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SUMMARY

Capturing Movement That Evades the Eye: A Sensory Ethnography of the ‘Hidden” Qualities of
Embodied Agency in Professional Dance

The body is an essential feature of our everyday lives. What is known, sensed and felt flows within
and through the body, and the majority of our everyday interaction is fulfilled using our bodies.
This PhD thesis explores embodied agency in professional dance as an aesthetic phenomenon,
surrounded by various regimes, struggles and passions. I define embodied agency here as a
context-dependent and relational leeway for individuals, groups and collectives to act in their
mundane lives. Here, I understand embodied agency as an ambiguous and unfinished process of
creation and becoming.

But what is embodied agency in plain terms, and what does it actually consist of ? For me,
embodied agency means people acting at work in ways that are coherent with their personal
desires. Hence, embodied agency is a sense of self-assertion — it is about being able to work within
the limits’ and pushing against them when needed, and an ability to provoke and question, but
not too much. More specifically, embodied agency involves those ‘qualities’ of everyday practices
— actions, individuals, contexts, artefacts, rules, texts, discourses, and embeddedness — through
which we become who we are.

This thesis adds to the current debate surroundingaesthetics and the body within organization
studies. By aesthetics, I refer here to the sensory-based skills and capabilities — such as emotions,
imagination, intuition and other subtle, unspoken perceptions and activities of organizational
agents. I determine the body as being the platform for the aesthetic qualities to be experienced and
known. By using a sensory ethnographic approach, this thesis aims to identify the fine-grained
qualities of bodily movement that emerge between off-stage and on-stage in which embodied
agency is constantly challenged and reformed — by never reaching stability or perfection.

The empirical material of this thesis comprises participant observation in four dance
productions, eight in-depth interviews and two photo-elicitation interviews with professional
dancers, as well as short visits to different dance productions and workshops, informal discussions
with the professional dancers in the field, and visual material, including photographs and videos.
In addition to an introductory part, this thesis consists of four sub-studies, each of which aims to
provide complementary aspects to the phenomenon of embodied agency. The accomplishment
of this aim is threefold; first, the context of professional dance, which builds on the aesthetics
of bodily movement, offers an avenue for exploring the research phenomenon closely; second,
the presence of the two distinct worlds of off-stage and on-stage, within the context of dance,
offers a special avenue for studying embodied agency; and third, by having observed different
kinds of dance productions both in classical ballet and in the freelance field helps to unravel the
multifaceted perspectives of the research phenomenon in greater detail.

To give a short overview of the four sub-studies, the first sub-study explores the subtleties of
achieving embodied agency in ballet and fashion. The second one describes the aesthetic and
relational dimensions of collaborative creativity in professional dance. In the third sub-study, the
focus is on the interrelations between passion, vulnerability and embodied agency. The fourth
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sub-study describes the researcher’s embodied agency by problematising her different positions
in relation to her aesthetic experiences during an ethnographic research process.

This thesis challenges the dominant view of downplaying the role of the aesthetic qualities of
the body in social studies in general, but also specifically within organization studies. It brings
forward the question regarding embodied agency and how it matters in our day-to-day actions.
Hence, this thesis is much more than a study about dance, dancing and dancers. It illustrates
how beinga relational phenomenon, embodied agency is dependent on cultural expectations and
bodily practices that are constantly on the move, which are also affected by other humans and
non-humans. This thesis contributes to the literature of the body and aesthetics in organization
studies by offering a more nuanced understanding of how and to what extent embodied agency
can be negotiated. Methodologically, this thesis brings fresh openings to the use of visual material
by illustrating the ways that the photographs can be used as a tool for opening up spontaneous
discussions about sensitive aspects that are difficult to verbalise. Moreover, this thesis describes the
ways the researcher is practising embodied agency in the field as well, and suggests that the researcher’s
aesthetic experiences do fundamentally matter when carrying out qualitative research.

Keywords: embodied agency, aesthetics, body, bodily movement, ethnography, dance
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THVISTELMA

Avauksia liikkeen taakse: aistietnografia ammattitanssijoiden kehollisen toimijuuden
nyansseista

Keho on olennainen osa jokaisen ihmisen toimijuutta. Kehon kautta tiedetddn, tunnetaan
ja aistitaan, ja suurin osa arkipdivin kommunikaatiostamme vilittyy kehojemme kautta.
Viitoskirjani tarkastelee kehollista toimijuutta esteettisend ilmioni ammattitanssin kontekstissa.
Kehollisella toimijuudella tarkoitan sita kontekstisidonnaista ja suhteissa rakentuvaa pelivaraa, jota
yksil6 tai ryhma hyodyntad arkipdivin toiminnassaan laajentaakseen ammatillista litkkumatilaansa.
Tutkimuksessani kehollinen toimijuus maarittyy erilaisten kehollisten kiytantjen seki tanssijoiden
tyossain kokemien voimakkaiden tunteiden javaikeuksien kautta. Tarkastelen kehollista toimijuutta
vaitoskirjassani moniselitteisend ja jatkuvana luomisen ja tulemisen prosessina.

Viitoskirjani liittyy kehoa ja estetiikkaa koskevaan organisaatiotutkimuksen keskusteluun.
Estetiikalla viittaan yksiléiden ja ryhmien aistilahtoisiin kykyihin, kuten mielikuvitukseen ja
intuitioon sekd muihin hienovaraisiin, sanattomiin tapoihin toimia. Kehon kisitin olevan
niiden esteettisten hienovaraisuuksien rakennusalusta, jonka kautta niitd koetaan ja tydstetian
jatkuvasti. Hyodyntamailla aistietnografista tutkimusotetta kuvaan vaitoskirjassani tanssijoiden
herkkai tyoskentelyi, jossa kiteytyy nayttamolld ja harjoitussaleissa koettujen hetkien vilinen
vuoropuhelu. Lisiksi vditoskirjani tuo esille niitd tapoja, joiden kautta kehollisesta toimijuudesta
neuvotellaan liikkeiden muodossa niin, ettd se ei koskaan saavuta vakautta tai lopullista,
taydellistd muotoaan.

Mutta mita kehollinen toimijuus tarkoittaa kdytinndssa? Ymmairrin kehollisen toimijuuden
yksilon tai ryhmin tapoina toimia tydssi henkilokohtaisten tai yhteisten tavoitteiden ja halujen
mukaisesti. Kehollinen toimijuus on tunne itsetictoisuudesta — se on kykya rikkoa rajoja ja
kyseenalaistaa niitd tarvittaessa mutta kuitenkin riittivin hillitysti. Kehollinen toimijuus
sisaltdd arjen hienovaraiset kiytintdomme — toiminnat, yksilot, kontekstit, artefakeit, saanno,
tekstit, diskurssit ja mukautuvaisuuden ymparisto6mme. Niiden esteettisten kdytintojen kautta
tulemme sellaisiksi toimijoiksi kuin nykyhetkessa olemme.

Viitoskirjani empiirinen materiaali koostuu havainnoinnista neljissi
ammattitanssiproduktiossa, kahdeksasta syvihaastattelusta, kahdesta kuvahaastattelusta,
lyhyistd vierailuista tanssin kentille ja epamuodollisista keskusteluista ammattitanssijoiden
kanssa. Lisiksi viitoskirjani sisiltid valokuvista ja videoista koostuvaa visuaalista aineistoa.
Viitoskirjani rakentuu johdanto-osion lisiksi neljastd osatutkimuksesta, joista jokainen
tiydentii kokonaiskuvaa kehollisen toimijuuden eri puolista. Muodostan kokonaiskuvan kolmen
nikokohdan kautta; tanssin kontekstissa liikkeiden hienovarainen estetiikka on keskioss ja siksi
timd konteksti on erityisen sopiva viitoskirjani tutkimuskysymyksiin vastaamiseksi. Toisaalta
tanssissa lisndoleva lavan ja harjoitussalien vilinen vuoropuhelu tarjoaa erityisen nikokulman
kehollisen toimijuuden tarkasteluun. Kolmantena keinona kehollisen toimijuuden
kokonaiskuvan saavuttamiseksi on viitostutkimukseni aineistollinen kattavuus, joka on
erityisen monipuolinen. Se sisiltdd seki erityyppisid tanssiproduktioita etti erilaisia aineistoja,
kuten haastatteluja, havainnointimuistiinpanoja ja valokuvia.
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Viitoskirjani ensimmiinen osatutkimus tutkii niitd kehollisia kiytintojd, joiden kautta
toimijuus madrittyy hienovaraisesti baletin ja muodin konteksteissa. Toinen osatutkimus
tarkastelee yhteisollisen luovuuden esteettisid ulottuvuuksia, jotka rakentuvat eri toimijoiden
vililli kehollista toimijuutta harjoittamalla. Kolmas osatutkimus keskittyy intohimon,
haavoittuvuuden ja kehollisen toimijuuden vilisiin yhteyksiin ammattitanssijoiden keskuudessa.
Neljas osatutkimus tarjoaa syvillisen katsauksen keholliseen toimijuuteeni tutkijana. Tama
osatutkimus kuvaa hetkittdisid, esteettisii kokemuksiani kenttityotd toteuttaessani ja
problematisoi niiden kautta tuottamiani tulkintoja etnografisen tutkimusprosessin aikana.

Viitoskirjani haastaa organisaatiotutkimuksen perinteisen kisityksen, joka on viheksynyt
kehon merkitysti tydelimissi. Tutkimukseni osoittaa, miten kehollinen toimijuus nikyy
organisaatioiden arkisessa toiminnassa monin eri tavoin. Niin ollen viitéskirjani on paljon
enemmain kuin vain tutkimus tanssista ja tanssijoista ja tuottaa tietoa kehon roolista tyossa
ammattialasta riippumatta. Viitoskirjassani kuvaan, miten relationaalisena ilmioéni kehollinen
toimijuus on riippuvainen kulttuuriin sidotuista odotuksista, kehollisista kdytinnoista seka
muista kehollisista ja ei-kehollisista toimijoista. Vaitoskirjani kontribuoi kehoa ja estetiikkaa
koskevaan tutkimuskirjallisuuteen lisadmalld ymmirrystd niistd aistilihtoisistd tavoista, joilla
kehollisesta toimijuudesta neuvotellaan ja joiden kautta ammatillista liikkkumatilaa laajennetaan
tyossa.

Menetelmallisesti vaitoskirjani tuottaa uusia avauksia visuaalisen materiaalin hyddyntimiseen
organisaatiotutkimuksessa. Kuvailen viitoskirjassani tapoja, joilla valokuvia voi kayttia
spontaanien keskustelujen avaajina arkaluontoisista aiheista, joista on vaikea puhua tai saada
esille esimerkiksi haastattelemalla. Lisdksi véitoskirjani avaa nikokulmia siihen, miten tutkija
harjoittaa kehollista toimijuutta kentilld seka siihen, millainen merkitys hinen kehollisilla
kokemuksillaan on tutkimuksen kokonaiskuvan kannalta. Viitoskirjani osoittaa, ettd tutkijan
esteettisilld kokemuksilla on syvillinen merkitys laadullista tutkimusta tehtiessa.

Asiasanat: kehollinen toimijuus, estetiikka, keho, liike, etnografia, tanssi
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The retired ballet dancer looks at the puzzling moment captured in

the photograph and explains as follows:

...and I realise — this is what the relational nature of embodied agency

is about.

“This photograph reflects the merging of the artists’
opposing forces, being sensitive and powerful at the
same time. Both of us combine both traditional
and contemporary elements in our work, and
therefore, make art that truly feels like ours.

Furthermore, when working together, we aim at
creating something unexpected. 1 find the power of
secking and doing together as a truly inspiring and
driving force in my work.”
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The train arrives in Helsinki at 9:30 in the morning. I walk through the city
centre and feel very nervous... almost physically sick. Finally, standing in
front of the theatre I think to myself “here I am’, and get a strange, passionate
feeling of having achieved something, while sensing the annoying tickling in my
stomach. The porter leads me to the main theatre hall. I look at the soft chairs
covered with red velvet that stand in front of me and the mystic power of the
empty audience flows through my body. This is the first time the dancers are
rehearsing on-stage in a ‘real’ theatre.

The dancer, already standing on-stage, shouts to me with a happy and warm
tone in her voice: “Hey Suvi, oh, you came already, welcome! Just take a seat
wherever you want.” I feel the anxiety leaking out of my body as I select my
red velvet seat, which helps me feel cosy and relaxed. I look at the stage where
the female dancer is marking the steps alone. Meanwhile, she thanks me for
having been present at the rehearsals for all these months and tells how much
strength that having another person there has given her. Her compliments give
me a kind of new, meaningful dimension to my research. We talk about how
it would be impossible to distance myself from empathising with the dancers’
mundane struggles and joys and not be who I truly am in the field, to be “just
a researcher”. In a strangely relieving way, this small chat between me and the
dancer makes me feel liberated and encouraged not to pretend to be someone
I am not. Therefore, this ethnographic piece of writing is a truly aesthetic
experience for me too.

(A note from my ethnographic diary, 9 October 2012)

FROM A DISEMBODIED VIEW TO THE SENSE OF AESTHETICS

The aesthetics of our bodies lies at the heart of conceptualising social interactions and agents. In
fact, they are present in every single nuance of our mundane lives. This study aims at uncovering
embodied agency at work. I must admit that throughout the years of writing this study my
relationship with the highly ambiguous concept of embodied agency has deepened into a love-
hate relationship, involving the simultaneous emotions of joy and madness, excitement and
frustration. Finally, just before getting this work to print, I was able to write down what embodied
agency really means to me. To put it into one single sentence, embodied agency appears to be the
means for people to act at work in the ways that are coherent with their personal desires and
feelings. Hence, embodied agency is a sense of self-assertion. It is about being able to work within
limits’ and push up against them when needed, and “the need to provoke but not provoke too
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much” (Taylor 2013,78). By aesthetics, I refer here to the sensory-based aspects, such as emotions,
intuition, fine-grained nuances of the everyday work (Linstead and Hépfl 2000; Strati 1999) and
being involved with “any kind of sensory experience” (White 1996, 195) to which relationality
and the body are attached to (Koivunen and Wennes 2011). Throughout this synthesis, I have
included plain examples of the kinds of actions and behaviours from both the dance field and
outside of it that  understand as being embodied agency to give concrete meaning to this (at first
glance) abstract phenomenon. Furthermore, in order to immerse the reader in the fascinating
creative field of dance I have included photographs from the productions that I have been
observing as a part of this ethnographic study. I have also chosen to include some photographs
from the experiences of the dancers that I know to do justice to their colourful and affective
profession as such. These photographs are published with permission. Therefore, this synthesis is
not only theoretical and methodological, framing together the four interrelated sub-studies, but
hopefully a valuable ethnographic artefact in its own right.

Furthermore, I address dance as a theoretically valuable and empirically fascinating context
to explore those ‘hidden’ qualities which attach to the aesthetic view of organizations (for
an insightful overview, see Strati 2000b). For me, dance has appeared as a rich aperture for
understanding myself and people around me as embodied beings, continuously shaped by our
bodily experiences, and the incredibly complex array of feelings, affections, attitudes and beliefs
that we are inevitably affected by in our daily lives. In the synthesis part of the study, along
with my writing, I present valuable thoughts from Mary, Joanna and Alice' — three different
professional dancers who have given me extremely valuable insights and their permission to share
them here with us. Mary, a retired ballet dancer currently works as a private entrepreneur and
has taught me the passion for ‘doing’ and what collaboration with other people can be at its best.
Joanna, a friend of mine, has worked in different dance companies in Finland and abroad, both
in the freelance field and in classical ballet. Therefore, her experiences have provided multifaceted
perspectives on the core concept of this study, embodied agency. Alice then, started her ballet
career late, as a 11-year-old girl “without any kind of sport background”, as she told me. She
worked at the Finnish National Ballet for several years, but decided to leave the company and
move into the freelance field.

The opening vignette from my ethnographic diary above renders visible the embodied
excitement that flew throughout my body every time I went to follow a dance rehearsal during
the two years that I spent in the field of professional dance. Therefore, this study is not only an
ethnography of professional dancers’ embodied agency, but also a reflective story of me practising
embodied agency as a researcher as well.

I have grown up in a fully artistic environment filled with music, theatre, photography,
painting and other kinds of dimensions of the arts. For example, I remember the very first opera
for children, “Puss in Boots” (‘Saapasjalkakissa’) that I went to see with my father. During the
interval my father took me to have a closer look at the instruments of the orchestra beneath the
stage. There was a player of a double bass practicing. He played a little song for me, and I was
totally blown away. This was one of the embodied experiences within the arts that I remember.
My journey of conducting a sensory ethnography in dance probably started in 1990, when I was

1 Throughout the synthesis, I use pseudonyms in order to anonymize the identity of the dancers.
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a 6-year-old girl and my parents took me to my first ballet class. Interestingly, the grandmother
of our neigbour, who often saw me playing with her grandchild, had told my mother that “you
should take Suvi to a dance lesson, there is something in her”. It was then my father that often
took me to the ballet class, while my mother stayed at home with my little brother.

Already my very first memories from the dance field entail emotional bursts of happiness and
frustration, joy and disillusionment, as well as an endless willingness to try. For instance, when I
put the pointe shoes on for the first time, I remember the feelings of pride and excitement flowing
through my body. Merja Tuohimaa, the teacher of ballet at the Music School of Central Helsinki

(Keski-Helsingin musiikkiopisto) and a newly-retired ballet dancer from the Finnish National

Ballet, encouraged us to try them on along with the older girls attending our class. That was one
of those moments on which my life-long attachment with the field of dance builds.

Returning to 2017, for me, doing ethnography was a fundamentally aesthetic and
embodied experience that touched me in ways I could never have imagined. When I started my
ethnographic research project, I thought that even if I was studying dancers, I as a researcher
would be the invisible follower in the field, and that (hopefully) nobody would pay attention to
me. Furthermore, one of my supervisors warned me before entering the field by saying: “Don’t
get too immersed with the dancers’ rehearsing!”, because of my own background in the field of
dance. But that was not how it went after all. I did not stay as an invisible observer and many
times I found myself totally immersed into the rehearsing situations that I experienced with the
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dancers. Even so, I feel as though I have made an insightful exploration into the embodied agency
professional dancers.

The main purpose of this study is to grasp on the subtle ‘qualities’ of professional dancers’
embodied agency and by so doing, challenge the disembodied, over-cognitivised and rational
approaches of organization studies (Pullen and Vachhani 2013; see also Strati 2000a; 2016, 253).
Within these approaches the mind takes over the body (Thomas 2003) and the body is seen
as being a ‘taken-for-granted’ aspect of organizational life (Hassard et al. 2000; Michel 2011).
Even though the lexical, linguistic, semiotic and symbolic approaches have contributed greatly to
organizational studies, it is relevant to problematise the human body “to fully understand how
organizations operate” (Styhre 2004, 101). Writings on the aesthetics of organizations “share the
general feature of conducting an epistemological polemic against the dominant image conveyed
by the rationalist paradigm” — as Strati (2016, 251) writes, and this is the ideology that I very
much emphasize in my writing.

Therefore, the positivist and rational paradigms were popular in the field of organization
studies until the late 1980’s. Of course, various other perspectives, such as the critical realistic (for
example Archer et al. 1998), and social constructionist (Berger and Luckman 1966), and the four
paradigms: functionalist, interpretive, radical-humanist and radical-structuralist, introduced
by Burrell and Morgan (1979), existed in parallel. The social constructionist view (Berger and
Luckman 1966) was then complemented by the aesthetic perspective of organizations at the end
of 19807, introduced and developed by Gagliardi (1996), Strati (1999) and Guillet de Monthoux
(2004). The main idea of the aesthetic perspective was to question the existing ‘over-cognitivist’
paradigm and move beyond the idea of the “only analytical-scientific thinking providing a
valid description of organization” (Strati 2016, 251). Nevertheless, it has still remained a rather
marginal perspective in organization studies, maybe partly because of its abstractness and
difhiculty to verbalise.

This study therefore aims at uncovering those “invisible doings” of a professional dancer’s
work between off-stage and on-stage through which embodied agency is practised, negotiated
and reformed. For me, embodied agency involves those everyday practices — actions, individuals,
contexts, artifacts, rules, symbols and texts (Gherardi 2016, 682) through which we negotiate
our place in the world and become who we are. In my view, the “invisible doings” include those
actions and behaviours which are often taken-for-granted aspects of our mundane lives, but which
matter for the development of our embodied agency. For example, when going to my workplace
in the morning, I open the door to my room and often leave it open to give an ‘unvoiced’ message
to the others that I am here, I am available. Then I have a small, a rather shallow talk with my
colleague in the coffee room to have a relaxed start to the day. This makes me feel part of our
working group, even if most of us in academia are not physically present daily in the workplace.
As another example, I took my young dog to the vet for a kidney control last week, and wanted
to thank the veterinarian who has saved my dogs life several times during the past few years. I
gave her a picture of my dog, a small card with words of thanks and a bar of chocolate. The vet
got slightly embarrased, with a light smile on her face. Perhaps, this small gesture was a rather
unusual, and in this sense a provocative, action (see Taylor 2013) for her, as she covered my
present with her papers, but yet, I believe a nice and a truly valuable one. These kinds of mundane
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bodily actions are seldom paid attention to in academic debates, even if they are significant for
the well-being of people and organizations, as I have learned now.

Moreover, this study brings up my own aesthetic experiences, feelings and sensations as
the researcher and views them as meaningful aspects of building up this ethnographic study.
The distinction between different research paradigms leads to the danger of seeing them as
competitive or mutually exclusive, which should not be the case. It needs to be stressed, however,
that my aim is by no means to downplay the value of the rational and intellectual side of human
behaviour, or to position “the sensory realm as somehow above and beyond rational intervention
and structuring” (Hancock 2005, 45). Rather, I wish to offer a complementary, aesthetic view to
the dominant, more functionalist views of studying organizational actions.

This study hasbeen inspired by the recent debates about the body and aesthetics in organization
studies, which focus on the sensory-based and embodied aspects of human behaviour. I find
drawing insights from these debates as a curious exploration of secking, writing and learning,
even if I agree with Annemarie Mol, who writes that relating to the literature is never specific
enough and the references “will inevitably be too crude” (Mol 2003, 30). Even so, I acknowledge
and question the Cartesian body-mind duality, which has been prevalent in Western society
(Sinclair 2005b). Instead, in this study I view embodied agency as a relational phenomenon
shaped and negotiated by the socio-cultural environment, the mind-body interplay (Fisher and
Reiser Robbins 2015), personal desires of embodied agents and other aspects discussed further in
the sub-studies of this thesis. Therefore, I work with an understanding of embodied agency as an
ambiguous and unfinished process of creation and becoming. Here, I view embodied agency “as
itself an active force, focusing on the agency of lived experiential bodies” (Bell et al. 2016).

The aesthetic details of different professions have been studied from various perspectives
related to each other. For instance, Atkinson’s detailed, ethnographic account of a day’s lesson
in a glassblowing studio illustrates the sensuous ways that the work of a glassblower is embodied
and demands “a feel for the glass and for the tools” (Atkinson 2013a, 400) and management of
the body posture (Atkinson 2013a, 401), therefore being a holistically embodied practice. In a
similar way, in their study Ewenstein and Whyte (2007) argue that aesthetic knowledge is not
only the symbolic context, but in fact, an integral part of people’s everyday work. By analysing
the work of the architects, they identify the symbolic (consisting of signs and symbols) and
experiential (consisting of feelings and sensory-based experiences) sides of aesthetic knowledge as
a part of the professional practice. Related to these two studies, Taylor (2013) offers a perspective
of “beautiful action” in organizations which comes from exceptional craft skill, as in the studies
mentioned above, and which reaches beyond “instrumental efficiency and effectiveness” and aims
higher, “to aim for beauty” (Taylor 2013, 79). When I think about my own life, the beautifulness
of the everyday actions around me entails a sense of respect towards each other, feeling compassion
for each other (see Lilius et al. 2011), and overall, listening to what my own feelings are telling
me by not following other’s expectations or many times strict and simple-minded advice. Those
experiences are particular and local, and therefore, experienced subjectively (Taylor 2013).

Furthermore, by studying the routine staff of a music-recording company in the US,
Siciliano (2016) offers another viewpoint to the study of organizational agents from an aesthetic
perspective. In his ethnographic study, he shows how, in a task-oriented, monotonous type of
job, the feel of expression and aesthetic sensitivity is also present. In a similar way, Wright (2016)
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discusses organizational routines as bodily accomplishments and questions the existing research
of routines neglects the body. Finally, Mirchandani’s study (2015) complements these studies by
arguing that even telephone-based customer service workers are in fact embodied and based on
fine-grained interactions through the use of voice during calls, “bodies are imagined, evaluated,
and monitored” (Mirchandani 2015, 915). All these studies are examples of how aesthetics, feel
and body are present in all professions and actions in organizations. In line with these studies,
I aim to capture what I believe are some of the most essential features of embodied agency
in a professional dancer’s work. These include the importance of on- and offstage practices,
relationality and the dynamic interrelation between passion and vulnerability. By so doing, I
aim at developing the discussion of organizational aesthetics and the body in organizations, both
theoretically and methodologically.

By reviewing the research literature on aesthetics and the body in organization studies, I was
able to identify some key themes emerging in the literature, discussed more thoroughly in section
“Defining aesthetics in organization studies” To mention some of the most obvious themes
related to the body, the embodied perspective to leadership has recently been discussed among
various academic scholars in organization studies. For example, Koivunen and Wennes (2011)
touch on the relational view of leadership through analysing how a symphony orchestra is led.
Continuing with this idea, Bathurst and Cain (2013) support the relational view of leadership
by describing the aesthetics of gestures, which “occur moment-by-moment” (Bathurst and Cain
2013, 358). Ropo and Sauer (2008b) then, concentrate on describing the aesthetic dimensions
of leadership by using dance techniques as a metaphor for different leadership styles. As Ropo et
al. (2013) describe, the relationship between leadership and material place can be conceptualised
using the notion of embodied experience, overlapping with the notion of aesthetic experience.
This will be reflected further on by focusing on me as an embodied researcher in the field in sub-
study four of this thesis.

Moreover, the gendered dynamics of the body have gained an established position among
organizational scholars. For example, Haynes (2008) speaks about how the identity of female
accountants builds on gendered expectations and embodied experiences in early motherhood
and how the different forms of professional and maternal embodiments coincide after having a
baby. Slightly similarly, Bell and King (2010) write about conferences as places consisting of
“a between-men culture”, which reinforces masculine values, which is enabled through certain
bodily dispositions of control and endurance in academia. Relatedly, Muhr and Sullivan
(2013) argue that people make sense of leaders through the gendered expectations they have
on their presumed gender. However, Hancock and Tyler (2007) suggest that the aesthetics of
gender are ‘done’ and ‘undone’ by producing and performing certain organizationally legible
gendered subjects and, in this way, the bodies of the employees work as “material signifiers”
(Hancock and Tyler 2007, 515). In addition, work in the service sector has become much
more aesthetically demanding compared to past decades, and the gendered judgements of the
personalities are present already in the recruting phase in companies (Parviainen 2011b). To
give an example from my own life, I remember one gym class I attended some months ago in
which the female teacher was very tired and even ‘flabby’, and made me not willing to try my
best. It was surprising, as I had got too used to the female instructors who seemed to be always
overly energetic and happy. The one-hour class seemed to take forever, and sensing the people
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around me I seemed not to be the only one feeling frustrated. Hence, these studies mentioned
above illustrate how the body and its aesthetic qualities are integral yet unstable and are even
hidden features of organizational life.

Furthermore, the themes related to zhe senses have recently been actively (yet marginally)
discussed in top-journals related to organizational studies, even though their wider potential
has remained scant (Warren 2008). In this study, I view the senses as vital points of connection
between aesthetics and the body. More specifically, I view the body as the experiential platform
for the senses to emerge and though which aesthetic (i.e. sensory-based) experiences are then
expressed and lived through by taking the sensing self as the focus instead of the different senses
and their usage (Pink 2009). The senses are therefore culturally and socially interconnected
(Classen 1997), and they produce “(subjective) perceptions, unique to the perceiver’s emplaced
viewpoint-in-time” (Dicks 2014, 661). Apparently, in the work of professional dancers, the
senses play an important role as the dancers are continuously in physical interaction with each
other and need to interpret each other’s moods of the day. “Pretty quickly I notice if someone is
having a bad day. We work so close to each other that we notice each other’s worries pretty easily,
one cannot hide them’, a ballet dancer once described to me.

Some examples of the studies discussing the senses include the meaning of touch in workplaces,
explored by Fuller et al. (2011). By analysing quantitative survey data, they conclude that touch
has multiple positive effects in the leader-follower-relationship. Furthermore, Driver (2008) and
Flores-Pereiraetal. (2008) reflect upon the meanings of food, drinking and taste in organizations:
while food practices can bee seen as “embodied performances” in which the self and others are
constructed and controlled (Driver 2008, 913-914), the “ritual body performance” (Flores-Pereira
et al. 2008, 1023) of after-work drinks illustrates how organizational culture is embedded in the
experiences of the body. Riach and Warren (2015) provide an insightful analysis of the everyday
smells that occur in offices, and below, they illustrate the ‘messiness’ of embodied beings:

“To accept a_fully working body — senses, smells and all — is to accept the
unbounded, messy, unpredictability of employees, foregrounding the constantly
active and inter-corporeal character of embodied organizational lives.” (Riach

and Warren 2015, 805-806)

In line with this argument, in this study I view the embodied agency of professional
dancers as a constantly and relationally changing and developing phenomenon, surrounded
by the senses, which by now, have remained a suprisingly marginal research topic among
organizational scholars.

In addition to the perspectives related to aesthetics and the body in organization studies
described above, there are some recent studies about the meaning of the physical appearance
and embodied presence in working life. This aspect resembles the discussion of leadership traits,
which has a long-standing tradition in organization studies. Recently, the physical presence of
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leaders has gained growing media attention, at least in Finland, and the meanings of it have been
enthusiastically discussed. In their book on the relevance of the physical appearance of Finnish
leaders, Tienari and Merildinen (2016) use anecdotes of dog breeds, such as hounds and Saint
Bernards, to describe different leader types. They conclude that being in good physical shape is
related to a leader’s credibility, and therefore, becomes an ideal for successful leadership (Tienari
and Merildinen 2016). Moreover, to give some examples of the academic publications related
to the theme of physical appearance in working life, in her study Valtonen (2013) argues how
the height of the body “is immersed in wider social and political struggles” (2013, 215), and
how “a whole range of material and sensorial practices — and not only visual” (2013, 197) — are
embedded in the practices of how our agencies are negotiated in our day-to-day lives. In a similar
way, by complementing the literature that highlights the importance of the visual gaze in work
places, Merildinen et al. (2015) explore ‘ideal’ executive bodies that are voiced in consultants’ talk
during a recruiting process.

Therefore, it is not only the sight through which the bodies are evaluated which matters, but
also “different sensory cues”, such as the energy and intensity of the bodies of the candidates.
However, these studies do not take into focus the distinction between off and on-stage which
provides a fruitful viewpoint for studying the development of embodied agency, which is
part of this study. As Czerniawski (2012, 132; 135, emphasis added) argues, negotiation and
manipulation of cultural interpretations and expectations of bodies starts from zhe backstage,
which shows the everyday life experience of the agents. By taking seriously the distinction
between off and front-stage, this study aims at broadening our understanding of embodied
agency in relation to the experiences of ‘rehearsing; bodily transformation and capturing the
various struggles and joys present in the constant movement between off- and on-stage.

THE MEANINGFULNESS OF EMBODIED AGENCY IN OUR LIVES

“To drop the tools of rationality is to gain access to lightness in the form of
intuitions, fee[z’ngs, stories, improvisation, experience, imagination, active
listening, awareness in the moment, novel words, and emparhy” (Weick

2007, 15)

What is embodied agency and why does it matter in practice? Throughout this manuscript, I
have been struggling with the attempts to recognize how this study is much more than a study
of dancers, dance and dancing. The broader meaning of this study has been close to my heart
throughout the research process. Hence, as I have now worked on my thoughts, I could describe
embodied agency as the set of an individual’s abilities for finding a sense of freedom at work.
These abilities include intuition, feelings, experiences, imagination and other qualities described
in the quote above, and therefore, I believe, could interest both researchers and practitioners
alike. Furthermore, the highly abstract concepts of “bodily transformation” and “transformative
body” are attached to embodied agency in various ways. By accepting ourselves as continuously
tramsformative beings we can better recognize those means through which working practices






Introduction | 15

may be reformed and challenged, and in this way, we may (or may not) gain increased flexibility
at work.

It is also an important notion that aesthetic approaches can be falsely seen as being relevant
only to artistic organizations (Jackson and Parry 2011, 125). Therefore, I want to highlight the
practical relevance of the findings of this study outside dance organizations. Hence, in fact, just
like the professional dancers have the emotional attachment and enthusiasm to conduct the
hardily practised movements as perfectly as possible — not only during the on-stage performance,
but also at their work off-stage — so should the leaders understand the meaning of the “felt
meanings” in their everyday work also. In the everyday-life of organizations, onstage could be
seen as the official part of the company, while the backstage refers to the informal organization,
in which the social relations between people are not only attached to the formal nominations,
status and positions in the company (Parviainen 2011b). Here, backstage, the spontaneous,
wild, compassionate, affective, nasty and dirty practices and behaviours become expressed, and
therefore, visible. Therefore, exploring the on-stage-backstage dynamics could tell us much more
about the characteristics of companies and their people than only looking at the ‘surface’

While acknowledging the importance of existing studies of the aesthetic body this study mo