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Abstract: This paper forms part of a wider project based on poetry as a form of organisation.  Here, I argue that the forms and intentions of poetic organising may sometimes constitute a distinctive form of identity work.  I elaborate the nature of poetic organising and identity work, and demonstrate how the study of poetic identity work may also contribute to our understanding of identity and identity work, elaborating on particular debates and research gaps.  These comprise processes of identity work, including the role of emotion, the notion of the stable, authentic self, and the role of the other.  Finally, I propose an initial research agenda for poetic identity work, and some of the conversations which I hope to be able to continue at the conference round table discussions.


From poetry in Management and Organisation Studies to poetic organising
Poetry in Management and Organisational Studies (MOS) is a well-founded, albeit niche area (Antonelloa & Davel, 2022).  It has been used in fieldwork (Jensen & Mahmud, 2023; Sobande & Wells, 2023) and the analysis of participant accounts (van Amsterdam & van Eck, 2019); as a method of improving organisational practices such as articulating values (Auster & Freeman, 2013; Grisham, 2006) or generating creativity (Grisoni & Kirk, 2006); and in management education (Hiley, 2006; Ramsey, 2008; Van Buskirk & London, 2008).  The fundamental driver for using poetry is as a way of seeing, doing, thinking and writing differently.  Poetry is an invitation to feel rather than to think (Brown, 2006); to complicate rather than simplify (Richardson, 1997); to imagine what might be possible or ideal rather than deal only in ‘facts’ and certainties (Ebers, 1985; Richardson, 1997).  
Despite the claims made for its potential to disrupt and unsettle, poetry in MOS has typically been used as an occasional feature with which to complement or question our organising, but never to subvert it altogether.  This is to ignore the truly dangerous nature of poetry (Burrell, 2016; White, 2002) as a radical form of organising which is antithetical to the normative forms we commonly study.  Poetry is gratuitous: it constitutes its own purpose (Griffin, 1995) precisely because it captures something that could only have been expressed in this way (Abbs, 2006; Sanders, 2006) but which is nevertheless an ‘incoherent truth’ (March, 2006).  Poetry is fragile and impermanent, conjuring materiality out of intangibility through the shapes, sounds, rhymes and rhythms of words (Hiley, 2006).  Poetry is uninvited testimony (Hope & Erikson, 2009): the poet presumes to bear witness because of what they have seen and what they know.  And while poetry can be disseminated to a larger audience, its fundamental nature is deeply individual and relational, of speaking one’s truth to another.  That is, the radical organising purpose of poetry is not only to understand, but to be understood.    

Michael Longley’s (1995) poem ‘Form’ offers a precise illustration of what I mean:

Form

Trying to tell it all to you and cover everything
Is like awakening from its grassy form the hare:
In that make-shift shelter your hand, and then my hand
Mislays the hare and the warmth it leaves behind.

‘Form’ is a poem about poetry itself, and it offer some important clues for a poetic mode of organising.  The opening line addresses the purpose of poetry: it is an attempt to be comprehensive, to ‘tell it all’ and ‘cover everything’.  It is also a communication with the other – to ‘tell it all to you’ – in which both poet and the other are intimately and intricately involved: through the metaphor of the elusive hare, the poem becomes a ‘makeshift shelter’ between the hands of poet and reader/listener, as each tries to capture and retain it.  The attempt to ‘tell it all’, like the hare, resists capture as both poet and the other ‘mislay’ the original experience despite their efforts and their coming together; yet, both have the knowledge and memory of the moment: of the fleeting hare and ‘the warmth it leaves behind’.  


Poetic identity work

Building on the concept of a poetic form of organising, and its commitment to ‘trying to tell it all’ to another, I propose the concept of poetic identity work. Identity work has emerged as both a dominant and integrative approach to theorising about identity in and around organisations (Brown, 2017; Brown, 2015; Brown, 2022; Caza et al., 2018).  Identity is commonly understood as the meanings that individuals reflexively attach to themselves as they seek to answer questions such as ‘who am I’, ‘what should I do’ and ‘how should I relate to others’ (Brown, 2022; Giddens, 1991), and identity work as the ‘mutually constitutive processes’ whereby individuals strive to form, repair, maintain, strengthen or revise personal notions of self-identity in the context of ongoing challenges or confirmations posed by the social contexts in which they find themselves (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003; Watson, 2008).
Poetic identity work therefore characterises a very particular form of identity work.  Poetic identity work need not constitute poetry, although it may well employ some or many poetic forms such as imagery, metaphor and symbolism.  But it does reflect the broader features of poetic organising that I outlined above.  Poetic identity work is deliberate and considered.  It makes a particular claim for authenticity and one’s ‘real’ or ‘hidden’ self and is prompted by a compelling desire to be heard or understood.  It is a particular response to threats or challenges to one’s self-concept, or to anticipated threats or challenges, where the individual cannot bear or afford to be mis-interpreted or mis-understood by others, and feels compelled to speak.  The field of identity work is diverse and wide-ranging, with much possibility for combinations and synthesis of approaches (Brown, 2017; Brown, 2022) but I suggest that it is especially reflective of  dramaturgic and symbolic forms of identity work in which people ‘announce and enact’ themselves and adopt or display object symbols to represent themselves (Brown, 2022; Caza et al., 2018; Down & Reveley, 2009).  That is, poetic identity work goes beyond discourse (e.g. internal soliloquy, dialogue and conversation) because it is a more deliberate self-disclosure, performed in ways intended to draw attention to, or to make clear such disclosure.
Sobande and Wells (2023) provide one example of poetic identity work.  They examine their longtime exchange of poems with one another as opportunity to reflect on and articulate their experiences as black women in academia in ways that are not only free from restrictive academic conventions, but which also express deeply personal experiences and vulnerabilities.  In the paper they reflect on how reading one another’s poems starts to surface considerations of how such poetic identity work creates a sense of self-ownership and a means to ‘claim legitimacy in public discourse,’ (Cottam, 2019: 19) as black women, but also to threaten the ways in which they, as black women have worn ‘an impenetrable armor over [their] vulnerabilities’ (Sobande & Wells, 2023: 477) and the further risk of being (re)positioned as black women doing race and gender work.  
For Sobande and Wells, poetic identity work is a deliberate practice of writing and sharing poetry to surface and share unseen and unspoken lives.  However, poetic identity work can also take other forms.  Here are two examples from social media:
Spreadsheets have rules where humans are unpredictable.
Numbers are objective facts, where humans are subjective and often incomprehensible to me.[   ]
In a world that often makes no sense to me, finance does. The cogs turn the same way every day. The processes feed into each other like a well oiled machine.
(Rosie Weldon, Senior Financial Analyst and autism advocate, LinkedIn)

To complain is often to go back. You end up hearing about complaints that had been made before. I know from my own experience how bewildering & also enlightening that process can be. It is almost like discovering a secret room, full of untold stories.
(Sara Ahmed aka Feminist Killjoy, X aka Twitter)
Both examples are of writers who use social media to promote their ideas and interests.  Here they each use various poetic devices such as imagery, metaphor and rhetoric to make their posts richer and more compelling.  But both also engage in poetic identity work.  They deliberately speak about themselves and their experiences and use poetic forms to offer deeper insight into both themselves and the interests they seek to promote, by ‘trying to tell it all’ to us.  Weldon vividly describes the relief of being able to work within predictable and stable rules, and in doing so, aims to generalise the personal by offering her non-autistic audience insight into an autistic life.  Conversely, Ahmed personalises the general by describing how she experiences making a complaint (the subject of her recent work), as tortuous, and even Kafkaesque, with hidden rooms that the complaint is unaware of.   

The value of poetic identity work 
As a distinctive form of identity work, poetic identity work offers new insight into two important areas of MOS.  First, it addresses an under-developed aspect of identity work theory, namely paying attention to generalisable processes of identity work, rather than focusing on specific contexts and applications (Brown, 2015) or ‘contextual myopia’ (Caza et al., 2018).  For example, poetic identity offers further insight into the role of emotions for identity work (Brown, 2015) and especially the deliberate use of emotion as well as emotions triggering identity work (Winkler, 2014).  Its emphasis on self-concept and being understood and recognised by others suggests possibilities for further investigating the concept of self and especially attachments to the notion of a stable, authentic self (Knights & Clarke, 2017).  The deliberate nature of poetic identity work and its attempt to ‘tell it all to you’ offers opportunity to explore the role of the other in identity work, the nature of relationships with the other (Bataille & Vough, 2022; Caza et al., 2018) and what happens when others’ ascriptions of them clash with one’s own (Brown, 2017).   
Second, poetic identity work offers an alternative way to ‘get at’ diverse and especially marginalized identities: the ways in which people speak about themselves and about their differences, what prompts or compels individuals to speak about themselves, and, relatedly, ways in which people experience being mis-understood or mis-read.  Here, there is a particular opportunity to connect with studies of ‘coming out’ and the disclosure of hidden identities (Fletcher & Everly, 2021; Soini & Eräranta, 2023), and the affordances and constraints of such disclosures.

Poetic identity work: Towards a research agenda
I conclude this development paper by sketching out a proposed research agenda for poetic identity work.  I hope that the round table discussion at Conference will be an opportunity to further explore, question and refine this agenda.
The first area is the further development of the theory, nature and boundaries of poetic identity work.  When is poetic identity work employed, and why?  What conditions prompt, afford and constrain it?  How is it employed?  What are the strategies, tactics, methods and do they reflect micro, meso and macro forms?  What happens when poetic identity work is not employed i.e. when the individual chooses not to disclose or rejects opportunities to do so?  And what are the risks and costs of doing (or not doing) poetic identity work?  

Second, what are the methodological possibilities for researching identity work, and how might they contribute to developing and defining the theory, nature and boundaries of poetic identity work?  Are there particular methodologies that suit the deliberate self-disclosure of poetic identity work?  

The third area is how poetic identity work might help to extend current debates and issues within identity work studies.  Here I suggest that the role of emotions in poetic identity work is a useful starting point.  The ways in which poetic identity work deliberately seeks to surface and express deeply personal experience offers possibilities for Winkler’s (2014) call to better understand the process of how emotions contribute to a heightened awareness of need for (poetic) identity work (Brown, 2015; Knights & Clarke, 2017; Winkler, 2014).  Another promising line of enquiry might be the discursive power of emotions and the specific words and poetic devices used to construct a deliberate performance of one’s self and subjectivity (Winkler, 2014; Zembylas, 2005) which may reveal insight into how individuals both experience and understand identity threats, and seek to influence how they are constituted by others (Watson, 2008).

Finally, poetic identity work offers a new perspective for understanding diverse and marginalised identities.  One line of enquiry might be the ways, and extent to which poetic identity work enables marginalised voices to be heard.  Which voices are speaking, and who is listening to them?  Does poetic identity work afford legitimacy in public discourse for marginalised voices (Cottam, 2019) or further reify such experiences as the business of marginalised groups (Sobande & Wells, 2023)?  A second line of enquiry would be to connect with, and to expand the concept of ‘coming out’.  Under what circumstances and in what contexts are individuals enabled, or compelled, to disclose their personal experience?  Under what circumstances do individuals find it important or necessary to challenge the gap between their self and social fit (Fletcher & Everly, 2021)?  In what ways does poetic identity enable individuals to (re)construct a sense of authenticity, and how does this relate to personal wellbeing (Alacovska & Kärreman 2023; Cinque et al., 2021; Fletcher & Everly, 2021)?
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