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identity in management research
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Orientation: South African management studies do not have a strong tradition of qualitative,
critical and reflexive research. We explore how this may occur through a reflection on
researcher identity.

Research purpose: To critically reflect on the focussed dialogue and reflection between the
authors and to demonstrate how duoethnography can challenge management scholars to
become more reflective of their scholarship.

Motivation for the study: To show how duoethnography can be applied in management
studies scholarship as a methodological approach.

Research approach/design and method: A duoethnographic approach is used. This is a
collaborative form of autoethnography between two researchers. The researchers themselves
become the participants of the study. The dialogue between the researchers is reflective of
shared, sometimes conflictual experiences on a focussed topic or research question. We
reflect on the ways our dialogues influence Lisa’s reflection of her own identity when
conducting qualitative doctoral research with a feminist lens. Her identity is also influenced
through some of the narrative texts of the women she interviewed during her fieldwork.

Main findings: The account concludes that duoethnography challenges the positivist position
that researcher identity is objective from the participants we research. We show that gender,
race and epistemic assumptions are not simply quantitative variables.

Practical/managerial implications: The practical implication of the study is to encourage
management scholars to engage in duoethnographic collaborations as a means to facilitate
critical reflection on current and past work.

Contribution/value-add: The study provides an original duoethnographic account that is an
uncommon reflective practice in a management research context.

Keywords: autoethnography; critical management studies; critical reflexivity; duoethnography;
feminist epistemology; feminist management scholarship; intersectionality; qualitative research;

researcher positioning; whiteness.

Introduction

In this article, the authors seek to show how duoethnography, as a form of reflective conversation
and collaboration between researchers about the social phenomena they research, can generate
new insights for management scholars. These new meanings can be about researcher identity
as well as the empirical work in which they engage. Norris and Sawyer (2012) show how
co-reflectivity through dialogical methods such as duoethnography can influence research
identity and change their perceptions of the research they engage in. This form of inquiry means
that researchers (in this case, Lisa and Shaun) become the participants in the study. We use our
personal narratives about our researcher identity as a lens to reflect on larger themes in
management scholarship (Lisa’s [postdoctoral candidate, white female] work on women as
leaders and Shaun [Associate Professor, Indian male] work on critical management studies
[CMS]). This form of critical conversation causes us to reflect on the limits of our own academic
training in management studies.

Shaun stated:

‘Despite branding myself as a progressive management studies scholar, I have nevertheless been blind
to the way my identity as a man has shaped my empirical work. Yes, I have written about gender, but
after discussing and being challenged by Lisa, I have not done this in an emancipatory, or even a
feminist way.’
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Lisa said:

‘Shaun also asked how race intersected with gender. I had to
think deeply on what it means to be a white female researcher
using a feminist lens. Critical management studies (CMS) for
example pays considerable attention to racial identity and
intersectionality. But based on our dialectical exchange, have
[ unwittingly erased race from my feminist lens?”’

Breault (2016) demonstrates how traditional academic training
in methodology can devalue the critical conversation and
co-reflection of researchers by dismissing it as unscientific.
It is by recognising the limitations in our own training that
we are able to cross boundaries of what is methodologically
possible beyond the traditional scientific method that is the
mainstay of management studies (Alvesson & Ashcraft, 2009;
Beltramini, 2018).

Management scholarship globally has developed niche areas
of expertise in narrative forms of inquiry. Dedicated journals
on ethnography and qualitative methods in management
studies show that there is a small but vibrant community
of scholars that engage in this approach (Doloriert &
Sambrook, 2012). The postmodern influence of critical theory
on management studies also shows a preference of
critical management scholars to use narrative forms of
inquiry (Alvesson, Bridgman, & Willmott, 2011). However,
duoethnography as a specific approach is less popular than
organisational ethnography and autoethnography (Alvesson
et al., 2011). The approach seems to be especially favoured
by management scholars engaging in interdisciplinary work
or collaborating with scholars in disciplines outside of
management studies (Doloriert & Sambrook, 2012; Norris &
Sawyer, 2016).

Nationally, the method is one favoured by those in the
education and psychology fields (Van Schalkwyk & McMillan,
2016). Although work by Meier and Geldenhuys (2017)
shows that industrial psychologists also value this approach.
Qualitative approaches such as O'Neil and Koekemoer (2016)
are underutilised in South African management studies. The
low use of qualitative studies in management scholarship
in South Africa favours traditional qualitative approaches
as opposed to narrative forms as is suggested by their
work. This work expands the range of options available to
qualitative researchers in the field.

This article is presented in layers. These layers are akin to a
rainbow cake. Each layer makes a contribution to forming a
unified whole. We begin with an overview of the research
design and research approach. Thereafter, we navigate
through the dialogues and discussion that emerged through
our critical reflection. Finally, we conclude with how we
think our work can contribute to doing duoethnography in
management studies. The article is guided by the following
research question:

‘How does duoethnography enable or facilitate critical
reflection and insight into the identity of management
scholars?’
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Research design and approach
Overview of duoethnography

Duoethnography provides a creative postmodern approach
to qualitative research. It is a form of collaborative
autoethnography (Ellis, Adams, & Bochner, 2011).
Duoethnography is rooted in the philosophical and
theoretical foundations of autoethnography (Fitzpatrick &
Farquhar, 2018; Norris, 2008). Autoethnography is a deeply
personalised account of the researcher’s experience to ‘extend
understanding about societal phenomena’ (Anderson, 2006;
Wall, 2006, p. 1). It is a way of accessing personal experience
to extend the sociological imagination about social issues in
the researcher’s discipline (Smith, 2005). Autoethnography
relies on the narrative of the self and is a well-regarded
form of qualitative inquiry in social science disciplines
such as education and psychology. Duoethnography, while
borrowing from the same interpretivist and postmodern
philosophical underpinnings as autoethnography, is less
well established. The method was first proposed by Sawyer
and Norris (2005). They sought to shift from the meta
self-narrative of autoethnography to a method where our
stories could be explored in dialogue or what they term
‘dialogic tension’ (Sawyer & Norris, 2015). In 2015, Sawyer
and Norris confirmed that despite its youthfulness and
novelty, duoethnography has enjoyed a decade of empirical
and theoretical growth as a methodological approach.

The duoethnographic approach is a form of self-narrative that
is critically reflective and dialogic between the participants. It
is therefore an approach situated within the larger qualitative
category of inquiry-based research that “poses questions and
challenges dominant discourses” during its exploration of the
lived experiences of its participants (Fitzpatrick & Farquhar,
2018, p. 238). Despite it being an emerging form of narrative
inquiry, duoethnography is becoming entrenched within the
literature as a valued way of engaging in critical reflexivity
between two or more participants. Duoethnography finds its
roots at the nexus between various forms of narrative
approaches (narrative inquiry, narrative identity, currere) and
critical theory (Hooks, 1994).

Trustworthy duoethnography

Norris and Sawyer (2012) and more recently Breault (2016)
have been made to delineate more clearly the criteria for
what makes a ‘good” and trustworthy duoethnography.
Breault (2016) provides a list of 23 criteria to consider when
evaluating duoethnography. The quality and trustworthiness
of the duoethnography is revealed through the transparency
of the writing, not any claims to objectivity and truth. We
have tried within the limits of an article to show as
transparently as possible our shared vulnerabilities. We do
not offer conclusive objective findings, but rather suggestions
for further scholarly exploration.

There is an acknowledgement that there is no single way
of doing duoethnography provided core criteria are met
(Norris & Sawyer, 2012).
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These include:

¢ Polyvocal and dialogic: There must be a focussed dialogic
exploration between participants. The focus is important
because it is easy for participants to engage in unfocussed
‘chats’ like two friends at a coffee shop. We focussed our
dialogue on a central reflective question:

* How does racial, gendered and epistemic identity shape the
research experience?

¢ Comparing the life experiences of two or more participants
(in our case the authors of this article) to reveal points
of complexity in their identity, also known as currere
(life curriculum). The comparison must reveal points of
difference and similarity in how participants” social and
cultural milieus influence their identities. We focussed our
juxtaposition on our gendered, cultural, experiential,
epistemological, racial, organisational and work identities.
This involved what Van Schalkwyk and McMillian (2016,
p- 212) refer to as an “interrogation of each other’s position
while foregrounding one’s own’.

e Disruption of meta-narratives: The dialogic component of
duoethnography is to assist in disrupting the mainstream
or meta-narratives that can emerge in writing alone.
Duoethnography must show its intersections with critical
theory. It must as Breault (2016, p. 10) argues, ‘disturb
the waters’. As scholars, we found ourselves in the thick
of profound and complex change at the University of
KwaZulu-Natal (UKZN) and higher education in
South Africa generally. Yet, management scholars and
scholarship in South Africa did not seem to be engaging
substantively in what it may mean to disrupt the
mainstream narrative of management studies (Goldman,
2016; Nkomo, 2018). What would such an engagement
mean for scholarly identity? Our dialogic experience then
is a reflection on how mainstream management studies
could intersect with critical theory.

Participants and the study site

Given that duoethnography makes the researchers the study
participants and ‘study site’, some insight into the researcher
identities is needed.

Shaun has been working as an academician in management
studies since 2011. Currently, he is an associate professor
of human resources management (HRM) at UKZN. Prior
to 2011, he worked as an academician in the programme
for industrial, organisational and labour studies (IOLS).
Industrial, organisational and labour study is a sociology and
labour studies discipline. He struggled with the disciplinary
shift from a sociologically and qualitatively rooted discipline
(IOLS) to HRM. Human resources management is rooted in
psychology and has a quantitative bias in its methodological
approach (Bratton & Gold, 2015).

The struggle consisted of grappling with the epistemic
differences both methodologically and disciplinarily. For
example, IOLS at UKZN produced almost exclusively
qualitative work that focussed on worker empowerment
and was critical of managerial control. Human resources
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management, on the other hand, at UKZN was quantitatively
based and focussed on how to make managerial control more
effective. The tensions informed the struggle. The tension
forced a critical reflection on what the intellectual purpose
and project is of management studies in a developing state
context. Shaun also identifies primarily as a qualitative
researcher. His identity as a male scholar and person of
colour (Indian South African) is important in the context of
this duoethnography.

Lisa was a postdoctoral candidate supervised by Shaun from
2015 to 2017. She is an experienced leadership coach and
runs her own leadership consultancy. She has an academic
background in the humanities, a master’s degree in HRM
from Wits Business School and completed her PhD in HRM at
UKZN. Lisa identifies as a feminist and qualitative researcher
in HRM. Subsequent to her postdoctoral candidature, she
continues with her consultancy work. Lisa is classified as an
English-speaking South African white female. Racial and
gendered identities were important points of engagement for
both researchers.

Data collection

Two forms of duoethnography are common in the literature.
First is a ‘storytelling’ approach where the narratives of
the authors are given and discussed in tension with each
other. There is no separate results and discussion section in
writing up the narrative. Rigour occurs through the various
iterations of the dual narratives. The second type is the
review of memorabilia such as scrapbooks and photo
albums that act as memory prompts for the researchers
(Norris, 2008, p. 236). It is the former approach that we have
adopted here.

Our duoethnography developed organically as we worked
on other projects from 2015 to 2017. Our main purpose during
this period was to develop HRM papers for publication.
However, our professional conversations became increasingly
centred around researcher and discipline identity in the
context of the rapidly changing South African higher
education context. We bracketed these conversations and
notes because they were not central to our purpose of
producing empirical papers for publication. At the end of
2017, we realised that we had curated a number of dialogical
experiences, which had become focussed on the identity
of the management studies scholar and purpose of the
discipline. Guided by the work of Norris and Sawyer (2012),
we decided to formalise our duoethnographic study. This
meant verifying our recollections, disagreements and notes
that were taken at meetings. We share our experience of this
process by reflecting on a key reflective question:

How does racial, gendered and epistemic identity

shape the research experience?

As long as the data related to the reflective questions,
we engaged with it and curated it. The data or our
‘narratives’ consisted of notes, email threads and self-reflective
narratives that we had produced over a 2-year period.
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The collection was fluid as is often the case in qualitative
research (Norris & Sawyer, 2012). Further, the way in which
data are collected and recorded is not prescriptive (Norris &
Sawyer, 2012, p. 139).

Data analysis

Data analysis is not necessarily a separate process from data
collection in qualitative research (Chang, 2007). However, it
is found that having some sequential structure assisted in
organising the themes of the study. Firstly, we curated all
our texts (emails and notes) that we felt fell within the focus
of the reflective question. We then independently generated
our own self-reflections in written form based on this curated
material as well as our experience as researchers over the
2-year time period (2015-2017). Thirdly, we then exchanged
our narratives, and met four times in 2018 to discuss the
narratives. A key purpose of these meetings was to organise
the narratives thematically. The themes were then labelled as
Dialogue 1, Dialogue 2 and Dialogue 3.

Limitations of duoethnography

Methodologically, the value of our duoethnographic approach
avoids the potential self-indulgence of autoethnography
(the fetishisation of self). This means that the researcher can
be so subjective in their account that there is no room for an
account or validity beyond the self. In its extreme form,
only the self has access to certain ‘truths” about the social
world (Schultz, 2016). Similarly, duoethnography avoids the
potential exploitation of ethnographic approaches (Schultz,
2016). Ethnographic approaches sometimes situate the
researcher as an expert who accesses the worlds of non-
experts. In such cases, the position and identity of the expert
may lead to condescending views or interpretations of
behaviours by non-expert participants. The colonial roots of
ethnography in anthropology, for example, still manifest
themselves along the only valid truth being that of the expert
entering the field (Schultz, 2016). This is not to say that
duoethnography itself cannot fall prey to the pitfalls of self-
centeredness or power differentials of participants, but that
the focussed dialogue provides a form of a ‘check and
balance” (Guyotte & Sochacka, 2016).

Framing our duoethnographic dialogue

Both participants in this study wanted to engage in reflections
of their roles as knowledge producers. Critical theory that
encourages reflection and destabilises what we think we
know was an appropriate approach to root our reflections.
Critical theory has its roots in the sociology and philosophy
of the 1930s. Attributed to the Frankfurt School, itis associated
with the work of Horkeheimer (1947), Marx (1850-1867),
Freud (1905-1940) and Gramsci (1916) among other social
scientists who wanted to provide a critique that was taken for
granted by social and cultural assumptions of the world.

Critical theory has informed a range of social science
disciplines from psychology to sociology and management
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studies (Alvesson et al., 2011). At its core are two assumptions
(Alvesson et al., 2011):

® The researcher has to be critically reflective of her or his
own role in knowledge production.

¢ The purpose of scholarship is to denaturalise assumptions
taken for granted and reified by positivist assumptions of
the social world.

When applied to management studies, a third premise of a

critical approach is:

* Questioning the performativity assumption at the core of
management studies. In other words, questioning the
idea that increasing performativity (production, outputs
and profits) should be the main purpose of management
studies (Fleming & Banerjee, 2015).

Collectively, these three criteria are the core assumptions of a
CMS approach. We were particularly attuned to focusing on
the first two assumptions that encouraged critical reflexivity
for the purposes of this article.

Shaun had some experience with CMS professional
associations and had published exploratory work on CMS.
Lisa, with her doctoral work on feminism and leadership,
did not immediately see her work on feminism as part of
the CMS oeuvre. These two positions of the participants
produced a productive tension for the dialogue required for
duoethnography.

Ethical considerations

All principles of informed consent were followed. Apart
from the identities of the authors, all principles of anonymity
and confidentiality were abided by to protect participant
identities.

Dialogues and discussion

The themes organised will be presented according to the
dialogues we had.

Dialogue 1: Vulnerability through critical
reflection

For Shaun, the connections between feminist management
scholarship and CMS were more visible. However, he did
feel out of his depth with current scholarship on feminism
and had to read and discuss more about feminist approaches
to management with Lisa.

Shaun recollects:

‘It was interesting that Lisa was reading my work on CMS and
I was reading her work on feminist management scholarship
(FMS). I was so excited because my own thinking and writing
on CMS did not acknowledge in any serious way the role of
feminism as emancipatory to management scholarship. Perhaps
my own positionality as male and implicitly viewing male as
universal created this blind spot? I considered myself a feminist,
but upon reflection, I found my own empirical work did not
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engage with gender in a serious or reflective way. Instead,
I tended to privilege race as identity rather than gender in my
work. This made me feel vulnerable as I reflected on what this
means for me as a management scholar that actually thinks he
is progressive.’

For Lisa:

‘While I resonated with the CMS literature and acquired more
insight into Shaun’s views by reading his writing on it in a
South African context, it made me feel quite vulnerable about the
firstly tentative and then seemingly naive positioning of my
work as a feminist. I felt that there was so much more Ineeded to
consider in challenging the management studies agenda. I also
felt I still had to clarify my position on feminist management
scholarship and this was not an easy thing to do. I remember
Shaun asking me whether we have not possibly moved beyond
a feminist agenda into a post-feminist space and I wasn’t sure
how to respond. Shaun’s challenge to me made me reflect on my
inability to clearly articulate what a feminist perspective in
research is. Feminist scholarship itself is so divided that despite
having immersed myself in the literature for my PhD studies,
I still felt quite confused at times. The discussions and debates
with Shaun forced me to reflect on my own position and
assumptions about feminist research.’

Shaun and Lisa had a robust discussion and some
disagreement on the privileging of qualitative work in FMS.
Does this mean that quantitative research cannot be critical
or feminist? Is all qualitative research critical? We agreed
that these questions need to be included in mainstream
management scholarship in South Africa. One path of
achieving this inclusivity is to engage in critical reflexivity.
Unfortunately, this type of reflection is not present or possible
in the majority of quantitative scholarship in management
studies (Bratton & Gold, 2015). Positivism situates the
researcher as an ‘objective’ from the study and its participants
or ‘subjects’. Critical reflexivity is one of the three tenets of
CMSs (Alvesson et al., 2011) that we argue provide one
possible pathway to reimagine the intellectual project of
management studies.

Asking these questions of each other and ourselves often
made both of us feel very vulnerable in our expert roles as
academicians and practitioners, but was necessary as a
means of making us reflect on our own and each other’s
professional identities.

Dialogue 2: Qualitative researcher identity

Lisa and Shaun reflected broadly on the marginalisation of
qualitative research in management studies. Empirical work
supported our suspicion of marginalisation. For example,
O’'Neil and Koekemoer’s (2016) work found a lack of
development of qualitative research methods in South
African organisational or industrial psychology and HRM.
Indeed, they argue that qualitative research is often
‘undervalued and misunderstood” in these disciplines. In a
study conducted at UKZN into the bibliometric features
and trends in the South African Human Resource journals
between 2005 and 2015, Ruggunan and Sooryamoorthy (2015)
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found that the knowledge produced remains overwhelmingly
positivist and quantitative. The studies were largely replications
of previous studies (theory testing) rather than theory
building. Conceptual, theoretical and new methodological
(especially qualitative) interventions were limited. Work by
Pietersen (2018) had similar findings.

Our dual reflection guides us to believe that positivism in and of
itself is not the challenge. Positivist work can be deeply critical.
At the same time, just because work is qualitative does not
automatically make it critical work or reflective work. Rather at
issue is the normative position it has assumed in management
research in South African institutions, which not only influences
how research is being conducted, but also the nature of the
questions being asked (Dunbar & Rottner, 2014). For example,
philosophical and epistemological justifications are rarely asked
of quantitative studies but are demanded of qualitative projects.
Lisa’s experience of this as part of the process of getting her
doctoral proposal presentation accepted by the doctoral
committee demonstrates the claim that qualitative methods are
often undervalued, misunderstood or regarded as less rigorous
and scientific than quantitative methods (O'Neil & Koekemoer,
2016). Shaun also recollects his own challenges as a supervisor
of qualitative projects, when research committees apply
quantitative criteria to assess qualitative proposals.

While qualitative research is limited in mainstream
management studies in South Africa (Goldman, 2016),
CMS favours this methodological approach because of its
promotion of reflexive inquiry. Hibbert and Cunliffe (2015)
draw a distinction between critical reflexivity and self-
reflexivity where being self-reflexive questions one’s own
way of being, relating and acting and where being critically
reflexive involves questioning assumptions of underlying
social and organisational practices. They argue that these
two processes go hand in hand, but that both compel the
researcher to reveal her or his position and philosophies as
integral to the research findings.

Shaun and Lisa had much engagement on why this reflection
or positionality is always expected of qualitative researchers
and not quantitative researchers. Shaun and Lisa then
articulated their own positionality and the potential blind
spots, in which they may reveal more about themselves and
their work.

Shaun recollects:

"My assumption that being a CMS scholar made me automatically
a feminist scholar may not actually be true. Without this
engagement from Lisa, I most likely would not have become
aware of this invisibility in my work.’

Lisa reflects:

‘Shaun really pushed me about what a feminist lens is. I think
explaining it to a non feminist researcher and a male forced me to
reflect more carefully on this. The feminist lens which I applied
to my PhD research was a position I had to make explicit. This
was challenging at times, as it meant attaching a fixed label to
the research and my researcher identity which did not seem to
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accommodate the notion that identity work involves the dynamic
between internal processes and external prescriptions within
changing contexts. In reflecting on this challenge, I have been
able to deepen my understanding of feminist epistemologies and
the approach I adopted for my research.’

Dialogue 3: Identity, reflexivity and
reinterpreting fieldwork

Shaun and Lisa decided that one way to show critical
reflection in action would be to engage in a reframing of
Lisa’s doctoral work through critical reflexivity. Shaun and
Lisa both read the work and identified points of intersection
and tension that exist between CMS, FMS and researcher
identity.

What follows is Lisa’s iterative account of her reflection
as a qualitative and feminist researcher. The narrative is an
outcome of their collaborative encounter. Based on Shaun
and Lisa’s dialogues, Lisa’s narrative reflects on the ways in
which her feminist approach is simultaneously reflective of
both feminist and CMS principles.

Shaun encouraged me to revisit my work to examine how it
resonates with a CMS approach. At year 2 into our dialogue,
we felt comfortable enough to disagree or ‘push’ each
other on points that we felt would further the significance
of our work. We agreed that I would reflect deeper on
my racial identity. We accept that race is a social construct
but acknowledge that it has very material consequences
especially in the South African context. Shaun felt that this
reflection on the material influence of race did not emerge
strongly enough in my original work. Shaun was quite
transparent in expressing his own vulnerabilities about the
material ways in which his ‘maleness’ made him less aware
of feminist issues. I was initially very uncomfortable with the
suggestion that my ‘whiteness’ needs to be reflected on more
deeply as part of my researcher identity.

Part of our dialogue when we met after receiving reviewer
comments was around sharing these vulnerabilities. How do
we share our vulnerabilities with a wider audience? How do
we do this difficult task of reflecting the transformation of
both our researcher identities? We then realised that the
original framing of this work as an autoethnography was
perhaps not accurate; that the exploration of identity and
reflection was the outcome of a collaboration, namely a
duoethnography. With so much of the culture of academic
scholarship being insular and often done with students, as
professional researchers, we are not accustomed to dialogical
learning and conversation with each other. Hence, when
professional researchers do converse, it usually centres on
the empirical findings rather than a questioning of what their
identities bring or do not bring to the research. Certainly, in
South African management studies, reflecting on research
identity seems to be an anathema.

As a woman working as an organisational development
practitioner in the South African corporate world and a
researcher in management studies at UKZN, my PhD
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research was motivated by my own tussles with power and
privilege in dealing with the corporate hierarchies of
patriarchal institutions. The aim of my PhD study was to
deconstruct women leaders” models of power which have
been constructed within a patriarchal social context and to
identify emerging models that may be less accessible or
easily articulated.

As a white woman, my experiences of power and white
privilege growing up under apartheid influenced the way in
which I related both to those I was interviewing and the way
in which I was reading their texts. Using critical reflection
through the research process was key to understanding
that as a researcher, I am not an independent entity in the
research (Ponterotto, 2013). Any form of qualitative research
requires researchers to be aware of how their race, class,
gender and status inform their research agenda and
theoretical frameworks.

Initially, I hesitated to position my PhD study as feminist
perse,butin engaging with the literature and the methodology
during my PhD journey, it became clearer to me that this
was, in fact, a feminist study because the focus was on
women and power which is at the heart of feminist debates
(Kinnear & Ortlepp, 2016). In addition, the aim of my
research was to contribute to the transformation of gender
relations in South African business organisations by raising
consciousness of the impact of patriarchal relationships on
how women lead. I believe I was conflicted over my own
feminist identity, given that the study was being conducted
within a management context where the notion of feminism
is often misunderstood and alienating for my female and
male colleagues. In addition, the notion of feminism in the
South African context is further complicated by my privilege
as a white South African. My experience of what appeared to
be labelled as ‘feminist’ behaviour within a corporate context
I found unnatural and often complicit with patriarchal
practices of dominance.

To have a feminist lens in a management research study
considered valid by UKZN was achieved through collaboration
with academicians from social science and psychology
backgrounds who understood both the purpose of the study
and the methodologies supporting it. This was necessary
because expertise in CMS and feminist epistemology were
not available in the school of management at UKZN at
the time. The rewarding consequence of this process was
the collaborative and interdisciplinary nature of the research
which provided opportunity for greater reflexivity of the
researcher and consequently the discipline itself. It also
provided the opportunity to explore women’s emerging
models of power and reinvent theory outside the constraints
of conventional management theories.

The focus of my research on the identity constructions of
South African women business leaders around power and
their leadership role highlighted some of the tensions that
exist, both conscious and less conscious, in attempting to
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operate with authenticity in a patriarchal world. According
to Letherby (2003), a focus on the relationship between the
self and the other through autobiographical narration
encourages reflection on power relationships. The link
between language, power, identity and feminism was a
significant consideration in choosing the method of discourse
analysis of narratives in my PhD research (Kinnear &
Ortlepp, 2016). The autobiographic narratives of women
were considered a valid vehicle for understanding how
women construct their reality and their power within it.
Feminist researchers such as Hooks (2010) argue that
autobiography is a particularly apt way of telling and
claiming ownership of one’s life and identity as it enables the
author to tell their version of events through uninterrupted
means.

I noted the issues of intersectionality of race, gender and
class as a limitation in my research, recognising that a
researcher with a different background to my own would
access a different sample group and provide new insights to
the types of questions I was asking. While I highlighted the
complexity of these intersectionalities in my PhD thesis, it
has been through my subsequent reflections and in the
sharing of my research that I have been prompted to review
the issue of intersectionality more deeply and critically.

In her reflections on being a feminist academician in
South Africa, Gouws (2012) highlights the fact that the
intersectionalities of identities, such as race, class and gender,
are more pronounced in South Africa than in most other
societies. In recounting her experience of feminist teaching at
an Afrikaans language medium South African university,
Gouws (2012) raises the issue that theories developed need to
include both race and gender components to validate their
experiences, something that often pits white students against
black because their lived experiences are so different.

Despite our varied backgrounds, the fact that all of the
interviewees were in senior positions of leadership in
large corporations meant that we shared an aspect of
privilege as leaders in our respective fields. Nevertheless, an
uncomfortable dynamic developed between myself and one
of the white interviewees. I felt that she wanted to collude
with me when discussing issues of racial power dynamics
and protection of privilege. This was evident in her
confessional anguish in managing perceptions of racism to
prevent limitations to her career advancement, rather than
reflection on and development of self-awareness around
privilege and race.

This is her response to the open-ended question of how she
views power in her leadership role:

‘I was wondering if this would come up. When I was there, a
senior manager accused me and another manager of a whole lot
of things ... one of them being a racist. Lisa, I had about a year to
go to partner and I just saw my career go up in flames before
me ... it was very traumatic and I honestly thought that my
days at the company were numbered ... and in my mind I still
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think I know what triggered it and what it’s taught me is that
perceptions are incredibly powerful ... It might be wrong, but if
people perceive you as something, they can destroy you.
(Sarah*!, financial director, female)

The concept of white privilege is a strong theme in the
political discourse of post-apartheid South Africa today
which requires greater scrutiny beyond the contested
colloquial rhetoric. Several authors agree that the valuation
of white skin colour continues to grant invisible, unfair
privileges to white people which is not consciously
acknowledged and which continues to perpetuate social
inequalities of our apartheid legacy (Le Roux, 2014; Milazzo,
2015; Swartz, Arogundade, & Davis, 2014). As gatekeepers
of privilege, the white minority in South Africa still controls
the advancement of women and black women in corporate
institutions (Carrim & Nkomo, 2016).

The fact that black women are more significantly
represented in the public sector is evidence of the white
monopoly in business, despite Broad-Based Black Economic
Empowerment (BBBEE) legislation (Mall, 2015). This has led
to the questioning of whether white women should remain
beneficiaries of affirmative action policies because of their
relative advantage, even though they still suffer from gender
discrimination in the workplace (Kinnear & Ortlepp, 2016).

By taking me into her confidence as a white woman needing
to manage perceptions of racism to ensure her career
advancement, I felt vulnerable. Was I similarly inauthentic
in my response to race? Shaun’s challenge to me to reflect
more deeply on my ‘whiteness” made me realise that despite
the fact that I feel reflective around white privilege, I too
suffer from not wanting to be perceived in a certain way.
This makes me feel self-conscious in my discussions on race
and was probably the reason why I failed to engage more
deeply with the intersecting effects of race and gender in my
PhD thesis.

Despite this, I was acutely aware that all of the black women
Iinterviewed raised the challenge of dealing with racial and
gender stereotypes in their narratives, as in the following
example:

‘T have always known that in business I have two stripes against

me...one female, and two, I am black. While I cannot ignore that,
many people would like to wish it away, but it is a reality you
know ... But I always say the biggest reality is to sink into your
head, to look at yourself, not as a woman, not as a black, then
other people won't see you as that ... they will see you as an
equal counterpart.” (Siwe*, corporate service director, female)

In this extract, Siwe narrates her power as the deconstruction
of internal victimisation and the construction of an external
legitimate claim to power (Harvey, 2010). This deconstruction
is both conscious and tactical and while it appears to challenge
the categorisation of intersectionality, it is based on recognising
these social stereotypes and actively performing to counter

1.Asterisk (*) represent pseudonym used for participant.



http://www.sajhrm.co.za�

these in a professional setting. Later, in her interview, she
narrates her reflections on feeling disempowered within the
private space of marriage which challenges the ability to
sustain this performance of equality and rejection of gender
categorisation.

‘In African culture you have to be, women have to be seen and
not heard ... So often in the first few months my mother in law
used to tell me to ‘keep quiet’ you know ... let my husband feel
he is in control, he has made the decision. I must be honest it
disoriented my whole thinking, I just felt so disempowered.’
(Siwe*, corporate service director, female)

The disempowerment and disorientation that Siwe describes
constructs the struggle for congruence between her personal
and professional identity. It also raises the contextual nature
of power and authority (Fleming & Spicer, 2014). It supports
the view that identity construction is continuously changing
across contexts and structures (Carrim & Nkomo, 2016). For
this reason, I wanted the interview process of my research
to allow the women to construct their own multiple and
emerging identities through their autobiographical narration.
What emerged as a common construction of power among all
of the women I interviewed was continuous striving for
‘congruence’ in their multiple identities (Kinnear & Ortlepp,
2016). This congruence is something I myself am striving for
in my research identity and positioning, recognising that
qualitative research is far more complex than it appears given
the shifts in our ‘selves” within multiple contexts.

This prompted my critical reflexivity on two experiences
I had while presenting the findings of my PhD research at
two UKZN conferences. The first was a Women in Leadership
event hosted by UKZN for university administrative support
staff for Women’s Day. My presentation was preceded by a
woman guest speaker who addressed the group on accurately
determining their bra size while promoting her business
selling women’s underwear. I felt outraged that within a
university setting which should be more mindful of issues
around gender construction, women were being traditionally
reduced to sexual objects. But equally, I felt disempowered
and silenced as I continued to uphold my professional
identity and delivered my presentation without raising any
concerns. I wondered whether a similar event would have
been arranged for women academicians and how it would
have been received. This also made me reflect on the notion
of how feminist issues themselves become privileged in
terms of rank and status in society.

The second occasion was a college research day in which
I was included in a group of all male researchers whose
initial response to my research on women and power in the
corporate world was to question me on women'’s constraints
as the bearers of children and the domestic arrangements
between women and men. This experience had the alienating
effect of demeaning the significance of my research and
women in leadership roles in the corporate world in general.
I felt attacked and belittled by members of the male
audience who chose to focus on my gender identity in
relation to domestic stereotypes. Bell and King’s (2010) paper
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on management studies conferences as a site of body
pedagogics acknowledges the role of conferences as a means
of socialisation into academic cultures and a rite of passage
for formulating an academic identity. Ford and Harding
(2010) argue that conferences typically perpetuate gender
imbalances between male and female professionals because
the cultural norms often marginalise women out of the public
space into the domestic sphere and subject them to a process
of infantilisation. These two experiences left me feeling
totally disillusioned with the university context as a space for
exploring feminist issues. In my debriefing meeting with
Shaun after this event, he encouraged me to incorporate
these experiences in my postdoctoral reflections.

My experiences in these forums have highlighted the poorly
understood concept and complexity of feminist research and
the issues being raised in a management context. It supports
the need for research into gender dynamics that seeks to
understand rather than predict, ensuring that researchers
are not speaking for ‘others’ through a positivist predictive
set of metrics based on constructions of what is ‘true’ (Davis,
2008). Despite feeling the effects of this, my vulnerability at
the second conference was also because of the fact that I
was speaking to a predominantly African male audience.
Embracing the label ‘feminist” within the South African
context has the potential of alienating African men because of
their solidarity with women in the struggle against apartheid
and because of perceptions of feminism as a western import
(Gouws, 2012; Miller, 2016).

Some scholars have argued that postmodern theories, such as
feminism, have done little to shift material realities in Africa
(Nkomo, 2011) and believe that white women academicians
can undermine African grassroots women’s organisations
(Prinsloo, 2016). Miller (2016) in her chapter on the political
positionalities of what she terms the ‘new African woman’
and the older feminist acknowledges that South African
feminists struggle with their identity as ‘women’, alternately
resisting and accepting socially prescribed roles that
inhibit self-expression. However, she highlights the common
experiences of women in a society which resists the integration
of women in public spaces, in large and small ways, no
matter what their position of power is within that space. The
response of the conference audience to my positionality as a
researcher resulted in my questioning how positioning and
intersectionality can be raised in a public space in a way that
promotes transparent and constructive dialogue around
issues of race and gender, rather than prejudiced interactions.

While intersectionality was first termed to understand
multiple marginalisation (Crenshaw, 1991), the question of
focusing on identity categories has come under criticism
within the CMS literature as a potential way of perpetuating
further division and segregation (Lykke et al., 2014; Ruel,
Mills, & Thomas, 2015). Yet, within the highly racialised
context of South Africa’s past and present, contextual studies
need to take race into account (Carrim & Nkomo, 2016;
Ruggunan, 2016; Zanoni, Janssens, Benschop, & Nkomo,
2010). The question remains as to how issues of race and



http://www.sajhrm.co.za�

culture are brought to the fore in a way that eliminates
boundaries of categorisation, while acknowledging South
Africa’s racialised context. Rethinking intersectionality also
calls for reassessing the academic spaces where research
can be shared in ways that are more conducive to the
exchange of ideas and where the fluidity of identity can be
experienced as a given, rather than being inflexibly rooted in
perceived notions of expertise, fixed ideologies, or patriarchal
constructions of gender.

Contribution

We see our contribution adding value in four particular
ways:

e The blurring of the researcher or participant boundary
means that we consider our participants as co-constructers
of knowledge. They have cultural capital that is of equal
value as the knowledge of the researchers. Their cultural
capital often provides us as researchers with new
insights into empirical cases. Lisa’s critical reflection
highlighted her awareness of the complex effects of
intersectionality for leaders constructing their identity
within traditional management settings. It made her
aware of the vulnerability and tensions women leaders
experience in establishing their authentic identities in
settings which are often hostile and inhibiting. Reflecting
on the effects of the duoethnographic methodology on
her own researcher identity raised the need for safer
spaces to be created in organisations for women and men
leaders to share their vulnerabilities and experiences in
constructing their leader identities.

¢ It reframes the idea of collaboration between researchers
themselves. Collaboration in management studies is
generally understood as co-authoring peer-reviewed
articles. Author order becomes the shorthand for the
nature of the collaboration (Schultz, 2016). The work
tends to be collaborative for instrumental reasons such
as achieving publication outputs, sharing of resources
and achievement of career goals such as promotion.
As Schultz (2016, p. 515) argues, mainstream forms of
collaboration assume predetermined research questions,
methods and methodology, even before you meet or
approach collaborators. There is no room for what may be
seen as ‘messiness’. By ‘messiness’, we mean the moments
of reflection, disagreement, vulnerability and failure
we encounter among ourselves when we collaborate as
researchers. Duoethnographic approaches offer a way to
organise and publish this ‘messiness’ through focussed
conversation between researchers. The ‘lived relationship’
between the researchers becomes the collaboration
(Schultz, 2016, p. 515; Snipes & LePeau, 2017). It is
valuable to curate this lived relationship because it
provides insights into how researcher identity influences
knowledge production in a particular discipline.
Researchers who have engaged in critical reflection on
race and gender, for example, will be more attuned to
these identities in their participants (treating these
identities as more than variables to be correlated).
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They will also be more conscious of how their own
identities may influence the way they frame research
questions and processes. As Snipes and Lepaeu (2017,
p- 580) show, such reflexivity can encourage social justice
advocacy (as also encouraged by a CMS approach)
because it promotes the ‘critical inclusion of multivoiced
perspectives’. Without this multivoiced perspective,
management studies run the risk of establishing male,
capitalist, heterosexual, white, Anglo-Saxon, positivist
and western perspectives as universal.

® Duoethnography provides a way to engage with
transformative learning for both experienced and less
experienced scholars. As a focussed form of dialogical
inquiry, it can democratise learning partnerships beyond
the mentor-mentee relationship. This takes place by
acknowledging equally the cultural and social capital
that both the experienced scholar and less experienced
scholar bring to the partnership. Ultimately, these
contributions can serve as a means of enriching and
expanding the scope of the discipline.

e Implications for practice: As with any research design,
duoethnography has its limitations. By its nature,
duoethnography is a deeply subjective approach. As a
form of intersecting autoethnographies, it becomes
difficult to apply traditional forms of rigour to assess the
‘validity” of the account. It has been described as a process
of ‘wandering in the woods without a compass’ (Breault,
2016, p. 2). Yet, the rapidly emerging scholarship using
the approach is resulting in criteria development for
good versus bad approaches to duoethnography (2016).
We thus suggest that as more scholars use the approach
in a South African context, limitations and strategies to
mitigate these can be developed over time. As more
South African scholars engage with the approach, a set of
‘validity’ criteria in local settings may emerge.
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