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Re-viewing ‘role’ in processes of identity construction

Abstract

Although role theory appears to have been largely dismissed from the contemporary critical literature, role is nevertheless a persistent theme in the discourses of organizational actors.  This paper argues that it is timely, therefore, to re-view role particularly as it articulates with the processes of constructing identity.  Drawing on three interview segments that evoke a variety of roles, we develop the notion of role as a boundary object (a concept that we have appropriated from the sociology of science and technology literature).  We show that this provides a much richer and more complex understanding that recognizes role as an inherently incomplete and emergent intermediary in identity construction processes.  Further, we suggest that this view of role resonates with, and informs wider theoretical conversations about identity construction.
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Introduction

Role theory, which in the past has been considered a key element in the social psychological theorizing of organization, appears to have sunk almost without a trace in the contemporary literature.  It has been superseded by issues of identity and subjectivity, which it is argued, allow for a more dynamic and multi-faceted treatment of organizing (see for example Collinson, 2003; Gergen, 1991; Gioia, Schultz and Corley, 2000, 2002a, 2002b; Hatch and Schultz, 2003; Kärreman and Alvesson, 2001; Thomas and Linstead, 2002).  The notion of ‘role’ has been dismissed by scholars on one hand as an old fashioned cliché (Mangham, 1996), and on the other hand as something that is so deeply embedded in our ways of knowing that it has ceased to be a matter of debate (Joas, 1993).  At the same time though, role continues to be used quite naturally and spontaneously by organizational members in descriptions of their practice and experience.  For instance, Thomas and Linstead (2002) used the term ‘role’ no fewer than forty times in their presentation of data on middle managers’ identities.  This practical reality suggests to us that there is an urgent need for a more adequate theoretical treatment and development of ‘role’, especially as it articulates with contemporary theories of identity and the differently paced dynamics of identity work and narrative self-identity (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003).  In this paper, we seek to make a contribution to this development by exploring the questions ‘what do organizational actors mean by ‘role’, how can we critically engage with their ‘role’ conversations, and how can we better theorize this as part of the identity construction process?’

The early development of role theory was characterized by the assumption that the acquisition of role is a formal, sequential, staged process of socialization into an occupational or societal position.  There are at least two distinct theoretical threads in this development, resulting in a confusingly ambiguous and disputed array of terminologies.   Firstly, from a constructionist perspective, roles perform a crucial function in the establishment of all institutionalized conduct (Berger and Luckmann, 1966).  In particular, symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969) elaborates this understanding of role as an ongoing process of social construction that depends upon the interplay between a fairly predictable, static social order, and the creative actions of actors.  Roles are conceptualized here as different social ‘masks’ that actors may choose to adopt in their ongoing constructions of both self and society (Strauss 1969).    Goffman (1959) elaborated this position further by invoking the dramaturgical metaphor of the theatre which emphasises the performance of pre-scripted roles.  In this view, actors access repertoires of roles that facilitate the performative demands they experience.  Some critics have taken this to mean that life is mere fabrication, façade and fraud (Martindale (cited by Brissett and Edgeley, 1990, p41); Wilshire, 1982), but Goffman valued this tenuousness as it suggests the relationship between role and the meaning attributed to it is unlikely to be transparent. 
Secondly, from an open systems perspective Katz and Kahn (1966) viewed individual behaviour as a series of role systems located within an organizational context.  Drawing on typical systems categories (input, throughput and output), they have defined role in terms of role expectations, sent role, received role, and role behaviour.  A role episode then, is a continuous cycle of sending, receiving, and responding to behavioural expectations that are used to evaluate the actions of any person occupying a given organizational office or position; in other words role provides a set of social expectations or normative behaviours that prescribe how an agent should occupy a social situation, position or status level (Coutu 1951; Callero 1994; Stets and Burke 2000).  Social structure is privileged in this approach as the source and determinant of roles, which then constitute “the relatively stable, morphological components of social structure” (Stets and Burke, 2000: 225).  This perspective on role has perhaps faded as organizations have moved towards job descriptions that are less rigid, static and demarcated.
Symbolic interactionist and systems approaches offer different perspectives on the relationship between role and identity; the former sees role as a prop in the staging of identity performances, while the latter views it more as a context-determined, evaluative tool that specifies required identities.  However, both approaches are deeply rooted in functionalist assumptions of determinism and stability, and as such, they inform and resonate with an understanding of identity as an enduring yet distinctive state of being (Albert and Whetten, 1985) wherein individuals and organizations can have “singular, integral, altogether harmonious and unproblematic identities” (Calhoun, 1994: 13).  There is no engagement in this conventional literature with debates about the discursive, cultural and political construction of roles, nor with issues of control and contestation.  In the absence of such critical engagement, role theory appears naïve, and therefore limited in its capacity to deal with the realities of organizational life.  

These functionalist perspectives contrast vividly with the multiplicity, fluidity, and fragmentation that characterize more contemporary narrative, discursive and constructed views of identity construction (Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Cerulo, 1997).  In this context, scholars are increasingly turning their attention towards the ‘becoming’ rather than the ‘being’ of identity, and in so doing, they are recognizing a fundamental reorientation in theorizing from a substance ontology to a flux ontology (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002).  The flux perspective conceives identities as more or less temporary stabilizations, or congelations, abstracted from the ongoing constructive and reconstructive processes of identity work and narrative self-identity (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003).  These temporary stabilizations punctuate and give structure to the otherwise undifferentiated flux of human experience and action, providing a means of engaging with and inquiring into the dynamic processes through which identities are accomplished.  Far from the determinism and stability of a functionalist view, this contemporary reformulation of identity and identity construction embraces the possibilities of emergence, plurality, discontinuity, polyphony and the social embeddedness of identity processes.   
If ‘role’ is to take a place in this contemporary identity conversation, then it too will require reframing and redefinition so that it can articulate with, and inform, a flux oriented approach to theorizing.  Recent treatments of role have indeed invested it with more dynamic qualities, looking for instance at inter-role conflicts (Kossek and Ozeki, 1998), changing roles (Ashford and Taylor, 1990; Ashforth, 2001), and the boundary-crossing nature of role transitions (Ashforth, Kreiner and Fugate, 2000).  Building on Goffman’s work, Kunda (1992) argued that although ready-made roles exist within organizations to communicate how individuals should think, feel and act, there is nevertheless potential for dynamic identity construction in that individuals choose the extent to which they embrace or distance themselves from these roles at different times.  This process provides a mechanism for identification, by means of which roles may, or may not, become partially, or even fully, internalized as identities.  So for instance, Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003) invoked role as a social prescription for behaviour, whereas in their view, identity is a matter of self-understanding.  Although they recognized the potential for a dynamic interplay between role and identity, how this might play out in the context of identity work was not explored in their paper.
Distinctions between identity and role, and the closely related concepts of self and subject position are central to the argument of this paper.  We differentiate these concepts through their different contributions to understandings of subjectivity, which following Ladkin (2005), we characterize fairly broadly as a way of knowing that is positioned from an own perspective.  More specifically, we draw from Giddens (1991) in characterizing self as reflexive, and identity as conscious.  Whereas a reflexive self is actively crafting, constituting and choosing, a conscious identity is more passively aware of its own emotional, cognitive and social repertoires.  In making this distinction, we acknowledge that reflexivity and consciousness shade into each other strongly (as in Giddens’ notion of ‘self-identity’); indeed we regard both self and identity as temporary, precarious, fluid and achieved through struggle.  It is the interplay between these two aspects that gives rise to the dynamic generation of subjectivities.
The notion of subject position, with its strong antecedents in Foucauldian thinking, presents an epistemological alternative to contemporary perspectives on self and identity.  Subject positions are constituted externally to actors by a multitude of discourses, and may be drawn upon as resources for the understanding and enactment of different subjectivities (Hardy, Palmer and Phillips, 2000).  They are perhaps most striking for how they give emphasis to the process of subjectification rather than the substance of identity or self.  Thus one is constituted as a subject more than one constitutes a position.  Such a logic relies on a discourse where one is ‘done to’ as a passive recipient, rather than ‘doing’ as an active agent (Newton 1998), so the ‘who’ behind the identity construction may not be its subject at all.  This critique sees subject position as totalizing and deterministic, with the result that actors are presented as "docile bodies" and "mere throughputs" (Thomas & Davies, 2005: 686) in the servitude of far more powerful and pervasive discourses.  In response, recent work on organizational subjectivities (Thomas & Davies, 2005; Thomas & Linstead, 2002; Holmer-Nadesan 1996) has sought to resist the "shopping list" and "menu" relationship of discourses to identities (Thomas & Linstead, 2002; 75), firstly through questioning assumptions of the fragility and passivity of the actor (Thomas & Linstead, 2002; Alvesson & Willmott, 2002), and secondly through paying attention to the distances and resistances that can be opened up between competing discourses and the subject (Holmer-Nadesan, 1996). 
We see that there is both slippage and overlap between these various terms (particularly self and identity), which creates potential ambiguities in the researching of identity construction processes.  While this may cause some confusion, it also protects the overall complexity of identity work by defying notions of linearity and rigid causality.  These concepts are all inherently dynamic, shifting, fluid and emergent, but each contributes different theoretical influences and foci to the identity field.  In theory-building there is always a tension to be negotiated between too rigid and fixed definitions, and at the other extreme, constructs that are so loose that they become completely interchangeable and indeterminate.  We particularly wish to avoid any kind of laddering that sets up these terms in tiers of status and significance, as is suggested for instance by selves that are comprised of identities, which in turn are comprised of roles or subject positions (Burke and Tully 1977; Stets and Burke 2000; Stryker and Burke 2000).  Such instrumental hierarchies imply that, not only is it easy to initially separate these constructs, but equally it is possible to re-aggregate them seamlessly upon the completion of analysis.  It is their congruence rather than their direct alignment that suggests the possibilities of future conversations that can range across all of these terms. The inability to do this is precisely what has been difficult and unsatisfactory to date.
In summary then, our goal in this paper is to wrest role from the remains of its functionalist bonds by relocating it as a distinctly critical, theoretical and empirical concept that can contribute to contemporary thinking on identity and identity construction.  Our argument is that unless role can be re-theorized beyond a fixed social construction that functions purely as a determinant of member behaviour, then its irrelevance and redundancy in the context of contemporary theory is inevitable. In the next section we begin our re-viewing of role by framing it as an intermediary translation device that sits within the relational processes of identity construction.  Our argument draws on the notion of boundary objects as a way of bringing analytical depth to this intermediary metaphor.  Then in the following section we present three empirical examples that illustrate the multiple, shifting and discontinuous nature of roles as experienced by our research participants.  The final section of the paper assesses role as intermediary and boundary object in terms of what it offers to theoretical understandings of identity construction, and how it might impact on the kinds of research conversations that scholars can have with their research participants and with each other.

Role as an intermediary boundary object 

The point of departure for our re-viewing of role is an understanding of identity construction as a dynamic, relational process.  Our goal is to find a formulation of role that is congruent with this contemporary view of identity as inherently emergent, precarious, and negotiated.  We propose that just such a formulation is possible if role is construed as an intermediary.  This metaphor locates role in-between actors, where it facilitates the emergence of identities by translating meanings backwards and forwards between actors.  It evokes a sense of in-between-ness as well as the notion that both actors and intermediaries are co-constituting aspects of identity construction processes.  As such, role may be seen as a vehicle that mediates and negotiates the meanings constructed in relational interactions, while itself being subject to ongoing reconstruction in these relational processes.

To elaborate the analytical dimensions of this metaphor, we have found it helpful to turn towards the social studies of technology (SST) community.  The foundational writings here include Bruno Latour’s (1987) sociology of association (see also Callon, 1986a, 1986b; Law, 1987), Karin Knorr Cetina’s (1999) work on epistemic cultures, and Donna Haraway’s (1991) feminist critique of science (see also Harvey and Haraway, 1995).   Their central interest is in the mutually constructed and interpenetrating nature of science, technology and society, and consequent questions of epistemology, heterogeneity, and power distribution.  The challenge for SST, and indeed for social theory more generally, is to broaden our understandings of how actors and society are constructed, but without resorting to uncritical usage of categories such as ‘social’ and ‘individual’.  
If identity construction is understood as a knowledge process, then it may be usefully informed by the SST agenda to understand how knowledge is constructed.  Knorr Cetina argued that knowledge construction involves both social and object relations, but here she was using a very specific meaning of the term ‘object’.  She distinguished everyday commodities and instruments, which she suggested are largely extrinsic to knowledge processes, from epistemic, or knowledge objects that generate new meanings and practices (Knorr Cetina, 1997).  Contrary to the thing-like solidity and object-ivity of everyday commodities, such epistemic objects are characterized by their unfolding incompleteness.  For instance, Knorr Cetina (1999) showed how scientists engage with the objects of their studies by enacting empirical meanings.  These enacted representations are inevitably partial and inadequate, but they do point towards directions for further inquiry, and this in turn leads to the further unfolding of meanings.  It is this complexity that allows epistemic objects to signify alternative meanings, and to open up new pathways for exploration, inquiry, and knowledge construction.       
Building from similar foundations, Star and Griesemer (1989) have formulated the notion of ‘boundary object’ as an epistemic object that sits on the boundary between the different knowledge domains engaged in intersubjective knowledge processes.  From this position, a boundary object acts as an intermediary between different knowledge domains.   Burman (2004: 370) suggested that “boundary objects offer a site or medium for the negotiation of identity and difference”.   This site is what we propose to call ‘role’.  In order to explore this proposition further, we have adopted the following definition of boundary objects from Star and Griesemer (1989: 393):
“Boundary objects are objects which are both plastic enough to adapt to local needs and the constraints of the several practices employing them, yet robust enough to maintain a common identity across sites.  They are weakly structured in common use, and become strongly structured in individual-site use.  These objects may be abstract or concrete.  They have different meanings in different social worlds but their structure is common enough to more than one world to make them recognizable, a means of translation.  The creation and management of boundary objects is a key process in developing and maintaining coherence across intersecting social worlds.” 
This definition implies that an object acquires its boundary, or intermediary, status by virtue of being positioned simultaneously within several different worlds or domains of knowledge.  Each of these worlds will attach its own specific meanings to a boundary object, which then provides a bridge to facilitate the translation of meanings between worlds, and to sustain the coordination of activities across boundaries.  At the same time, a boundary object provides an anchor for meaning within each domain.  By way of illustration, Donna Haraway invited us to:

“consider the case of many sciences which require extensive interdisciplinarity, such as between engineers and software folks and physicians, who are literally forced to work with each other in order to achieve something, but who at a radical level do not share a common language or practices – there are certain kinds of entities which circulate among this community, call them boundary objects.  Such objects are stabilized enough to travel recognizably among the different communities, but flexible enough to be moulded by these different communities of practice in ways that are close enough to what the practitioners already understand how to do, in order for them to actually do something.  And so it’s a way of modelling working together in a scene of radically different languages” (Harvey and Haraway, 1995: 516).

Boundary objects as intermediaries often take physical form.  For instance in his book ‘Aircraft stories’, John Law (2002) discussed the intermediary nature of a sales brochure that communicates through schematic drawings, systems diagrams, maps, and so on.  Technical and political audiences interpret this content in quite different ways, but it nevertheless allows them to engage with each other in the construction of new understandings about the product that the brochure advertises.  In the same way, prototypes that are constructed during the development of a new design, say for an innovative engineering solution, serve less as working models, and more as vehicles through which designers can communicate with each other (and themselves) about further developmental ideas.  There is already a lot of conceptual content associated with such intermediaries, so it is just a short step to conceive of intermediaries that are entirely conceptual.  For instance, the theories that are so central to academic endeavours are famously subject to multiple interpretations, which in turn can produce further theoretical insights.  Whether material or conceptual, boundary objects as intermediaries always have enough solidity to occupy an in-between position amongst the actors, teams and communities that surround it, while at the same time retaining sufficient plasticity to be translated into multiple knowledge domains and social worlds.

Boundary objects are ideally suited to dealing with issues of heterogeneity because their simultaneous location in multiple knowledge domains admits different understandings from multiple perspectives.  In order to cooperate, actors in each domain need to accomplish some degree of reconciliation between the different meanings that they attach to any specific boundary object.  This does not imply the elimination of heterogeneity, nor the imposition of any single, uniform interpretation, but it does involve substantial effort to “translate, negotiate, debate, triangulate and simplify in order to work together” (Star and Griesemer, 1989: 389).  Issues of power are, of course, an integral feature of any situation that is defined by difference, conflict and negotiation, so boundary objects, by virtue of their mediating capacity, offer insight into the dynamics of influence in relational interactions.  

To summarise then, boundary objects act as intermediary vehicles for the translation and interpretation of meanings in intersubjective collaborations between knowledge domains; they provide anchors for within-domain knowledge and bridges to construct between-domain understandings; and they are both concrete and abstract, robust and plastic, and permit the coexistence of heterogeneity and cooperation.  If identity construction is conceived as a boundary project (that is, identities emerge from interactions across the boundaries between different knowledge domains), then role quite naturally fulfils the boundary object function as an intermediary device.  It is true that any object might function as a boundary object in certain contexts, but role is a boundary object that is specific to the context of identity construction.  Roles sit as boundary objects in the middle of all intersubjective interactions, whether they be between the self and some specific or more generalized other, or between the multiplicity of subjective selves that constitute identity (Gergen, 1991).  In asserting this, we are attempting to theoretically reposition role with respect to identity construction in a way that also recognizes the playful and exploratory potential of multiple unfolding roles.  This theoretical framing establishes role as something that is congruent with contemporary critical perspectives on identity, and as such, it is quite distinct from more conventional definitions.     

Three empirical illustrations
In this section we introduce three interview segments that have been extracted from interviews with a lawyer and two teachers who, in addition to their professional responsibilities, also undertake management tasks as part of their working lives.  These interviews were conducted (by the second author) as part of a much larger study into the identity constructions of professionals-who-manage, who are by definition straddling professional and managerial knowledge domains.  Participants were chosen from an Australasian sample of law and education professionals.  While on the surface this may seem an unlikely combination, bringing law and education together did create a pool of professionals-who-manage drawn from a series of different institutional and organizational structures.  A snowballing selection method was adopted, resulting in a total of 21 participants who were interviewed at least two and sometimes three times over the course of 18 months in the late 1990s.   The participants themselves shaped and established meanings in a deliberately unstructured, narrative rich interview format (see Mischler, 1986).  Questions in the first interview focussed on critical moments in the participants’ work, organizational and career experiences, and then the second interview moved to the elicitation of what constituted identities in these critical moments.  Both first and second interviews were tape recorded and fully transcribed.  

The particular interview segments that we present here have been selected because of their explicit articulation and evocation of roles.  It is important to stress that the concept of role was not used in any of the research information or interview questions, so its recurrent evocation was genuinely emergent.  Although these interview segments were sought and collected for an inquiry into professionals-who-manage, we use them here simply as excerpts that engage with and illustrate role as an intermediary.  They are presented verbatim except for the removal of fillers and non-verbal utterances.  We have used dashes to indicate pauses and have not inserted or constructed any other punctuation.  In a sense we could have used any excerpt that discussed or implied role, and certainly many did, but these three together provide a coherent account of all the distinctive features that the boundary object concept brings to our re-viewing of role.  
We accept that we are using three rather small and disconnected pieces of data, but would argue that it is the insights offered by their reading more than the quantity that is read, that is our empirical focus here.  In addition, we acknowledge that these interview segments afford insight into role as a boundary object only from the singular perspective of each of the participants.  That is, each interview segment provides only the research participants' perceptions of their various roles in different knowledge worlds.  Thus our analysis centres on the intra-subjective rather than inter-subjective negotiation of meanings.  In one way this is a strength of this study (an exploration of how a single actor articulates the translation of role in a relational context), but it is also a limitation that clearly indicates the need for further research into how role might function as a boundary object in social interactions and across multiple contexts. 

As the interviews were being conducted, the overt appearance of role came as an unexpected and (to be honest) initially unwelcome interpolation.  The second author admits to being very wary of her own preconceived associations of stasis and determinism in the concept of ‘role’.  At finding numerous, explicit and consciously narrated role references, she was initially dismissive, sceptical and then in a bit of a quandary.  While of course role can be read into any narrative, these so explicitly connected with the construction, maintenance and evaluation of role that they seemed to demand direct engagement.  This article is thus driven not only by our quest for better theory, but also by the storying of our encounter and struggle with the construct of role in our data.  

The unexpectedness of role as an outcome of the data reading and analysis, combined with our reaction to that, signals the need to reflexively address our own role in this research.    The roles of researcher and researched were under active co-construction during the research process, and the knowledge that has resulted is thus co-produced.  Indeed, interviews may be conceived as identity projects where translation, mediation and negotiation are accomplished through the roles of researcher and researched. This felt quite tangible in some of the interviews as researcher and participants affirmed a shared identity as professionals-who-manage by means of utterances or signs such as jokes, comments that began or ended with “you know”, and other intimations of mutual identification.  This was no doubt strengthened by the interviewer’s own past involvement in those same professional circles to the point where she was known directly by some participants, and indirectly by others.
Now we turn to the three selected interview segments to explore what they can tell us about the contribution that a boundary object conception of role might make in contemporary conversations about identity construction.  Our analysis is explicitly formed and structured around the characteristics of boundary objects as defined by Star & Griesemer (1989).
[Insert Table 1 about here]
The interview segment in Table 1 demonstrates the variety of roles that are accessible to Adam
 in his work life.  He talks about “teacher mode”, “HOD self”, “the leader type role” and “myself”.  Each role has its own construction: “myself” is “light hearted” and “easy going”, “teacher mode” knows “what it is doing”, “HOD self” is “sort of more grown-up more humourless” while “the leader type role” is “knowledgeable”.  While constructing and maintaining these different roles dominates this segment, the existence of the “normal person sort of thing” or “who I am” appears to act as some kind of anchor for the strong structuring of roles within Adam’s individual domain.  The segment also alludes to weaker structuring in the collective domain of the “teacher mode” seen as “someone that doesn’t know what they’re doing”, and the “HOD self” as gaining more respect “if I came across as someone who took it very seriously”.    

The instability or plasticity of boundary objects provides another point of inquiry into role.  The ongoing malleability of roles is in Adam’s words “a conscious thing”.  This in itself implies that role construction is a process (perhaps uniquely in the whole identity field) that actors are acutely aware of, can articulate with some penetration, and very much experience as dynamic and changeable.  This malleability of role is also expressed by the law participant (see Table 2).  
[Insert Table 2 about here]
In this interview segment, Benjamin reveals an internal conversation (“I used to say to myself almost consciously”) about the nuances of role selection.  The pervading feeling from this conversation (and also from the other two interview segments) is that there is nothing “easy” about engaging with the roles that are required.  He appears to have to employ “mental planning” to connect with the various roles that inform his identity work.  That such “mental planning” was required for years on assuming partner status highlights the fundamental precariousness and instability of role.  We suggest that this ongoing instability is evident when role is viewed as a boundary object, whereas more theatrically inspired notions present role as having a very finite, temporary, and bounded existence.

[Insert Table 3 about here]
This malleability of role is further evidenced in Table 3 where Carole portrays herself as a blank sheet of paper or a space where “being neutral-fulfilling the role and leaving yourself aside” is a prerequisite for her job.  Negotiation in her terms means negotiation with “senior management”, “system” and “the staff” to define roles that meet her own expectations of “justice”, “compassion” and being “more frank”, while simultaneously meeting others’ expectations of  “equity”, unity and fairness.  In a very literal sense then, role marks the point where one’s own presentation of self meets that perception of how others desire that self to be constructed.  Put simply, the meanings attached to roles are socially constructed.

While plasticity, malleability and instability are one dimension of role as a boundary object, another is its robustness and elasticity across the different locations that constitute identity.  This robustness is given different imagery in the three interview segments.  Benjamin’s notion of role is tied to that of a clown; one can have many different kinds of clown (“every individual clown was quite different”) but there still remains an identifiable genre and style of “clowning” that connects and goes beyond its different manifestations.  For Carole, where “coming in and out of different character is exciting”, it appears “the whole subjectivity and objectivity aspect” makes sense of one’s interactions in different role worlds.  As such this is a more performative reiteration of role where “suppressing” the existence of other roles allows for engagement through the required one, but the “fun” of crossing into different role worlds provides a point of connection.  Both sets of imagery touch on the often subtle connection between roles and the worlds where such roles are possible.

The discourse, or more particularly the imagery, around role also conveys other ‘realities’ of its usage.  While role is an object that sits on the boundary between actors, or more abstractly between knowledge domains, extension of the notion of epistemic objects (Knorr Cetina, 1999) would suggest that it might also act as an entity in its own right.  Indeed, role does have agency in these interviews in the sense it has an existence and a way of acting that must be considered separate from the human actors.  For example, for Benjamin, role is something he “negotiated with”, so it must have some form of agency.  Not only do the participants negotiate with role but they also “get into”, “back into” and “come in and out of” role.  

Both Adam and Carole engage with role as it sits between self and other in a more intersubjective sense. For Adam, the perceived expectations of others hold enormous influence.  For example he can’t be “sort of easy going” because ‘the teachers would see that more as someone that doesn’t know what they are doing”.  This degree of role censure is also present for Carole: “I might personally disagree totally with everything that is being said but I have to be seen to be listening and considering those view points”.  This segment, however, contains a more sophisticated balance towards the end where she acknowledges the ability of her students to decipher complex role overlaps: “they know I am there as their teacher rather than as the DP”, which appears to bring a degree of excitement and freedom which is “fun”.  It seems that role can be a boundary object in different ways then, through moderating the identity construction of the actor, or posing complexity in the relationship between actor and others.

Actors enter complex interpersonal, organizational and structural relationships with the ability to achieve both difference and compliance in their identity negotiations.  For Benjamin, for instance, while there appears to be a pre-existing partnership role (akin to the generic clown), it is equally vital to have one’s own voice and the ability to shape this role with “our own stuff”.  Adam finds congruence in one of his roles “I think the relationships that I now have with senior management at school is probably a lot more who I am”, while Carole oscillates between “suppressing” and performing (“frustrated actors”) her repertoire of roles.  Such actions suggest that actors are (or certainly attempt to be) strategic in their choice and adaptation of roles.
To the extent that agency influences the relational dynamics of identity construction, roles will also raise issues of power.  Boundary objects act as sites or spaces where power is negotiated between different stakeholders.  Carole is most direct about these issues of power.  The demand for “unity” and conformity (“not be seen to be coming from the opposite direction”) can be understood in this light, as the global, collective pursuit of “objectivity”. The “senior management level” is depicted as functioning like a power bloc that exercises discipline directly over the identities of its members, and thence identities throughout the rest of the organization.  By casting role as an intermediary though, we are not only recognizing the function of power in negotiating global understandings, but also in the retention of local meanings.  Carole appears to ‘have’ power in her organization by “suppressing” her “own views” in order to be seen as congruent with the rest of the management team and indeed the rest of the staff.  Here, movement between role worlds charts a complex pattern of power and powerlessness.  Thus power and control require constant translation from the personal and the organizational into the relational.  This undeniably makes power and control more complex and ambiguous to read as organizational actors exercise their willingness to lead or be led, to be empowered or to claim powerlessness, and to influence or be influenced.  
All three interview segments depict a tension between playing with and performing through roles.  The playfulness of role is evoked by Benjamin’s “clowning” metaphor and also by the references to “acting out” where tangible components like “dress” are matched with more intangible ones such as voice and eccentricity.  Benjamin’s words capture not so much the playing of role, but the playing with it and constant improvisation demanded by such an unstable construct. It has more of a performance flavor where he focuses on the need to “have to be seen” or “not to be seen” enacting the required attributes in his particular role of the moment.  In fact all three interviews associate role with a palpable form of pressure both emanating from self and other to be socially appropriate and acceptable for each audience and relationship.  This is juxtaposed with the clowning and fun within which role negotiation takes place.

In this way boundary objects enable movement between the specific and the generic.  It is the notion of travel and movement implied and stated constantly in this analysis that evokes the existence of role in multiple sites.  While the possibilities for movement are a striking feature of boundary objects, so also is the totality and completeness with which they may be adopted.  We can see roles therefore, as sites where one may become locked into a particular view of self, with inevitable implications for the flexibility with which identity construction might continue.  Conversely, shifting between role worlds potentially provides a key with which to unlock the identity construction process.  This locking in and unlocking reflects the characteristic robustness and plasticity of boundary objects, and points to an active link between this conception of role and identity construction.

Discussion and conclusion
In reading these three interview segments we have endeavoured to be both illustrative and analytical while drawing out new and productive directions for the theoretical development of role.  Our analysis is explicitly shaped by Star and Griesemer’s (1989) definition of boundary objects, which we argue offers a novel way of thinking about role that articulates well with the more dynamic and discursive contemporary literature on identity construction.  To be specific, we have demonstrated that role has the same combination of properties that characterize boundary objects: plasticity alongside robustness, strong localized meaning amidst weaker collective associations, and the ability to translate meanings across the boundaries between knowledge domains.  Furthermore, we have shown that role is itself emergent and inherently incomplete, allowing selves not only to perform, but also to improvise and play with the multiplicity of roles that they encounter in their social and intersubjective experiences.   And finally, we have pointed to the agentic potential of this boundary object conception of role and the implications this has for the social control of behaviour and the mediation of power and powerlessness.  

This formulation of role evokes the image of an intermediary that facilitates the ongoing, social construction of identity.  To us, the concept of ‘intermediary’ functions as both a general descriptor of the boundary object notion of role, and as a metaphor giving us a more tangible idea of the in-between-ness that characterizes it.   In general terms, intermediaries act to bridge between, to negotiate and broker, and to legitimize actions in social domains.  They always sit in-between constructing selves, providing a relational vehicle for both the reinforcement of existing meanings and the construction of new meanings.  Any epistemic object will function in this way, but we propose that role is an intermediary that is specific to the identity construction process where it is always located between the constructing selves for each of whom identity is a uniquely embodied and emergent social construct.   This distinction clarifies the relationship that we see between roles and identities; that is, we see roles as intermediary translation devices in the dynamic, social processes of constructing identities.  Roles never become identities; rather, they mediate the meaning-making processes of identity construction.
Interestingly, Berger and Luckmann (1966) recognized the importance of roles as mediators in the social construction of institutions, but they did not elaborate the co-construction of identities within this process.  The symbolic interactionist and dramaturgical traditions offer a view of role as a mask that may be slipped on or off (Strauss, 1969), embraced or distanced (Kunda, 1992), as a matter of individual choice.  In this view, specific roles become dispensable aspects of identity; when a particular role is useful it is taken onboard as identity, but in other circumstances it may be set aside.  This approach relegates role to a relatively fixed social construction that prescribes the expected and acceptable behaviours in a given social context.  In the same way, the systems perspective emphasises the essentialist nature of roles as socially determined and largely immutable prescriptions for acceptable social behaviours.  None of these more conventional views addresses questions about how roles are actually constructed and reconstructed.  Neither do they inform any dynamic understanding in which the meanings associated with roles are constantly renegotiated within the processes of identity construction.
By contrast, our boundary object formulation conceives roles as inherently unstable and perpetually ‘becoming’.  They are located within the flux of identity construction where they both shape, and are shaped by, transient identities.  This unfolding incompleteness of roles calls for the continuous re-translation of meanings, which in turn admits the possibilities of disruption and change into the identity construction process.  But at the same time, as actors interact with multiple knowledge domains, roles provide an anchor for identity that sustains a sense of continuity over time.  This very dynamic conception of role invokes complexity, which is something we would assert has been lacking in conventional role theory.

Complexity is also evident in the polyphonic playing out of roles that is permitted by the boundary object concept.  That is, the translation of selves involves multiple roles located on multiple boundaries between multiple knowledge domains, and different roles may be invoked at different levels of intensity in different contexts.  This polyphonic capacity is well demonstrated by our data from professionals-who-manage, who are by definition required to struggle with the ambiguity, contradiction and uncertainty that sits uneasily between the roles of professional and manager.  We suggest that viewing actors with such complex identities through a boundary object lens enables us to engage more fully with the multiplicity and polyphony of their identity construction processes.  

In positioning role as constitutive of the relational, we have opened up the potential for role to be construed within the dynamics of power and control.  More traditional conceptions of role revolve around positional issues of power and control whereby particular roles afford organizational legitimacy.  By re-viewing role as an intermediary, we have drawn attention to the strategies and tactics through which actors negotiate and mediate transient and tentative ways of inserting themselves into complex webs of power.   If we accept that the great majority of actors are simultaneously at both ends of the power spectrum (having power over some, but lacking power with respect to others), then our re-viewing of role offers some ability to explore the everyday nuances and patterns by means of which power is claimed and denied.  At the same time, however, because our re-viewed notion of role is located explicitly in the relational sphere, it is acted upon and shaped by organizational and institutional dimensions that span micro, meso and macro levels of identity construction.  For example, all three of the interview segments that we have presented suggest, albeit to differing degrees, that the interviewees were aware of how their role interactions were, or would be, sanctioned or questioned by different organizational groupings.  This suggests that an actor’s capacity to rationalize and talk through roles is pivotal to how they claim personal, relational, and collective power (and powerlessness). 
We propose that the 'in-between' is as important an identity site as 'insides' and 'outsides' in terms of managing (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002).  These are all sites where control, regulation, resistance and self-actualization are intimately connected with identity processes.  Identity work has broadly linked contemporary management with the managing of employees’ insides, or what Alvesson & Willmott (2002: 622) describe as “their self-image, their feelings and their identifications”. The focus here is on “the self-positioning of employees within managerially inspired discourses” (Alvesson & Willmott 2002: 620) as having potential for self regulation and/or emancipation.  By viewing role as a relational intermediary, actors’ choices of what is foregrounded or backgrounded in the identity construction process provide insights into organizational life that go far beyond simple delineations of the personal and the collective, the micro and the macro, or the agentic and the structural.  Rather, a whole typology of role dynamics becomes apparent, whereby roles are held tightly, precariously, openly, and subtly in-between organizational actors in particular contexts.  
So far we have pointed to the many distinctions between our boundary object conception of role and the more conventional theories that are already well represented in the literature.  Others have, of course, also recognized these same limitations in the conventional theories, but few alternative formulations of role have emerged from this discussion.  The closest possibility would be the Foucauldian notion of subject position, which Hardy et al. (2000) argued is a discursive resource in the construction of actors’ ‘realities’.  Certainly subject positions collide, collude and intertwine, and to this extent they may be seen as dynamic.  As in our boundary object conception of role, subject position is something that sits externally to actors and serves to facilitate the identity construction process.  But the difference between these two notions is that actors occupy a subject position as a space from which to speak and be heard, whereas boundary objects are relational devices that translate meanings between actors.  This distinction goes to the very heart of the theoretical underpinnings of ‘subject positions’ and ‘boundary objects’, there being arguably a stronger sense of agency in the SST tradition than in the critical developments informed by Foucault (Newton, 1998).  

At this stage it is important to clarify that we are not offering a re-viewed theorization of role as an alternative or head-to-head competitor to subject position; indeed scholars who draw upon subject position still frequently evoke role in their work so there is a need for both concepts to be understood as mutually informing.  One way of contrasting these ideas is through their positioning: subject position seeks to position actors in relation to discourses, while role as intermediary positions actors in relation to each other. Positioning actor to discourse or alternatively to 'other actor' offers equally necessary but nuanced and different pieces of the identity construction process.  We surmise then that a re-viewed theorization of role could take its place alongside (not instead of) subject position in contributing to the wider identity literature. 
Like role, the contemporary conversation about identity and identity construction also has clear antecedents in functionalism, but the past decade or so has seen the emergence of a more critical debate that is increasingly focussed on the dynamics and flux of human action and experience (e.g. Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Calhoun, 1994; Gergen, 1991; Gioia et al., 2000; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003).  We have suggested that role is ripe for a similar theoretical transformation, and indeed, our re-viewing of role offers an approach that resonates with contemporary perspectives on identity as a complex, discursive, dynamic social process.  In our view, it is important to have an approach to role that is synergistic with the contemporary, critical literature on identity, firstly because organizational actors use role so commonly and readily to explore and explain who they are in their work (and non-work) activities, and secondly because it may offer unique access and insight into the processes, discourses and activities of the identity construction process.  Unless role can engage adequately with the ontological assumptions that underpin contemporary identity theory, then it is likely to remain marginal to theory despite its centrality in practice.  

Although this paper is primarily focused upon theory-building, there are of course important implications of this re-viewing of role for the conduct of research.  In particular, the intermediary positioning of role draws the empirical gaze towards the relational dynamics and flux of identity constructing.  Useful questions might for instance look at how roles emerge out of interpersonal or intersubjective relations, how they mutate in response to actors’ improvisations, and how they shape identities and identity work over time.  These inquiries might be extended to consider the overall trajectories of roles between individuals and/or groups, and in specific contexts.  Both directions of inquiry question what role is most responsive and sensitive to, and by implication, what it is less responsive to.  The latter suggests research that centers on the limits of role choice where role is denied, excluded, disputed, or fixed irrevocably.   Role research that is guided by the notion of role as an intermediary device for the translation of meanings has the potential to help organizational actors both pragmatically and significantly in construing and crafting what is surely one of the most visible and immediate modes of being in an organization.
In identifying role as an intermediary boundary object, we are making an acknowledgement that organizational scholars do not necessarily share a common language or practices with other organizational actors or with each other.  Boundary objects work from the premise that while shared meaning may be impossible, there still has to be a means of having a conversation.  In this sense, role as a boundary object provides a way of working together for theoretically diverse groups of academics as well as for researchers and their participants.  In practice, role has never become invisible (and is unlikely to) despite its declining popularity in theoretical circles, especially amongst non-functionalist researchers.  By paying attention (albeit unwillingly at the start) to a construct that just would not ‘go away’, we appear to have found a way to critically engage with the role conversations that arise in organizational contexts, and at the same time, the boundary object notion offers an innovative way of theorizing role as a device that signifies and translates meanings in identity construction processes. 
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Table 1 Extract from an interview with Adam
	Adam, who is in his early thirties, is a new Head of a Subject Department (HoD) in a large, urban co-educational high school.  He has followed a typical educational management route having been a subject-specific teacher for a number of years, then moving into assistant administrative roles, before heading a department of approximately 15 to 20 teachers. HoDs in most Australasian high schools teach a reduced portfolio of classes alongside their management responsibilities. As a HoD, Adam is responsible for curriculum, assessment and management functions as well as representing his department in terms of the wider school and being part of senior decision-making and policy.

 I think I switch into teacher mode sometimes- and occasionally you would have your little moments where you would be your normal person sort of thing-I think it is a conscious thing -no one has told me to be that but I have found that if I do just be myself and occasionally it will come because I am tired or something or I am what’s even worse-is I am in a really good mood so I am myself rather than being the teacher -I think it is a lot more natural way to do it as well -I don’t think I am myself with my staff because I’m quite sort of light hearted and I try to be kind of easy going and that’s not sort a personality that they would see that -the teachers would see that more as someone that doesn’t know what they are doing I think my HOD self is similar in that it is sort of more grown-up more humourless personality that I don’t know-sort of efficient sort of knows what they are on about and those sorts of things and takes it very seriously I guess one way that I thought I would get more respect if I came across as someone who took it very seriously and was efficient in my approach to either answering problems or finding ways of going about solving problems and those sorts of things- and being able to contribute- be the sort of knowledgeable person that the leader type role I think the relationships that I now have with senior management at school is probably a lot more who I am 




Table 2 Extract from an interview with Benjamin
	Benjamin has risen through the ranks of a law career.  He started in a medium, boutique law firm as a graduate before assuming partner status and subsequently managing partner status.  He is now in his fifties and looking back through what has been a very successful career.  He currently is playing a leading role in his Law Association, being directly involved with ongoing law education and development work with all levels of law professionals at a nationwide level.

I did a course on role playing and clowning and so we did these role plays and we had to sort of mime and - creating visual sculptures and transactions- we acted out transactions and we eventually got on towards the end -into the clown stuff and we dressed up in clown suits and things and we did our own stuff and every individual clown was quite different because people bring large aspects of themselves to their role as a clown-just as they do as their role as a lawyer or as a- business manager so it was kind of fun to see how you negotiated with the role-very releasing kind of thing if you can get into that- that helped me when I became a partner because the role of a partner was not a role that I found it very easy to get into- and so I- I at the beginning for years- two or three years I used to say to myself almost consciously-now you know you are playing the role of a partner and you kind of -you are the partner of the day and you go and do the stuff -and also as a lawyer I had sometimes done that too when I went to a particular negotiation I would do some mental planning like the kind of role that I was going to be




Table 3 Extract from an interview with Carole
	Carole is a deputy principal (DP) in a large, urban, co-educational high school (not the same one as Adam).  Her career progression has been fairly typical.  She started teaching as a subject specialist, moved into supporting department roles, and became a Head of Department prior to her deputy principalship. Deputy Principals in the Australasian system tend to be fulltime senior managers but some, like Carole, teach one class to keep them in touch with students and the teaching side of the school.

being neutral-fulfilling the role and leaving yourself aside-because of the whole subjectivity and objectivity aspect- and I deal with that all the time here now because I mean no senior manager in a school is always going to agree with all the decisions at senior management level so you have to put your own views aside and be a united front to lead the staff and the school-so it is suppressing those feelings of your own sense maybe of justice and looking at what the system is and following that system with compassion as much as possible but trying to establish equity- absolutely the same with staff concerns- a lot of the time the staff concerns that are expressed very forcefully and I might personally disagree totally with everything that is being said but I have to be seen to be listening and considering those view points and I mean really considering those view points seriously taking them into account and not be seen to be coming from the opposite direction - even now when I step into a classroom I am much truer to myself in the classroom because that is an environment in which I have a relationship with those students and its an honest relationship and even though I am a DP  they know when I go into teach them they know I am there as their teacher rather than as the DP and I am much more frank and they know what my views are from what I am saying but when I step out of that classroom I am back into the role it’s fun-I have got this theory that a lot of teachers are frustrated actors and coming in and out of different character is exciting 




� We have not used participants’ real names





PAGE  

