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Abstract

This article explores conferences as an inter-corporeal space wherein body pedagogics are enacted, enabling
the acquisition of techniques, skills and dispositions that allow newcomers to demonstrate their proficiency
as members of a culture.The bodies of conference participants constitute the surface onto which culture
is inscribed, these normalizing practices enabling academic power relations to be constructed and identities
internalized.An autoethnographic analysis of critical management studies (CMS) conferences forms the basis
for identification of the bodily dispositions of control and endurance which characterize the proficient CMS
academic.The article considers the potential silencing effects associated with these practices that generate
a between-men culture that excludes difference and reinforces patriarchal values. It concludes by reviewing
the implications of body pedagogics for understanding how other organizational cultures are constructed.
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Introduction

The role of the body as a medium through which cultural norms and values are acquired remains a
relatively unexplored aspect of organizational learning. Academics may be seen as a professional
organizational group that is particularly reluctant to acknowledge or reflect upon the embodied
aspects of their collective identity practices. The dichotomous and hierarchical opposition that exists
between mind and body intellect and emotion within academia presents the character of the ided
academic in away which suppresses and subordinates the concept of the body through defining it
negatively as unnecessary, intrusive or incidental. This Cartesian mind/body bifurcation is further
associated with the binary opposition between male and female; the coupling of mind and maleness,
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body and femaleness providing a correlation that is central to the way philosophy has devel oped
historically and continuesto be practised today (Grosz, 1994; Martin, 2000). The marginalization of
the body has significant consequences for understanding how academic cultures are constructed.

This article focuses on the role of the body in the construction of the critical management stud-
ies (CMS) academic, conceptualizing it as the ‘medium’ by which the individual ‘ comes to enter
into’ this ‘collectively inhabited world’ (Lande, 2007: 97). We propose that CM S can be under-
stood as a culture characterized by certain distinctive and shared practices. Whilst this culture is
undoubtedly heterogeneous and pluralistic, comprising various competing and conflicting perspec-
tives (Fournier and Grey, 2000), it has become sufficiently cohesive to be discernable (Clegg et al.,
2006; Parker, 2002) and therefore analysed. The article explores the process of bodily learning
whereby proficiency asamember of this cultureis acquired and appropriate skills and dispositions
are demonstrated, often through achievement in atest of endurance and expertise. The body isthus
the surface onto which the culture isinscribed and the vehiclefor its reproduction through enabling
the interiorization of ethical values that guide behaviour in situations of face-to-face interaction.

We suggest that conferences constitute a central pedagogic means through which these bodily
techniques are transmitted and the subjectivities of cultural members enacted. We analyse the role
of conferencesin subjecting individual sto normative evaluation and regulation. Through our expe-
riences of acquiring, or failing to acquire, the embodied attributes and skills associated with the
proficient CM S academic, we explore the potentially homogenizing and normalizing effects asso-
ciated with these practices. The article thus constitutes an ethnographic investigation into aculture
in which we are participants.

Much has been said about the intellectual principles that differentiate critical from mainstream
management studies (Clegg et al., 2006; Fournier and Grey, 2000; Reedy, 2008; Walsh and Weber,
2002). However, far less attention has been paid to the ritual and bodily practicesthat characterize
CMS, including the processes of socialization whereby certain identities are constructed and com-
municated. It must be acknowledged that the pursuit of self-understanding is not well established
among academics (Butterwick and Dawson, 2005). However, we might expect this dynamic to be
less pronounced within CM S since one of the centrally defining characteristics of CMSis a com-
mitment to reflexivity in teaching (Fulop, 2002; Reynolds, 1999; Reynolds and Trehan, 2001) and
research (Alvesson and Skéldberg, 2000). Furthermore, if the purpose of CMSis to raise aware-
ness of power, inequality and exploitation in other organizations, we suggest it is necessary to
explore what may be excluded, effaced or damaged through the culture’s own power relationships
(Wray-Bliss, 2003, 2004). For ‘if we do not speak publicly about, and critically examine, the prob-
lematic conditions of life and work within our own academic walls, then our credibility as critics
and analysts of what is going on in the world outside... is bound to be similarly diminished’
(Butterwick and Dawson, 2005: 52).

Insider accounts of academic conferences

Despite their potential significance as processes of collective identity formation, the role of confer-
ences as a means of socialization into academic culturesis rarely considered. Instead much of the
literature highlights the practical benefits that accrue from attending conferences as an opportunity
for job seekers, aforum for presenting ideas and receiving feedback and a means of keeping up to
date with recent developments in a field (Blaxter et al., 1998; Rugg and Petre, 2004). We must
instead turn to novels and autobiographical accounts of academic life (Showalter, 2005), rather
than academic analyses, to gain insight into the body habits, skills and techniques that academics
use to demonstrate their proficiency in social relationships. For example, novelist and academic
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David Lodge (1985) portrays academic conferences as a setting for bodily pain—involving exces-
sive amounts of coffee, bad food and uncomfortable surroundings, and pleasure—offering oppor-
tunities for delegates to party, get drunk and get laid. Other autobiographical accounts emphasize
the gendered synergy between physical and intellectual strength, made manifest through practices
of intimidation and bullying (McCloskey, 1999).

In recent years however, there have been a number of reflexive insider analyses of conferences
written by business school academics. This suggests an emerging intellectual interest in exploring
the power relations associated with these cultural practices. Spicer (2005) provides a brief insight
into the physical aswell as emotional experience of attending conferences, describing them assites
of ‘Indifferent food... Extra-marital affairs. Verbal violence. Arrogant grunts. Closed circles.
Dashed hopes. Petty promotionalism. Scholastic policing. Grinding headaches. Boredom. Body
pain’ (Spicer, 2005: 21). Knights (2006) reflects upon the gendered nature of his experience of
academic conferences, including their ‘gladiatorial character’ and masculine atmosphere where
‘subjects (not necessarily exclusively male) show their prowess in aggressively competitive con-
duct with one another’ and display a‘ cockfighting mentality’ (Knights, 2006: 712).

New and Fleetwood (2006) provide a more sustained analysis that suggests women are more
likely to be disadvantaged as a result of the cultural preference towards masculine styles in paper
presentations and discussions. Men are more likely to display confident, combative or intimidating
behaviour, speaking fast, interrupting and sometimes making long contributions only loosely con-
nected to the theme, whereas women show a greater propensity towards use of self-deprecating
language and hedging phrases. Women are less likely to speak and more likely to engage in sdlf-
censorship and environmental checking before doing so, in a desire to avoid participating in domi-
neering or ‘space grabbing’ behaviour. Furthermore if women adopt the styles preferred by men
they are more likely to be judged negatively, whereas ‘ men on the other hand may safely adopt the
quieter, inquiring, non-combative styles usually considered feminine, since by participating in the
academy as part of the public realm, they are already expressing an acceptabl e version of masculin-
ity’ (New and Fleetwood, 2006: 89).

The different subject positions of men and women is also commented on by Ford and Harding
(forthcoming), who argue that conferences gender participants in ways that perpetuate imbalances
of power between male and female professionals. These cultural norms position women as belong-
ing to the domestic, private sphere and marginalize them within the public space of the conference.
They show how this constructs the conference as a hostile public space in which women are sub-
jected to processes of infantilization and seduction that define them as subordinate and inferior.
However, there is always the possibility of resistance; Ford and Harding explain that their motiva-
tion in analysing conferences arose from the experience of attending them and their attempts to
resist these discourses through collective action.

We became particularly interested in conferences as gendered experiences following an occasion when
we were part of a group of women who registered their discomfort at a critical management studies con-
ference several years ago. At that conference, the aggressively macho culture felt so oppressive that
women were silenced and felt ridiculed, but grouped together to organise support and resistance. (Ford
and Harding, forthcoming)

Humphreys and L earmonth (2009) analyse their own experience of attending conferences using
autobiographical vignettes to record their impressions of, and reflections on, attending two quite
different academic conferences. These authors highlight the diguncture between the ideals that
attracted them to academic careersin the first place and the instrumental, careerist behaviours that
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contemporary university performance regimes encourage. They also recognize aspects of their
own behaviour as self-seeking, thereby revealing the self-doubts and worries associated with the
construction of an appropriate academic identity. Another confessional tale (Van Maanen, 1988) is
provided by Humphreys (2005) who reflects on his experience of attending an Academy of
Management conference, where his fear as an emerging scholar presenting his first paper was sig-
nificant. ‘ For a couple of days, not only had | been surrounded by academics whose work | had
read and cited but now some of them were members of my audience aswell. | felt like acharlatan’
(Humphreys, 2005: 847). For Humphreys this is the beginning of a career transformation into an
authoritative performer who responds well under pressure.

As these accounts illustrate, conferences constitute a key site of academic socialization that
enables norms and values to be passed on from expertsto newcomers. They thus provide amaterial
means of inscribing regimes of cultural power onto the embodied subject.

Studying the agonizingly familiar

Our interest in CM S culture arose from the dis-ease we experienced when participating in confer-
ences. Although certain superficial cultural practices distinguish CM S conferences from the main-
stream—CM Sis no place for the smart suit, well-polished CV or businesscard (Burrell, 1993)—we
experienced the power relationsthat characterized CM S conferences as more competitive, aggres-
sive and masculine than their mainstream equival ents. While these dynamics were most obvious at
the main conference, we observed similar practices at other CM S events, including smaller semi-
nars and tracks at other conferences.

Active participation in acultureis suggested by sociologists of the body to be crucial in enabling
understanding of the processes through which social actors become proficient. Because such prac-
tices of bodily inscription exist beyond the level of discursive awareness and propositional reason-
ing (Lande, 2007; Wacquant, 2005), traditional methodsof qualitative research such asinterviewing
are of limited value in studying them. We therefore decided to conduct a self-ethnography, ‘a study
and a text in which the researcher-author describes a social setting to which slhe has a “natural
access’, is an active participant, more or less on equal terms with other participants’ (Alvesson,
2003: 174). Alvesson proposes the method of self-ethnography, which is closely related to autoeth-
nography (Ellis, 2004, Ellis and Bochner, 2000; Hayano, 1979), as ameans of studying university
contexts that the researcher is very familiar with, personal involvement enabling greater physical
and metaphorical closeness to certain social practices.

Through becoming attentive to our own embodied experiences we began to develop insider
accounts (Brannick and Coghlan, 2007) based on lived experience that enabled us to turn familiar
situations into objects of study (Riemer, 1977). Our attention thus turned from the dramatically
different ‘them’ and towards the agonizingly familiar ‘us’ (Spradley and McCurdy, 1973). We
relied on participation rather than research-focused observation as our principal data source
(Alvesson, 2003). Hence, we did not participate in the conferences with the instrumental aim of
collecting data; instead the research only became a preoccupation retrospectively, at the point when
we began to subject our experiences to close scrutiny and writing. Only then did personal accounts
of our own experience as members of the academic tribe (Becher and Trowler, 1989) we were
studying become the empirical basis for cultural and political reflection in *aback-and-forth move-
ment between experiencing and examining a vulnerable sdf and observing and revealing the
broader context of that experience’ (Ellis, 2007: 14).

Initially we wrote separate narratives, treating our personally remembered experiences of
attending CM S conferences as a source of primary data (Ellis and Bochner, 1992). Then we read
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each other’ sstories, discussed them and * co-constructed aversion that represented our joint experiences
(Ellis, 2007: 21). Next, we ‘performed’ our stories (Ellis and Bochner, 1992) at seminars, using
expressions and gestures to make the embodied nature of our experiences explicit. We also invited
participants to add to our stories, subsequently incorporating their comments into our dialogical
narrative. Through this approach we sought to transcend the experience of a single individual,
instead intertwining multiple voices to construct a narrative.

This approach aso helped us to overcome some of the ethical problems associated with ethno-
graphic self-revelations that may be hurtful or harmful to others. A number of people with whom
we shared our stories expressed an interest in trying to identify characters in them based on indi-
viduals that they knew. Others were reluctant to give consent to our incorporation of their experi-
ences into an article because of concerns that this might damage their relationships or that they
would be identifiable. The construction of composite vignettes helped to overcome some of the
difficulties associated with the sensitivity of the topic we were exploring.

We then analysed our stories thematically, looking for common and contradictory patterns and
developing conceptual categories that formed the basis for our interpretations and selecting par-
ticular vignettes that exemplified our emerging themes for presentation in this article. Although
this method of data collection and analysis does not overcome the limitations associated with our
different subject positions as members of the community (one of usis male the other female, one
isemployed in ateaching-led and the other in aresearch-led business school), it reduces the poten-
tial for narcissism that can sometimes be associated with such a project (Coffey, 1999) and enables
usto build up a picture of practices of cultural inscription that goes beyond our direct experience.

Our writing strategy draws on techniques of performative or creative writing as away of involv-
ing thereader in atext that ismore vivid and immediate (Caulley, 2008; Pelias, 2005). Performative
writing starts ‘with the recognition that individual bodies provide a potent database for understand-
ing the political and that hegemonic systems write on individual bodies' (Pelias, 2005: 420). We
use an active voice to evoke the sense of perceptions and thoughts as they unfolded with the pur-
pose of generating moments that the reader can enter into and identify with (Davies et al., 2005).
We keep the identity of the narrator gender-neutral to give the reader as much latitude as possible
in reading themselves into the text, presenting these fragments or momentsin away which invites
others to connect with them.

Conferences as a site of body pedagogics

In contrast to many activities through which academic identities are formulated, such as writing,
which usually take place out of the presence of an audience, conferences are an arenain which the
academic’'s embodied presence is required as a prerequisite of face-to-face interaction. Goffman
(1972: 1) describes week-long conferences as ‘interactional mastodons that push to the limit what
can be called asocial occasion’. For afew days all human activities, including working, eating and
sleeping, are carried out in the same limited space in the presence of alarge number of others who
are all treated alike and encouraged to do the same thing together (Goffman, 1961). Through their
unfamiliarity with the local context and removal of familiar objects and relationships that help to
sustain an individual’s sense of sdf, participants are spatially and symbolically separated from the
outside world. The way that individuals inhabit and use the organized space of the conference is
also significant in constituting embodied subjectivity. This includes how delegates move about,
‘what they do with their bodies, where they go and how they walk, who they stand near or move
away from, who they seek out and who they ignore’ (Halford and Leonard, 2006: 98). Conferences
arethus a central sitein which embodied work is performed.
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Recent sociologica studies have demonstrated how in various occupations, including soldiers
(Lande, 2007), ballet dancers (Aalten, 2007) and glass-blowers (O’ Connor, 2007), bodily practices
congtitute an important means of communicating values by ‘anchoring norms and beliefs in vis-
cera (Lande, 2007: 97). The concept of body pedagogics is useful in enabling a focus on ‘the
central pedagogic means through which a culture seeks to transmit its main corporeal techniques,
skills and dispositions, the embodied experiences associated with acquiring or failing to acquire
these attributes, and the actual embodied changes resulting from this process’ (Shilling, 2007: 13,
emphasis in original). The body is thus the medium through which socialization into a culture is
achieved through a pedagogic process of teaching and learning. It constitutes a receptive surface
and the discursive object onto which an ideological construction of the proficient CM S academic
iswritten (Grosz, 1994).

In order to understand the role of bodily inscription in congtituting the academic subject, it is nec-
essary to investigate how body techniques aretaught and the experiences people go throughin acquir-
ing them. Conferencesprovide aninter-corporeal spaceand acentral pedagogic meansthrough which
the bodily techniques, skills and dispositions associated with becoming a proficient CM S academic
are transmitted. Through participating in conferences, the embodied agent |earns appropriate ways of
using her body as a means of demonstrating proficiency. The remainder of this section explores the
ingtitutionalized body pedagogics that characterize CM S culture and considers the power relations
and normative content that informsthem. By describing situationsin which the bodily dispositions of
control and endurance are made explicit, the ethical values of the culture are highlighted.

Control

Conferences are an important context in which academics learn how to perform in a controlled
manner in front of an audience (Goffman, 1971). A person’s style of speaking, their movements
and reactions have the potential either to affirm or undermine this status. Presenting onesalf con-
vincingly entails the projection of ‘front’ and involves a high degree of stage-craft for the per-
former to convince the audience that they incorporate and exemplify the values of the culture. The
setting for performances is fixed. The performer stands or sits at the front of aroom facing a seated
audience and uses a series of props such as overhead slides. The performer’s manner alerts the
audience to the interactional role they expect to play. An aggressive manner indicates that they
expect to lead the interaction, whereas a meek, apologetic one suggests they expect to follow the
lead of others. Less experienced performers are more likely to encounter doubts from co-partici-
pants concerning the ‘realness’ of what is presented and initially even they may not be taken in by
their own routine. In these circumstances ‘ speakers can feel ontrial, their whole career and identity
at stake’ (Stanley, 1995: 172).

I'm feeling scared. It is my first CM S conference and | have no idea what to expect. The room is small,
packed with people and hot. I’ ve been sitting here for an hour and a hdf now, waiting for my turn. | look
at the clock as it ticks away towards and then past the time I’m meant to present. | feel a simultaneous
sense of fear—wanting to be sick, run away and hide—and anger—I want to go up and kick the current
presenter who seems completely oblivious to having taken up more than his allotted time. Suddenly he
stops. | nervously make my way to the front and | notice that about haf of the audience are leaving. | fed
hurt and embarrassed. They must think | am not worth listening to. Those remaining are looking at me. |
recognise one of the faces at the back as a famous professor whom I’ ve only seen in photos before. Is he
going to listen to me? | feel the tension cripple my body. | look around the room for a familiar face. There
are none. | smile, pretend to be confident and start to speak. My voice wobbles. As the presentation
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continues | begin to fed alittle better. | finish speaking and ask if there are any questions. A few people
raise their hands. The first question is ok. Then the professor at the back starts, without being invited, to
ask a question. He says | have got the theory wrong. He goes on to criticise other aspects of my work. |
fed like crying, my head is clouded with confused thoughts. | feel my face flushing. How can | ever
answer these questions? I’m not good enough to be an academic. As the session ends a couple of people
come up to me and tell me not to worry about the professor at the back, ‘ he always does that, he likes to
intimidate new researchers’. ‘Don’t worry’ they say, ‘wethought your presentation wasgood'. | fed relieved.

As performers become more familiar with the rules, they are likely to become more convinced
that the impression they stage is genuine. A convincing performance relies on the maintenance of
expressive control and the avoidance of minor cues or unmeant gestures that could undermine this.
The rules of conference participation train individuals in corporeal techniques that enable the con-
cealment of inappropriate emotions such as fear, anxiety, vulnerability and nervousness and ensure
the presentation of confident, capable selves. Bodily signs of fear or anxiety, such as blushing,
sweating, shaking or crying, must be suppressed, even if the feelings experienced—anger, hurt,
pain, loneliness, excitement and frustration—are extremely intense (Ford and Harding, forthcom-
ing; Stanley, 1995). Undergoing this experience has powerful productive effects. Humphreys
(2005) suggests that conference presentation constitutes an important rite of passage in which
one's emotional frailties must be hidden behind amask of certainty and clear direction—intimidat-
ing rather than intimidated, dominating rather than dominated. Although Humphrey’s comments
relate to a mainstream management studies conference, we suggest these bodily techniques are
equally prevalent within CM'S. However, the concealment of emotion is a disposition principally
reserved for public performances. In back regions, individuals may resist these practices by caring
for each other and providing mutual emotional support. Yet the location of these practices outside
the front region where performances are learned suggests that this represents a safety-valve that
enablesindividuals to endure these practices, rather than a means of challenging them.

Endurance

Conferences al so enabl e the transmission of the bodily attribute of endurance through devel opment
of a disposition of physical fortitude in a context where intense work-related pressures are com-
bined with disruption to physical routines. The ability to withstand discomfort or suffering caused
by hunger, fatigue or alcohol constitutes a key attribute in the training of the proficient CM S aca-
demic. Corporeal discomfort affects the subject in different ways. Some embrace it as a means of
demonstrating their durability in a way that is similar to the initiation rituals that characterize
socialization into cultures of masculinity in industrial workplaces (Collinson, 1992). Others are
more resistant to these practices, instead seeking out possibilities of escape, however temporary,
from predictable scripts and standardized patterns of behaviour, for example by taking time out to
go sightseeing or spend time with outsiders.

| am standing in alarge room with around two or three hundred other people, a glass of warm white wine
in my hand. The noise of voices is overwhelming. | fed sweat running down the backs of my legs. The
professor | am talking to asks me who else works at my university. | reel off a few names of colleagues
in the business school but his eyes quickly glaze over and from time to time he looks over my shoulder
and across the room. Is he looking for someone? Maybe he would just rather not be talking to me. Next
he begins to ask me about my research. | feel annoyed and scrutinized. Do | till haveto carry on perform-
ing even now? When does it ever stop? | don't want to do my ‘these are my research interests’ speech
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again. | am saved as suddenly he excuses himself and moves away to talk to someone else. | fed relieved,
followed by a gaping hole of loneliness as | realise | am standing completely alone in the middle of the
room. | start to wander around, squeezing past groups of people talking and laughing. | feel small.
Everyone else seems to know each other. | try not to look at peopl€e’s faces, instead reading name badges
without the catching the wearer’s eye. | am hungry and it's getting late. Some crumbs and wilted salad
garnish is all that remains on the platters in the centre of the room now that the press of bodies around
them has subsided enough for me to get near. | am tired from travelling and presenting my paper and |
still have indigestion from lunch. A dull headache starts to creep slowly across my forehead, the result of
too much coffee and too little water. Perhaps the best thing to dois just go to bed and try to get some sleep,
aslong as| can find my room again. Is this what it means to be an academic?

Failure to acquire the attribute of endurance impacts negatively on the subject’s ability to
become a full member of the culture. This is evident from drinking rituals which involve partici-
pants exercising their corporeal skill in enduring and withstanding the effects of alcohol. Far from
being incidental to the conference proceedings these situations are recognized as a context where
working partnerships are formed and renewed, ideas are discussed and joint academic projects
developed. Contrary to the espoused informality and supportiveness of such occasions, they are
highly charged with the exercise of academic power. Physical endurance is 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. Whilst not everyone participates in these bodily prac-
tices, many finding alternative sub-groups to socialize with or withdrawing from the social aspects
of the conference altogether, their existence provides insight into the construction of the proficient
CMS academic as an embodied subject.

Similar gendered practices have been observed in other masculine organizational cultures where
the devel opment of social networksinvolvesgetting ‘ratted with theboysinthepub’ (femalerespon-
dent quoted in McDowell, 1997: 154). These practices gender CM S culturein away that inherently
favours masculine identities and bodies and is symbolic of masculine power; thus ‘it hardly takes a
sophisticated feminist critique to realize that British critters are a bit too blokeish to be inclusive’
(Rowlinson and Hassard, 2008: 4). CMS's adoption of a coherent, preconceived, rebelliousidentity
in opposition to the dominant culture of mainstream management studies (Reedy, 2008; Worthington
and Hodgson, 2005) may further discourage examination of these practices.

Silencing the body

Every academic community developsits own culture (Becher and Trowler, 1989), the people who
belong to it sharing certain values and acting according to certain rules that guide their behaviour.
Through our analysis of the bodily dispositions of control and endurance involved in becoming a
proficient CM S academic we have sought to make the role of the body as the medium of socializa-
tion into this culture more explicit. In this section we consider the ethical beliefs and values that
inform these body pedagogics and their potential silencing effects on individuals and groups.
Within CM S the body is treated as an object of secondary importance to the mind, its conceal-
ment giving riseto the possibility of neglect. The proficient CM S academic learnsto cultivate her
dispassionate, disembodied mind by subordinating her volatile, emotional body. These disposi-
tions are informed by a Western philosophical tradition that divorces and privileges mind over
body, reason over emotion, in a way which is supportive of gendered Cartesian boundaries
(Knights and Thanem, 2005). These dispositions are also informed by a conceptualization of
academic work as a vocation which theindividual is called to do, not asameans to an end, but an
activity that requires total and passionate commitment and involves an element of physical and
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spiritual suffering (Weber, 1917). This gives rise to the potential for participants to become
estranged from their bodies, self-estrangement constituting the basis for estrangement from one
another (Martin, 2000).

The marginalization of the body has implications for power relations and ethics within CMS
related to the patriarchal cultural association of the sexed, emotional body with subordinated
groups, particularly women. These bodily dispositions may be interpreted as symptomatic of a
‘between-men’ culture which, although it claims to be universal, is organized according to male
genealogical systems (Irigaray, 2007: 13). Between-men cultures are structured hierarchically ina
way that excludes difference. In such a context, the feminine becomes the non-masculine, an
abstract non-existent reality which is made to disappear. Women are thereby excluded and required
to subject themselves to the imperatives of apatriarchal culture that alienates their female identity.
Rather than seeking to neutralize gender, Irigaray argues for arevised conception of sexed differ-
ence as rooted in biology and culture, as a means through which women can gain recognition for
their difference and gain a subjective status equivalent to men. Thus she argues there is a need to
valorize the feminine gender once more, rather than assimilateit.

The opposition between male and female is inextricably linked to the binarized conception of
mind and body, recognition of the former therefore entails acknowledgement of the latter. However,
asthisarticle has shown, thereislittle explicit acknowledgement of these embodied practiceswithin
CMS. This appears to constitute a situation ‘whereby a group of people tacitly agree to outwardly
ignore something of which they are all personally aware’ (Zerubavel, 2006: 2). Such a situation
presupposes denial is to an extent collective, relying on the deliberate effort of members of a given
social system to jointly refrain from acknowledging them. The metaphor of the elephant in the room
represents the object of such conspiracies, which are so conspicuous in demanding attention that
significant effort is required to avoid noticing them. It is a further intention of this article to prompt
others to share their embodied experiences of the culture and the values that inform these bodily
dispositions, the quotes that follow representing an attempt at extending this dialogue.

| used to fed that the all-encompassing nature of (critical) academic work was ‘a good thing’ in that it
denied traditional divisions of public and private, and perhaps the idea that one’s real sdf was the sdf at
leisure. I'm much more troubled about it now. (Mid-career male academic)

As for the heavy drinking of beer and the failure to distinguish work from leisure. Mea culpa. The former
is fun, sometimes, but the latter is bad manners, sometimes. At the same time, | always wanted to do
something that | cared about enough to write emails at 22.12, so there it is. (Senior male academic)

Other individual s suggest that, although these bodily practices can be observed and experienced
at other management studies conferences, they are more exaggerated at CM S conferences:

The ‘right-on’ attitudes of CMS lead many of its supporters to think they’re automatically supportive
of women, more junior academics, and any oppressed group. It's harder to get through to such people
the fact that their acts betray their intentions. What is worrying is that some of the up and coming gen-
eration of CM S theorists are more macho than the parental figures they’re trying to overthrow... Some
male academics who are friends, so who will talk openly (after a few glasses of wine), admit to finding
conferences traumatic—hence their need to wander round in packs... We all know some faces that we
see coming into our presentation—who regard any academic giving a paper in the same way that a cat
does a mouse: to be trifled with and teased until the kill. I’ve been to some CMS seminars that were
really warm and supportive and significant in that certain names and faces were absent. (Mid-career
female academic)
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Despite the ideological commitment of CMS to challenging oppressive practices in other
organizational contexts it seems there is limited reflexivity concerning the potential silencing
effects of these bodily practices. However, acceptance is by no means universal. Someindividuals
employ coping strategies including partial or non-participation in the conferences:

| loathe attending conferences... | enjoy them less now (despite now having many relationships with col-
leagues with whom | feel comfortable) than | used to (when | knew very few people). | amost never go
to conferences any more—this CM S will be the first for amost two years and the last for another year...
[The last CM S conference] reminded me why |’ ve almost ceased going to conferences. There seemed to
be a degree of general nastinessin the air in some sessions and conversations—more than I’ d experienced
(or anyway noticed) before, and a couple of people seemed to go out of their way to be very hostile to me
(both face-to-face and | was told behind my back), which upset me a lot. (Mid-career male academic)

As this final comment highlights, theoretical sensitivity to power relations does not necessarily
prevent participation in practices that are excluding to others or translate into a commitment to
transform oppressive, exclusionary practices (Cockburn, 1988; Fay, 1987; Kleinman, 1996).

Conclusion

Before we can discuss what people think or value about their worlds, we need to consider how the articu-
lation of their bodies acts as the foundation for those beliefs and values. (Lande, 2007: 97)

Conferences are an inter-corporeal space wherein academic identities are constructed through
embodied experience. This entails the acquisition of skillsand dispositions that enable newcomers
to demonstrate their proficiency as members of a culture. ‘ Knowing-how-to-be' a proficient CMS
academic is founded on a process of bodily learning, the bodies of participants comprising the
surface onto which the culture inscribed, becoming emblems (Grosz, 1994) that exemplify and
embody its ethics and values. In addition to its superficia effectsthis generates a particular subjec-
tivity and amoral interiority by inscribing the culture onto the body.

Through introducing the body into debates about what constitutes CMS this article may be
interpreted as an attempt towards critical performativity (Spicer et al., 2009), through inviting
reconsideration of thepractical activitiesthrough whichideological aimsmay berealized. However,
rather than emphasizing critical intervention in managerial discourses and practices, this article has
focused on academic discourses and practices. Much of the debate surrounding CMS has so far
focused onitsrole asan intellectual, pedagogical and/or political project. However, we suggest that
change also depends on changing the identity formation of the embodied subject (Irigaray, 2007).
The need for socio-economic reform should therefore not be placed above the need for transformed
internal cultural relations and the development of cultures of difference within CMS.

Self-reflexive critique is essential to this process of development. Through exploring our own
embodied participation in CM S conferences and the reactions of others, we have sought to gain
insight into the power relations and normative content that inform these bodily practices. We have
been guided in this analytical task by the notion that ‘some questions are productive to embrace
because they connect individuals, not just as scholars, but as people who are willing to place them-
selves at personal risk... In doing so, what might have remained hidden is made public, what might
have stayed buried is put under examination, what might have been kept as personal commitment
becomes public testimony’ (Pelias, 2005: 421).
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To conclude, we offer a few practical suggestions for the development of a more embodied
understanding of the nature of belonging within CM S:

1. Develop cultural customs that challenge the male right to make noise, materially and spiri-
tually and enable women and other subordinate groups to speak and be heard. This would
involve both men and women at conferences learning ‘how to remain silent, calm, and to
speak quietly... be attentive to others, modest and patient’ (Irigaray, 2007: 58).

2. Rethink therole of conferences as a collective learning space by acknowledging the role of
the feeling body as well as the rational mind in this process (Edenius and Y akhlef, 2007).
This could involve reshaping the physical environment in ways that disrupt established prac-
tices. It might also involve conducting ‘ breaching experiments’ (Garfinkel, 1967) to encour-
age people to fully describe the informal rules and taken-for-granted methods that
characterize embodied participation.

3. Explore alternative ways of doing conferences, such as ‘unconferencing’ (Wolf and Troxler,
2008) and ‘ open space technology’ (Owen, 2008), as models for collective learning that are
less hierarchically structured, thereby potentially promoting a more dialogic, creative
engagement.

4. Move away from the ethic of attack, destruction and demolition of the personhood of others
(Spicer et al., 2009) towards an ethic based on interconnectedness, nonviolence and care
(Gilligan, 1982). This would involve developing an awareness and sensitivity to one's own
embodied selfhood as a precondition of caring for others.

5. Develop spaces for women and other subordinate groups to express difference within
CMS conferences, rather than seeking their assimilation into the dominant culture. This
would involve according positive value to alternative forms of corporeal identity and
exploring the relationships that subordinate groups within CM S have with the dominant
culture and each other.

We do not see this as an opportunity to win an argument, colonize a debate, claim an intel-
lectual territory, or impose our logic on others. We cannot speak without promoting our own
vested interests, personal histories, philosophical and theoretical assumptions. Furthermore, itis
an inescapable aspect of human embodiment that seeing and knowing are perspectival. We
always see from the points of view invested with personal aswell as political meaning: a degree
of centricism isinescapable. Thereis also a danger that we seek to salve our consciences through
revealing our awareness of the disciplinary practices in which we participate. Notwithstanding,
we believe that our experiences and analysis are worth writing about, if only to make these issues
more explicit.

Finally, these arguments also have implications for the study of other professional groups
whose members are socialized through attending conferences, including managers (Ford and
Harding, 2008). Studies of organizational culture have traditionally focused on the symbolic and
discursive practices through which values, beliefs and norms are established and communicated
(Casey, 1995; Gagliardi, 1990; Kunda, 1992; Watson, 1994). This article has argued that to
understand how members of a culture collectively learn a set of shared values and rules of con-
duct we must also enter the actor’s body. Understanding culture is thus not just about words, but
also about conduct and the ‘embodied dispositions it demands and nurtures' (Wacquant, 2005:
466). Thisisparticularly relevant to understanding our own organizational culture, for if we can-
not learn from ourselves we are likely to find ourselves in a weaker position from which to
understand the cultures of others.
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