic careers, each of us believed, at least for a 
time, that we had been able to get rid of Mr Hyde: just as, at one point in the novel, Jekyll reassured 
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a friend: ‘the moment I choose, I can be rid of Mr Hyde’ (p. 20). However, as we got further in to 
our academic careers, we started to share Jekyll’s later view: ‘that I was slowly losing hold of my 
… better self, and becoming slowly incorporated with my second and worse’ (p. 55). We liked to 
think of our selves as people who want to write and teach in ways that reflect our moral, political 
and aesthetic concerns. However, we had become increasingly conscious that another, more dis-
turbing self was simultaneously trying to pursue with ‘skill and courage … the [career] game’ 
(MacDonald and Kam, 2007: 641) often played in academia. The anxiety at this point in our lives 
then, was that this ‘other’ self, would end up only producing what Grey and Sinclair (2006) call 
‘routinized, professionalised “publication”’ (2006: 452), and similarly, that this other self would 
teach merely to get good student evaluations (Burrell, 1997). And maybe there was a twist for 
academics—perhaps a more awful pressure (p. 49) to use Stevenson’s words. After all, producing 
work which is published in places that people read (such as in high-impact journals) is exactly the 
same sort of behaviour one would expect whether, like Dr Jekyll, one were to pursue ‘pure’ knowl-
edge, or whether, like Mr Hyde, one wanted to get paid more. Perhaps in our old jobs, at least dif-
ferences between Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde were more obvious. 

Autoethnography: analytic and evocative?
We now move from this reflection to discuss autoethnography more formally—a field of inquiry 
that has become eclectic, to say the least.3 Nevertheless, in all autoethnographic work, in some way 
or other, ‘the self and the field become one’ (Coffey, 2002: 320). As Anderson notes, self-declared 
autoethnographers typically publish ‘especially (although not exclusively) on topics related to emo-
tionally wrenching experiences, such as illness, death, victimization, and divorce’ (2006: 377) (e.g. 
Boje and Tyler, 2009; Doloriert and Sambrook, 2009) but autoethnographies can also include the 
mundane (Humphreys and Watson, 2009). And the autoethnographic label is often also deployed in 
many other contexts and forms, that Richardson and St Pierre call ‘creative analytical practices’ 
(2005: 962): for example, in forms of performance ethnography (Denzin, 2003; Spry, 2001) fiction 
stories (Watson, 2000) and other less conventional approaches (see Denzin 2006: 420 for a list of 
some of these). It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that Charmaz comments: ‘[w]hat stands as autoeth-
nography remains unclear and contested. This term lumps [together] interesting, boring and reveal-
ing memoirs, recollections, personal journals, stories and ethnographic accounts under the same 
name’ (2006:397). 

However, because of autoethnography’s concern with the self, one of the central debates is 
around the possible relationship(s) between theories of self and identity, and methods for representing 
the self—our central area of interest. Indeed, the currency and intensity of the debate surrounding 
autoethnography is illustrated by a 2006 special issue of the Journal of Contemporary Ethnography. 
This is devoted entirely to discussing the proposals of the special issue’s first essay: Anderson’s 
elaboration of what he calls analytic autoethnography, which he offered out of a concern for ‘reclaim-
ing and refining autoethnography as part of the analytic ethnographic tradition’ (2006: 392). 

For Anderson, the currently dominant mode of autoethnography (which he refers to as evoca-
tive autoethnography) is problematic, in that it typically refrains from—indeed, frequently refuses 
engagement with—conventional sociological analysis (even though it is often associated with 
scholars who are institutionally located within sociology departments). He cites the well-known 
work of Ellis and Bochner, who assert that ‘the mode of story-telling [in autoethnography] is akin 
to the novel or biography and thus fractures the boundaries that normally separate social science 
from literature ... the narrative text [of autoethnography] refuses to abstract and explain’ (Ellis and 
Bochner, 2000; in Anderson, 2006: 377). In part, Anderson objects to evocative autoethnography 
on grounds that it is modelled more upon novelistic lines than upon the received conventions of 
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social science writing. As Denzin puts it, evocative autoethnographers ‘want to change the world 
by writing from the heart’ (2006: 422). It seems to us, then, that evocative autoethnographers 
often reject the inclusion of formal analysis because they believe that to do so would compromise 
their autoethnographic stories’ power to evoke—evocation being their key contribution. As Ellis 
and Bochner argue, ‘[i]f you turn a story told into a story analyzed … you sacrifice the story at the 
altar of traditional sociological rigor’ (2006: 440). 

Of course, there is an aesthetic element to this debate: which style of writing is most compel-
ling? But Anderson’s objections also have epistemological and political implications. We ourselves 
would temper Anderson’s exhortation to be ‘consistent within traditional symbolic interactionist 
epistemological assumptions and goals’ (2006:378), but we feel it is important, nevertheless, to 
retain his ‘commitment to theoretical analysis’ (2006:378). One of the major reasons to be commit-
ted to analysis is that an insistence on stories being allowed to speak for themselves can dim the 
ethnographer’s appreciation of the multiple ways in which their stories might ‘speak’. For exam-
ple, appearing to ‘just tell a story’ risks missing how doing so is also ‘the means by which identities 
are fashioned’ (Rosenwald and Ochberg, (1992); in Smith and Sparkes, 2008: 5). We think that the 
following story, which occurs at the very end of The Ethnographic I: A Methodological Novel 
about Autoethnography, is a good illustration of such dangers. It concerns the author talking with 
her partner, Art, about celebrating the near-completion of her book: 

‘I think I’m ready to buy that new car now’, I say, referring to the silver SLK-320 Mercedes sports car 
we’ve looked at and test driven several times. 
‘That would be wonderful’, Art says. ‘What made you decide?’
‘Mom’s dying’, I respond. ‘ ... Mom loved new cars. It would be a tribute to her …’.
Art nods. ‘Why do you think she loved new cars so much?’
‘They symbolized freedom and independence, adventure and escape, frivolity and treating oneself ...’ 
‘Okay, tomorrow let’s go get it’, I say. ...
We toast the decision with our champagne ....
The talk finished for now, feelings and bodies take over. We bask in the warmth of our love for each other, 
and finally, the immediacy of the relational moment. 

(Ellis, 2004: 349)

This story evokes the emotions surrounding the events of that occasion—but this is not all it 
does, in our view. In its (apparently unexamined) celebration of conspicuous wealth, personal free-
dom and traditional family values, the story also seems to us to naturalize some of the ideologies 
associated with the political Right. 

Thus, in this account, as in all evocative autoethnography, identity work gets done, versions of desir-
able societies get constructed, and so on. But these processes are occluded if the tales appear to be just 
about ‘what really happened’. And though attempts at critical analyses hardly guarantee that stories will 
lose their capacity to be read in divergent ways, we submit that, had there been a concern to link this text 
with theory, the author may have become more aware of its possible ideological dimensions. After all, 
if her story is open to the kind of political reading we have offered, the Left-leaning objectives often 
claimed for evocative autoethnography—which Denzin and Giardina see as an important challenge to 
what they call ‘Bush science’ (2005: xv)—risk being damaged. 

On the other hand, however, an over-riding concern with analysis might risk the opposite 
problem—losing the evocative power of autoethnography.4 Denzin (2006: 419) illustrates how this 
could occur, with a juxtaposition of Anderson’s ambitions for analytic autoethnography against a 
statement from Neumann, a leading proponent of the evocative tradition: 
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Autoethnographic texts ... Democratize the representational sphere of culture by locating the particular 
experiences of individuals in tension with dominant expressions of discursive power. ([Neumann] 
1996: 189)

[compared with Anderson’s:]

Analytic autoethnography has five key features. It is ethnographic work in which the researcher (a) is a full 
member in a research group or setting; (b) uses analytic reflexivity; (c) has a visible narrative presence in 
the written text; (c) (sic) engages in dialogue with informants beyond the self; (d) is committed to an 
analytical research agenda focused on improving theoretical understandings of broader social phenomena. 
(2006, 375)

Thus, we think that a refusal to abstract and explain may be politically dangerous. However, we 
still seek to retain those aspects of evocative autoethnography which represent a means (albeit 
among others) to ‘move ethnography away from the gaze of the distanced and detached observer 
and toward the embrace of intimate involvement, engagement, and embodied participation’ (Ellis 
and Bochner, 2006:433/434). In this ‘doppelganger’ article, then, we are also experimenting with 
the possibility of another form of doubleness (i.e. a doubleness separate to Jekyll and Hyde). We 
have constructed a double autoethnography—one that seeks to be both evocative, and to have ana-
lytic engagement with ideas about identity.5 In other words, we are seeing whether it is possible to 
use autoethnography as a means of analysing our own identity work. In order to achieve this objec-
tive we have explored our own evocative accounts, and also surfaced some of the stages we went 
through in iterations of the article. 

AoM and CQI
We move now to telling our tales of duplicity. First, let’s introduce the settings—conferences in 
New Orleans (AoM) and Urbana-Champaign (CQI).6 A juxtaposition of the officially-stated aims 
of the two professional meetings evokes their strikingly different political, cultural and intellectual 
flavours.

 AoM in New Orleans CQI in Urbana-Champaign

This year’s theme of ‘Creating Actionable 
Knowledge’ encourages us to explore the 
influence and meaning of our research on 
management and organizations. The AoM has long 
been dedicated to creating and disseminating 
knowledge about management and organizations, 
and a key part of its mission requires that our 
science-based knowledge be relevant, responsible, 
and make a valuable contribution to society and 
its institutions. To accomplish this our knowledge 
must transcend purely scientific concerns and 
enable organizational members to make informed 
choices about important practical problems  
and to implement solutions to them effectively. 
(AoM Official Program, 2004: 2)

The theme of the First International 
Conference focuses on qualitative inquiry 
and the pursuit of social justice in a time of 
global uncertainty. The congress is a call to 
the international community of qualitative 
researchers to address the implications of 
the attempts by federal funding agencies to 
regulate scientific inquiry by defining what is 
good science. Around the globe governments 
are enforcing evidence-based, bio-medical 
models of inquiry. These regulatory activities 
raise fundamental philosophical, epistemological, 
political and pedagogical issues for scholarship 
and freedom of speech in the academy. 
(Denzin, 2005: iv)
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The annual AoM conference is the world’s biggest academic meeting in management and 
organization. In New Orleans, there were about 6,000 delegates and, though there was a relative 
heterogeneity in the intellectual content of the articles presented, they were overwhelmingly 
concerned with established managerial themes. But, we tended to notice more the activities out-
side the formal events of paper presentations. For example: it was striking how all the proceed-
ings were conducted in expensive hotels; the way it was dominated (numerically at least—and 
probably not least) by men—who often wore business suits; how the drinks parties and similar 
events (provided free by publishers under the auspices of leading journals or by wealthy business 
schools) were an important part of the conference. Also, one could hardly escape noticing that 
an official aim of the conference was to provide a significant venue in which (especially young, 
immediately post-PhD) management academics were formally interviewed for jobs in US uni-
versities. All of which provoked considerable anxiety in us. The anxiety was caused, not just 
because the business suits were a reminder of former selves, but it was also the pervasive mana-
gerial ethos of the event—in what purports to be an academic conference. So, it is unsurprising 
to find that Burrell has described the AoM in almost nightmare-like terms. For him it ‘drips 
power, bureaucratic hierarchy and patriarchy … it is the modern fair in which we and our rela-
tionships are all commodified. It is a three day market in which we are all likely to be bought and 
sold unless we are very, very careful’ (1993: 76). 

If the AoM was a nightmare, then CQI seemed equally dream-like, but much less frightening. 
For example, it was a smaller meeting (about 600 delegates) the majority of whom were women. 
There was also a much greater range of lifestyle choice evident amongst the participants—which 
is to say (among other things) that no-one wore a business suit.7 Indeed, the convenor, Norman 
Denzin, always seemed to be wearing shorts and sandals. At CQI, ordinary university classrooms 
(rather than plush hotels) were used to present papers; there were no publishers’ parties, and, as 
far as we were aware, no recruitment was carried out—certainly not in the overt, officially-sanc-
tioned manner practised at the AoM. 

Each of us became fascinated by the evident contrasts between the two events and, thinking 
there might be something of interest to pursue, decided to start writing about these contrasts. Thus, 
in June 2005, shortly after getting back from CQI, we produced the first tales. Mark wrote the first 
version of the tale of CQI (Urbana-Champaign) and Mike the first version of the tale of AoM (New 
Orleans) from which the first tales (below) were eventually derived.8 

First tales
If each [element of self], I told myself, could be housed in separate identities, life would be relieved of all 
that was unbearable; the unjust might go his way, delivered from the aspirations and remorse of his more 
upright twin; and the just could walk steadfastly and securely on his upward path, doing the good things 
in which he found his pleasure … (p.49)

Mark in Urbana-Champaign Mike in New Orleans

I loved this conference: such a change from  
your average management event! The first 
afternoon consisted of special workshops—I 
went to one on performance ethnography. 
During the session we were split into groups

I had been looking forward to this conference:  
the attraction was New Orleans and the  
prospect of music in the birthplace of jazz! 
Although I had a large group of colleagues 
travelling with me there were only two or three

Continued
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Mark in Urbana-Champaign Mike in New Orleans

and asked to prepare a performance on our  
first experiences of racism. We decided to  
start by telling one another our own particular 
story—a fascinating experience—especially as 
the group was made up of people from all  
over the world. For instance, someone had 
grown up in a black township in 1960s South 
Africa: what, he wondered, was his first 
experience of racism? Another group member 
had spent her childhood in a privileged family 
in the southern states of America, waited  
on by African-American servants: she too 
wondered about her first experience of 
racism. As for me, I contributed what I had to 
excavate from my subconscious—an almost 
forgotten memory of when I was about 14 
years old. Needless to say, the session was 
more than merely interesting—it was also 
challenging and personally involving.  
And it set the tone for the rest of the 
conference. Many subsequent presentations, 
like this first session, explored the political 
through the personal. The focus was very 
much on autoethnography and performance 
ethnography, though with room for more 
conventional papers (like mine). And my  
most enduring memories are of the  
effective performances. I particularly  
remember the almost unbearable accounts  
of child prostitutes in South America;  
reliving a father’s funeral brought me close 
to tears; and hearing about someone else’s 
adolescent angst helped me to understand 
a surprising amount about my own current 
relationships as an adult. There were very 
few articles on my putative interest, but then 
that hardly mattered because of the rich 
experiences many of the other presentations 
provided. In fact, it wasn’t just the content, 
but the atmosphere and overall feel of the 
conference that was refreshingly different  
from any management conference I’d  
been to. The apparent absence of people 
‘networking’ was novel (as was the  
absence of publishers’ drinks parties  
and people job hunting). Here I felt I could 
appreciate the people I met for who  
they were, in themselves—without an  
eye on the position they held or what  
they’d written. 

who shared my musical interests so the 
conversations in airports and on the plane  
leaned towards issues of academic life,  
papers, reviews and career moves. The overly-
academic tone of the conversation was  
apparent in the stretch limousine which took 
us from the airport to our hotel. As we set off, 
the driver, an African American man in his 50s, 
asked in his languid southern drawl, ‘you guys 
all been to New Orleans before?’ and one of 
my colleagues sitting nearest to him replied ‘No 
we’re neophytes!’ The driver didn’t say another  
word. Although the August humid heat was 
oppressive I was soon wandering the French 
Quarter, sipping cold beer in bars with 
incredibly eclectic juke boxes. There were 
buskers on the street that would have been 
gigging session musicians at home. There  
were record stores where you could lose  
days just browsing the shelves. We found the 
brilliant PBS radio station: WWOZ with its 
output of jazz, blues, Cajun, Zydeco, and gospel 
music. We rode the street cars and took cab 
rides to the live music venues. We embraced  
the Satchmo Summerfest and saw Aaron  
Neville, Ellis Marsalis, Irving Mayfield and the 
New Orleans Jazz Orchestra all in one  
evening at the Mahalia Jackson Theater.  
Eating gumbo and jambalaya, we marvelled  
at Jason Marsalis and Kermit Ruffins on 
percussion and bass at the Café Brasil and we 
ate red beans and rice watching second-line 
bands competing with each other outside the 
Louisiana State Museum’s Old US Mint.  
Within a couple of days my suitcase was  
bulging with CDs and I was beginning to  
worry about airline baggage regulations. Oh 
yes, there was also a conference to go to. Six 
thousand delegates attending sessions in vast 
corporate hotels. There were suits and ties 
everywhere in the icy air-conditioned rooms as 
young scholars vied with each other for the  
best faculty posts. We attended our own 
sessions to find that we had been given a 
20-minute slot alongside a strange mix of 
disparate papers. So the good parts of the  
New Orleans experience were about the  
place. I felt comfortable, involved, and  
immersed in things that really interested me: 
music, people, culture, food and drink. 
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For a time after the initial versions were written, these tales felt like they represented how each of 
us really thought about aspects of our own jobs. Mark’s tale of Urbana-Champaign was a reminder of 
the utopian ideals which inspired his move into an academic career in the first place. The careerism 
and rather stultifying academic environment Mike constructed (and escaped from) through the New 
Orleans tale, came to encapsulate many of his misgivings about the sort of academic work that is 
institutionally approved in business schools. In other words, at the time they were first written, we 
intended both stories to be read as tales of resistance to ‘the commodification of academic work’ 
(Willmott, 1995: 1002). Furthermore, Mark liked himself much better when he acted in the sort of 
ways encouraged at CQI. Mike also liked himself much better when able simply to ignore these 
forces of conformity—the things one is supposed to conform to—both at AoM and in our faculty. 

whilst he [Jekyll] had always been known for charities, he was now no less distinguished for religion. He 
was busy, he was much in the open air, he did good; his face seemed to open and brighten, as if with an 
inward consciousness of service. (p. 29). 

Second tales
Had we been working within certain traditions of evocative autoethnography, we should perhaps 
have stopped at this point and left the tales to speak for themselves. For example, Sparkes, in his 
tale of academic life (see also Pelias, 2004), evocatively suggests that the current ways in which 
UK academics are judged has polarized faculty staff into ‘weasels’ and ‘scholars’ (2007: 522). For 
him, weasels are ‘only interested in themselves and getting promotion’ (2007: 531); while in con-
trast, his preferred scholars produce ‘insightful work [that] comes from investigations that have 
never been near a … research grant application’ (2007: 564). Using Sparkes’s typology, these sto-
ries might suggest that we are scholars—pure and simple. 

However, both of us have spent a fair proportion of subsequent years writing conference articles 
and talking to other academics about these issues. The sorts of selves and identities implicit in the 
above accounts are attractive, but each of us slowly came to admit that these are not the only 
accounts that could be written. The growing realization came to be that each of us had not only 
deceived others—but had also deceived himself. After all, having both been promoted in the period 
that this article has been under preparation, publishing this article might assist us in our further 
ambitions. Perhaps each of us is doing identity work—i.e. enacting our Hydes—even as we write 
this article. Indeed, it is entirely possible to read this article (at least up to this point) as an attempt 
to carve out a career (and construct an academic identity) by ostensibly writing about not wanting 
a career. Each of us may well have changed jobs to be rid of the Mr Hyde (represented by AoM) 
and live Dr Jekyll (CQI) lives; but Mr Hyde, we came to realize, is still part of our identity, he is 
alive and well and haunts us still.

At the next stage of writing this article, in an acknowledgment of these anxieties—but also with 
an analytic concern—we individually wrote rather different tales of the same conferences. In com-
parison, the first tales might be seen as a naive representation by (and of) Dr Jekyll. We wrote the 
next (doubled) tales as a way to examine and problematize our first attempts at autoethnographic 
identity work. In other words, we were supplying the sort of analysis that we criticized evocative 
autoethnography for avoiding. Thus, these second tales illustrate that a somewhat more critical 
interpretation is equally available—a doubled reading that made each of us question the stability 
of our individual academic identities.

[t]here is something wrong with his appearance; something displeasing, something downright detestable. 
I never saw a man I so disliked, and yet I scarce know why. (p.11) 
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Mike’s Mr Hyde in New Orleans Mark’s Mr Hyde in Urbana-Champaign

In 1999, my PhD supervisor told me that 
‘presenting a paper at the AoM is always a 
good line on your c.v.’. The AoM in Washington 
in August 2001 was my first management 
conference and although I was amazed by the 
opportunities it gave me to meet and network 
with ‘useful’ people I was scared of presenting 
myself on such a stage. The most beneficial 
meetings were with my future colleagues at 
Nottingham where I had just ‘netted’ a faculty 
position to start in the November. I was so 
delighted by the career enhancement of the 
Washington experience that I’m pleased to 
say I wrote an influential article based on its 
effects (Humphreys, 2005). Once in post at 
Nottingham, I made sure that the AoM was 
an annual event. And it worked! I arrived in 
the ‘Big Easy’ as a newly promoted Associate 
Professor, I had several publications on the go 
(take a look at Humphreys and Brown, 2002a, 
2002b)—now I was a ‘real’ academic! There 
were a few colleagues travelling with me and I 
felt embedded, and able to make my presence 
felt professionally and socially. And I knew that 
my jazz interests and expertise would be very 
useful. I found myself at the hub of a network of 
musically-enthusiastic academics and I was able to 
make some very positive connections with senior 
colleagues, many of whom were on the editorial 
boards of ‘good’ journals. (Indeed, it was because 
of this conference that I got invited on to one 
such editorial board.) Conversations which 
started with jazz morphed easily into discussions 
of current research and potential publication. 
Some of the best networking opportunities 
were at the various drinks receptions, and the 
finest of these was held in a huge room with a 
balcony overlooking Bourbon Street. Using the 
conference catalogue it was easy to construct 
an individual timetable to maximise my presence, 
seeing the ‘stars’ and chatting to the ‘up-and-
coming’ about current and future projects, 
exchanging business cards and setting up visits, 
seminars and possible collaborations. The AoM is 
a great example of the maxim ‘it’s not what you 
know but who you know that counts’. Its 6,000 
delegates presents the best opportunity to get 
access to the maximum number of the powerful 
and prominent, some of whom I subsequently 
used as referees in promotion applications.

Why bother with this conference? Well, admittedly 
it’s an unconventional, somewhat scary thing to do 
(after all, attending it could have damaged my career 
in a business school) but the risks have paid off. I 
guessed—rightly—that it could help me develop 
a niche to make a name for myself in organization 
studies. After all, at the time of the 2005 conference 
I was writing a set of critiques of evidence-based 
management (Learmonth, 2006, 2008, 2009; 
Learmonth and Harding, 2006)—and criticizing the 
evidence-based movement was a major theme of 
the conference. Also, very few people in business 
schools are doing autoethnography, performance 
ethnography and other work in that kind of 
tradition—things I reckon I can use to get ahead 
of the game in organizational analysis. And I did 
(see Learmonth, 2007)! So it proved useful to go 
to the kind of workshops that you just don’t get 
in organization and management conferences to 
see how I can apply these ideas to my own work. 
The feeling at the time that this conference would 
be very useful in career terms turned out to be 
right. For example, I sent Norman Denzin, the 
conference convenor, my article on evidence-based 
management; he liked it and used it in a high-profile 
way—he made it the White Paper for the 2007 
conference. Attendance at the conference also 
highlighted some references that I probably wouldn’t 
have seen otherwise, references that ended up in a 
article I wrote for Academy of Management Review 
(Learmonth, 2006). And, as everyone in business 
schools knows, if you get a paper in AMR then 
you’re really cooking with gas! Oh, and why not look 
at Learmonth and Humphreys (2011)? The 2005 
conference also gave me an opportunity to network 
with the small number of people from business 
schools who were there—two of whom turned out 
to be editors of a management journal. In fact, they 
asked me (and Mike) to write a short article about 
the 2005 CQI (Learmonth and Humphreys, 2006). It 
was a new journal (i.e. it doesn’t count much in the 
career stakes), but, because it’s a new journal it tried 
to sell itself at the 2007 CQI. So, on arrival in 2007, 
we noticed that our article was in the conference 
pack that all delegates received. It’s all about getting 
your name known, after all! This same networking 
that started in 2005 also resulted in my being invited 
to contribute a chapter to a book, as well as to 
speak at two high-profile seminars—both of which 
are now on my c.v.—naturally! 
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Again, for a time after these second tales were written, we imagined that we had found a way 
forward for autoethnographic identity work. The second tales—by and of Mr Hyde—were (we 
thought) a way to analyse the first tales critically—but still evocatively. Thus, compared to 
Sparkes’s (2007) autoethnography of academic life, work which polarized faculty members either 
as ‘weasels’or ‘scholars’, we began to believe that by the addition of these doppelgänger tales, we 
were extending and enriching his typology. Indeed, we were (again) naive enough to think that we 
had pinned down our own academic identities: as both weasels and scholars, Hydes and Jekylls: 
apparently polar opposite identities that were inextricably fused together. 

Discussion; or, another tale? 
[when Jekyll first transformed himself into Hyde he looked in the mirror and thought:] [t]his, too, was 
myself. It seemed natural and human. (p. 51)

But, as things have turned out, the iterative process of identity work through autoethnography 
did not stop here. The implausibility that we might have achieved some sort of firm self-knowledge 
via autoethnography started to be reinforced when we came across the Nobel prize-winning novel-
ist, J.M. Coetzee’s comments about similar kinds of public confessions to ours:

the possibility we face is of a confession made via a process of relentless self-un-masking ... might yet be 
[concerned with] not the truth but a self-serving fiction, because the unexamined, unexaminable principle 
behind it may not be a desire for the truth but a desire to be a particular way (1992: 280; emphasis in 
original)

Indeed, Coetzee goes on to claim that such confession ‘is only a special form of bragging’ (1992: 
283).9 Coetzee’s comments started to make us wonder about our own ‘desire to be a particular way’, 
and whether (even our own supposedly Jekyll-like) confessions were themselves just another ‘form 
of bragging’. Read in this light, eventually (perhaps with the passage of time—enabling us to read 
our own accounts more as if they had been written by others; and perhaps with colleagues, and later, 
with editors and reviewers pushing us to do better) we started to consider whether the identity work 
implicit in both sets of accounts might actually be less different than we had initially thought. 
Brewis’s insight that autobiographical vignettes ‘can be read in different ways and are never com-
prehensive or static’ (2005: 507) had become particularly resonant for us. But we hardly think it 
likely that we can now interpret our tales in ways that won’t strike us as naive in the future. As 
Stevenson’s near-contemporary, Joseph Conrad reminds us: ‘no man ever understands quite his own 
artful dodges to escape from the grim shadow of self-knowledge’ (2007/1900: 63).

Nevertheless, today, we might ask more uncomfortable questions of the tales written by both 
our former selves than we did when we first wrote them. Don’t both sets of tale suggest, for 
instance, that as Jekyll and Hyde we narrated successful identities—‘successful’ in the sense that 
we have published well (and therefore, as Jekylls influenced debate; or, as Hydes, climbed the 
promotion ladder)? If so, the selves portrayed in and enacted by our Hyde tales are hardly convinc-
ing doppelgängers of the selves in the first tales—indeed, they both might be read as similarly 
self-serving bragging—perhaps as aspirational narratives of identity. For Thornborrow and Brown 
such tales represent ‘story-type[s] ... in which an individual construes him- or herself as an aspirant 
who is (i) earnestly desirous of being a particular kind of person and (ii) self-consciously and con-
sistently pursuing this objective’ (2009: 370). 

Significantly for us, however, Thornborrow and Brown’s empirical work is based upon the 
aspirations of a highly masculine elite—the British Parachute Regiment—a reminder, perhaps, of 
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the unremitting masculinity of Jekyll and Hyde. This being the case, as we pondered our own 
desires ‘to be a particular way’, we began to see other work on academic identity in new ways—
especially that written from broadly feminist perspectives. For example, Harris et al see in aca-
demic identity a rather different kind of dichotomy to ours. Theirs is a dichotomy based on polarized 
views about the university system of careers and rewards, a system that turns out to be ‘profoundly 
gendered ... where production is privileged over reproduction and output over process’ (1998: 
133). Thus, for them:

To say, for example, that the successful are ‘dedicated researchers’ while the unsuccessful are ‘cruisers’ 
suggests that the system is reasonable, handing out its rewards justly. Conversely, to describe the successful 
as `single-minded writing machines’ while those left behind are ‘all-rounders who care for their students’, 
implies that the system is flawed and unfair. (1998: 135).

But within our own accounts there is little hint that the system may be unfair in any way. We appear 
to take it for granted, as both Jekyll and Hyde, that our ‘success’ is what we deserve, as ‘dedicated 
researchers’. Indeed, analyses like Harris and colleagues, have prompted us to criticize both sets of our 
own tales in new ways; to glimpse, perhaps what we now see as a more convincing (Hyde-like) dop-
pelgänger. We have started to realize, for instance, that our first tales (which were initially intended to 
signal an identity resistant to dominant ideas about academic work) were still about research and pub-
lication. We had almost entirely neglected other, conventionally less prestigious, ways of doing aca-
demic identity work, such as teaching or administration. Indeed, as Harris et al. go on to comment: 

There are the successful academics, devoted to producing more research and undertaking less 
infrastructure—maintenance and teaching—work. And there is a large group of disaffected staff who 
question the values of the institution but keep working at it anyway. (1998: 146)

Might our Jekyll and our Hyde stories, then, be read, not merely as bragging, but as complicit 
with (indeed, actively bolstering the legitimacy of) oppressive notions of those who are, and who 
should be, ‘the successful’? Even the tale of avoiding the conference and having fun in New 
Orleans jazz clubs—a tale that we initially saw as resistance—leaves unquestioned one result of 
our ‘success’: the privilege of getting our expenses paid for doing so. Similarly, while the tales do 
draw attention to our exclusion from groups who wear suits and ties, as well as our awareness of a 
gender dimension in conference power relations, notably absent is any hint of possible complicity 
in conference practices that others may find exclusionary. For example Bell and King tell tales of: 

drinking rituals which ... [f]ar from being incidental to the conference proceedings ... are ... where working 
partnerships are formed and renewed, ideas are discussed and joint academic projects developed [and 
which] ... are highly charged with the exercise of academic power. [These are] ... further reinforced by the 
telling of drinking stories, anecdotes or comments in formal conference sessions that typically refer to an 
earlier episode of heavy drinking. (2010: 436; see also Ford and Harding, 2010)

In other words, read in the light of others’ alternative stories of academic life and identity, nei-
ther our Jekyll nor our Hyde tales turn out to be politically progressive. Both were tied up, in 
unexamined ways, with elite discourses about what constitutes success and rules for appropriate 
behaviour—discourses that are likely to be institutionally approved. 

Thus, even with doubled accounts (and our contrary intentions), we now feel that at least our 
first two sets of tales still failed to escape a trap similar to the one we criticized Ellis (2004) for 
falling into, with her story of expensive cars. Therefore, we argue that intimate stories of the 
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academic self, must be subjected to critique and analysis. Without it, such stories (including those 
written with the best motives) will inevitably reflect our cosy, middle-class professional lives and 
aspirations—even as they seduce their authors into thinking of themselves as radicals (Reedy, 
2008). For us, then, an explicitly analytical element is always going to be essential for autoethnog-
raphy to have any chance of side-stepping the trap into which both we and Ellis fell.

Conclusion
What we think we have ended up producing in this article, therefore, is more than a series of evoca-
tive stories with the ‘goal ... [of] enter[ing] and document[ing] the moment-to-moment concrete 
details of a life’ (Ellis, 1999: 671)—although that was certainly our original goal. In working on 
this article, we have often been uncomfortably confronted with (various versions of) former selves; 
former selves whom we have begun to treat, for analytical purposes, as ‘the other’. Although it was 
not our original intention, the process of writing our stories has become for us a valuable ongoing 
commentary upon our academic lives and career aspirations. Furthermore, we think it may have 
enabled us to reflect better upon some of the deep acting (Goffmann, 1959) we do as academics, as 
well as upon the ironies (even absurdities) that arise in the construction of our own academic iden-
tities and careers. Indeed, our use of the Jekyll and Hyde conceit (which some may think of as an 
absurdity) first stimulated, and then framed these reflections. Here, the radical (ab-)use of a novel 
we attempted, though it has resonances with some other uses of the literary in organization studies 
(Czarniawska, 2008; De Cock and Land, 2005; Land and Sliwa, 2009; Rhodes and Brown, 2005), 
was one inspired primarily by the encouragement given to autoethnographers to use novels, poems 
and other creative forms of writing (Denzin, 2003). 

In summary then, we think that an autoethnography—which includes both evocation and analy-
sis—can make at least two contributions to the study of identity work in organizations. The first is 
that evocative autoethnographic tales provide identity scholars with new forms of empirical mate-
rial. Indeed, having gone through many iterations, we might be inclined in future work, to analyse 
our own stories more explicitly as if they were an ‘other’s’ (or, to avoid what Bell and King memo-
rably call ‘the agonizingly familiar ‘us’’(2010: 432) involve a third party in the analysis). However, 
in this article, our emergent analytical approach still echoes Rhodes’s ‘multiple reading strategies 
as a way to conduct research into organizational life’ (2000:7). There is a sense in which we have 
attempted three different (albeit implicit) readings of our own stories: two of these readings were 
authored by versions of former selves, the third (in the discussion section) authored by something 
like versions of our current selves. Furthermore, we were also forcefully struck by Rhodes’s advice 
at the conclusion of his piece: ‘don’t believe everything/anything that you read/write’ (2000: 25). 
This advice seems particularly pertinent for autoethnographers like us, who, as we have shown, 
have an understandable—if naive—tendency to believe their own tales. 

The second contribution of our article is to highlight the value of experimenting with the sort 
of unorthodox approaches advocated by many autoethnographers (e.g. Doloriert and Sambrook, 
2010) for identity and organization research. While it has almost become commonplace, particu-
larly in more critical circles, to believe that experimental writing is exactly what we need as a 
scholarly community in organization studies, such writing has often proved difficult to publish. 
Perhaps, in part, this has been due to the ‘smoothing effect’ of multiple reviews and editorial 
comments. In this light, we see one of the achievements of a journal at the forefront of publishing 
autoethnography—Qualitative Inquiry—to be the opening up of a space for the publication of 
unconventional and ‘unruly’ research, while remaining peer reviewed. For example, Haywood 
Rolling Jr (2004) claims ‘I am a story. My intention has been to reconstitute assumptions about 
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my identity’ (2004: 551). In the article, he reconstitutes his identity by offering a relatively 
lengthy autoethnographic poem about his childhood (2004: 552–555). While we have no inten-
tion of offering a blueprint for other autoethnographic work, we see an encouraging resonance 
between our struggle to combine the literary with evocation and analyis in the last two sentences 
of Haywood Rolling Jr’s article: ‘the Self as instrument of study is also the Self as artist. In other 
words, I can retune my self-images based on the writing and imagery I choose to represent them’ 
(2004: 555). 

Finally, we wonder whether the contribution of autoethnography to academic identity might 
ultimately be about making public some of academic life’s secrets. We are struck by Michael 
Taussig’s meditation on a seminal phrase from Walter Benjamin’s The Origin of German Tragic 
Drama which so obsessed him in his Defacement (1999): 

Truth is not a matter of exposure which destroys the secret, but a revelation which does justice to it. (in De 
Cock and Volkmann, 2002: 364)

Perhaps our autoethnography has (to paraphrase Taussig) brought insides outside, unearthed 
knowledge and exposed at least a little of those secret elements of academic life about which we 
are not supposed to speak publicly. However, if it has done these things, at this point in time, we 
are unsure whether it might have destroyed the secrets or done justice to them.10

Notes
 1 All subsequent citations from Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde are taken from this edition and are 

italicized.
 2 Our naivety at this time (the first of a series of instances in this article, incidentally, where we appear 

to our current selves to have been naive) would probably not have been shared by the academics we 
observed as Masters students. Indeed, as Ruth, quoting Barnett (1994) shows, our teachers would have 
already experienced the shift in university life towards a situation where ‘understanding is replaced by 
competence; insight is replaced by effectiveness; and rigour of interactive argument is replaced by com-
munication skills’ (2008: 107).

 3 For a review of the topics covered by autoethnographers see Chang (2008) or Muncey (2010); for a 
review of similar work, specifically in an organizational context, see Parry and Boyle (2009).

 4 The issue of achieving a balance between analysis and evocation has proved to be a central concern for 
us in this article. For example, one of the reviewers suggested we might theorize our work using thinkers 
such as Derrida and Foucault to improve our arguments. We have a great deal of sympathy with these 
sentiments, not least because we normally write within such conventions. However, for our doubled ver-
sion of autoethnography to work in this article, we felt that such moves would have emphasized analysis 
to the extent of overwhelming any evocative potential. 

 5 We acknowledge here that what Gergen (1991) calls ‘multiphrenia’ (a sense of self that is multiple and 
radically fragmented) may be another approach to representing the self identity of an academic. 

 6 Our abbreviation, CQI, is, in itself an (accidentally) evocative formulation. Mike is a lapsed amateur 
radio communications enthusiast, and notes that in standard radio procedure an operator looking for 
response to a call would transmit the letters ‘CQ’ (seek you). A correspondence between this formula-
tion and CQ-‘I’ is perhaps appropriate for an article concerned, in part, with searching for the self.

 7 Not that there is anything inherently wrong with wearing a business suit; indeed at CQI there may well 
have been pressure not to wear a business suit (see Harding, 2002; Parker, 2004: 53). While we are aware 
that people’s values cannot be read off directly from their clothing (Humphreys and Brown, 2002a), 
given our former backgrounds as people who used to have to wear a jacket and tie at work, it felt (how-
ever misleadingly) that we were more authentically academics in an environment so different to the 
conventions of our previous jobs—and to AoM.
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 8 From a methods point of view, it is worth making explicit that these texts of our stories were not derived 
from any kind of ethnographic field notes—none were taken because the significance of the events only 
became evident to us later. Thus the tales were constructed, initially from memory, and subsequently 
evolved through discussions with one another, and also from presentations of proto-versions at various 
conferences (cf. Bell and King’s (2010: 432–433) discussion of their method for producing ‘insider 
accounts’ in relation to CMS conferences).

 9 Perhaps this is a rather more sophisticated version of the type of attacks autoethnography sometimes 
attracts: for example, that it is self-indulgence, narcissism (Coffey, 1999), ‘academic wank’ (Sparkes, 
2002: 212) and so on. 

10 Thanks to a reviewer for this thought.
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