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The importance of respect as a discursive resource for making identity claims: insights from the 

experiences of becoming a circus director 

Abstract 

Though often invoked in the leadership and identity literatures, respect has been poorly 

articulated.  This paper conceptualizes respect as a discursive resource for making identity claims 

a d p o ides e pi i al illust atio  f o  i us di e to s  a ou ts of e o i g a age s. 

Identity claims draw on particular discursive resources and enact recurrent social practices in 

spe ifi  lo al histo i al i u sta es  that ohe e ith the lo al o al o de .  To claim and to 

offer respect based on recognition, appraisal, identification, status and other discourses is to 

participate in such an order, and to make identity claims which are understood as positioning self 

and others. 

We provide t a spa e tl  o se a le  illustrations of respect as a discursive resource for forming, 

maintaining, strengthening, repairing or revising identity claims.  An extreme case purposive sample 

of i us di e to s p o ides a  o ga izatio al site i  hi h ide tit  d a i s a e highl  isi le .  

Within the local moral order of travelling circuses respect is both desired from and conferred upon 

those whose artistic merit is recognized in both single acts and whole shows.  We show that the 

distinction between appraisal and status as respect discourses evident in the wide social order 

breaks down in the case of circus.  We theorize from this to the importance of respect as a 

discursive resource in identity claims and to its dependence upon particular accounts of merit. 
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Respect, identity claims, discursive resources, local moral order 
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Introduction 

This pape  espo ds to the o fe e e all s fo us o  the etapho  of te a ,  e plo i g the 

established (terra firma) notion of respect through discourse analysis of data from a novel empirical 

site (terra incognita), the highly marginal and under-researched community of British and Irish 

circus proprietors, known in circus parlance as circus directors.  

Grover (2013: 27) argues that o ga izatio al s hola s ha e i oked the o ept of espe t a d 

relegated it as a common sense, under-spe ified o st u t .  This paper addresses his call for 

esea he s to clearly articulate what kind of respectful treatment they are studying ... and 

o side  thei  utual i pa t  (2013: 42).  We conceptualise respect as a discursive resource 

operating i  spe ifi  lo al histo i al i u sta es  Pa ke , :  on which individuals may 

draw in making identity claims which enhance self-worth and self-esteem.  

Ide tit  lai s a e e de ed i telligi le ithi  the e e -shifting patterns of mutual and 

o testa le ights a d o ligatio s of speaki g a d a ti g  Ha é a d a  La ge ho e, :  

hi h o p ise the lo al o al o de  Ha é, :  a d ithi  hi h … [actors] have to 

egotiate a ia le positio  fo  the sel es  Bu , : , see also Hoski g, .  This e ui es 

us to fi d g ou ds fo  positio i g a ts  hi h a e ge a e to the as iptio , efusal, 

assumptions, and so o , of positio s  (Harré et al., 2009: 28-9).   Whilst st o g  ultu al o te ts 

a  set disti ti e li its o  i di idual dis etio  i  o st u ti g ide tit  Y e a et al., : , 

claims provide opportunities for crafting and reconfiguring selves through active agency (Kondo, 

1990; Ybema et al., 2009) whilst also highlighting tensions in our allegiances to particular self-other 

identifications and/or obligations (McInnes and Corlett, 2012).  Meanings of national and 

o ga izatio al ultu e a  e e  e dise ta gled  Ko do, :  f o  ide tit  lai  

processes, enacted in contexts both moral and cultural:   

A culture is, in part, a moral system. It not only defines values (ideas about what is good 

and bad, right and wrong) for those who subscribe to it ... it also helps people construct 

their identities ... The culture of our society provides resources for the individual to create 

an answer to the question of who they are ... We all work on our identities all the time: 

making meaning through a dialogue with the culture ..., its norms, values and symbols.  

(Watson, 1994: 21)  
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To illustrate how claims to respect operate within such contexts we examine the highly marginal 

and under-researched community of the travelling circus:  

The circus, and the circus artist, like the marginals that Foucault discusses, are positioned, 

literally and figuratively, on the periphery, placed beyond the immediate comprehension of 

the o al  pe so  o  the st eet, i  this se se i isi le to, o  outside the ou ds of, the 

normal. (Little, 1995: 18)   

An extreme case purposive sample (Saunders 2012) of the owner-managers of British and Irish 

circuses,  i us di e to s  i  the lo al pa la e, p o ides e ide e of highl  isi le  Tho o o  

and Brown 2009: 362) identity dynamics and of the advantages that investigating a marginal 

community can generate (Rosenau 1992: 136).   

During the analysis of our research data, a potentially interesting feature of the lo al o al 

la ds ape  Ha é et al., 2009: 9) was the circus directors  use of respect as a discursive resource 

for making identity claims.  Effective respect claims in particular local moral communities have two 

pre-requisites.  First the agent needs to appeal to shared standards of positive valuation and second 

they need to show how they have met those standards.  Without shared standards there is nothing 

to which appeal can be made. Such agreement is apparent in the findings presented in this paper. 

The paper proceeds as follows.  First, we draw on leadership research to provide a conceptual 

framework for understanding how actors invoke respect as a discursive resource for identity claims. 

Next, we discuss some of the characteristics of managing privately owned circuses to introduce the 

research context. Following description of the research design, we provide illustrative examples of 

respect as a discursive resource in making identity claims.  In the Discussion section of the paper, 

we theorize beyond the case study to consider the importance of respect as a discursive resource in 

making identity claims in other organizational contexts.    

Respect and identity claims 

We use DeLellis  (2000) characterisation of respect for persons (recognition, appraisal and 

identification respect), for social roles, for regulations and laws, customs and folkways, for symbols 

and objects and for social institutions.  We draw abductively on conceptualizations of interpersonal 

respect in the identity literature (see table 1) to illustrate how the concept has been employed.  
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= = = = = = = = 

Insert Table 1 

= = = = = = = = 

Recognition Respect  

Recognition respect is non-performative, acco ded to all people as a o al dut  Da all, , 

cited by Grover, 2013: 34) by virtue of being human; it is expressed in the notion of inviolable 

human rights, accorded independently of any status, categorization or presumption of merit.  It is 

independent of taste, liking, admiration, fear and association.  This is respect at an existential level 

– to be claimed in virtue of our presence and offered in virtue of yours.  To deny it is to deny 

visibility and voice and successive liberation struggles have claimed for those so denied that to deny 

it to any is to potentially deny it to any other.  Hence, to disrespect anyone is to undermine this 

duty, to pay our last respects is to uphold it.   

In the organizational context, recognition respect is demonstrated in the quality of interpersonal 

treatment (Cunliffe and Eriksen 2011) and is invoked by, for instance, organizational justice 

esea he s ho speak of t eati g people ith dig it  a d espe t  su h as Bolto , ; “a e , 

2007) or by listening actively to and cooperating with others as morally equal parties (DeLellis and 

Sauer, 2004: 1433).   

Appraisal Respect 

Appraisal respect (Clarke, 2011; Grover, 2013) is ased o  a positi e app aisal of a pe so  [ e ause 

of] his [sic] character- elated featu es  a d his/he  a o plish e t of so e a ti it  that 

represents human excellence (Darwall, 1977, cited by Grover, 2013: 34). In the organizational 

context, appraisal respect may take the form of acknowledging work performance through positive 

feedback (Grover, 2013 . Colli so  :  a gues that dig it  a d espe t a e o lo ge  a  

auto ati  i th ight , u de i ed by insecurities for those in low status manual jobs (Collinson, 

2003; Sayer, 2007), by bullying (Lutgen-Sandvik, 2008), powerlessness (Gabriel (2000), fluctuating 
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work (Alvesson, 2001), ascriptions of dirty work (see Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999, Grandy, 2008) and 

under-performance (Knights and Clarke, 2013; Gabriel, 2010). 

Identification respect 

Identification respect involves respect for others who are perceived as displaying o e s o  alues. 

This alig s ith Cla ke s  dis ussio  of ide tifi atio  respect within the transformational 

leadership literature and Gabriel s (2000) discussion of role-modelling. 

Respect for status, station and role  

DeLellis (2000) suggests that respect for status, station and role be considered independently of 

respect for persons because, as objects  of espe t, the  are deemed respectable by virtue of social 

identity alone. For example Thornborrow and Brown (2009: 364) analysed how men in the British 

Pa a hute ‘egi e t positio ed pa at oope s as the est soldie s i  the B itish A  a d d e  o  

the ‘egi e t s spe ial po e s, p estige a d p i ileges  i  aki g ide tit  lai s.  

Respect for mores, laws and regulations, and respect for folkways, customs and expectations 

T o fu the  o je ts  of espe t DeLellis,  equire obedience in acknowledgment rather 

evaluation. Respect for law or regulation is manifest in non-violation; similarly folkways and 

customs can be obeyed without agreement or positive evaluation (DeLellis, 2000). Related to this is 

respect for expectations that others may have of us, for instance to behave in certain ways, and we 

must choose whether to conform to their expectation (DeLellis, 2000). For instance, Sveningsson 

and Alvesson (2003) analyse how role expectations from others in the organization shape and, 

i deed, egulate thei  ase stud  a age s ide tit  lai s.  

Respect for symbols and objects 

DeLellis (2000) describes how respect for symbols (such as flags, badges, buildings, uniforms, 

anthems and so on) stimulates feelings related to the values they represent. Symbolic interactionist 

and critical management studies identity research explores how symbols and symbolic images, 

representations and events (Beech, 2008) are ascribed social and personal meanings through 

language (Schlenker, 1980), and are drawn upon in making identity claims and in both positive and 
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negative ascriptions by others. For instance, Dick (2005: 1366) discusses the symbolic significance of 

di t as o t a e tio  of the o de ed elatio s of hi h a  so iet  is o posed  and exemplifies 

this in the example of ho  g psies  o  t a elle s  a  e desig ated as di t  (Dick, 2005: 1367) 

Respect for social institution 

DeLellis (2000) describes respect for social institutions, such as marriage, rites of passage, 

education, and socialization. The social identity theory literature and critical management studies 

literature on identity regulation (see Alvesson and Willmott, 2002; Thornborrow and Brown, 2009), 

i  pa ti ula , has esea hed e plo ees  so ializatio  into and identification with organizations. For 

instance, Alvesson (2001: 879) discusses how an employee may attach a strong personal value to 

ei g a e e  of a p estigious o ga izatio , a d the more distinctive, well-known and respected 

the organization, the more likely employees are to define themselves as belonging to it (Ashforth 

and Mael, 1989; Dutto  et al., .  

Given that the identity literature acknowledges how different types of respect operate as discursive 

resources for making identity claims, it is surprising that limited identity-related research has 

focused conceptual attention on respect, per se. Therefore, we espo d to G o e s :  all 

to esea he s to clearly articulate what kind of respectful treatment they are studying ... and 

o side  thei  utual i pa t , i  ou  ase in making identity claims. Like Grover (2013), we believe 

that espe t is so iall  o st u ted a d, the efo e, o ga izatio al esea he s eed to e a i e 

respect contextually and from the perspe ti e of the ta get  p. . We i te p et ta get  as oth 

the range of phenomena ( o je ts , DeLellis,  hi h a e espe ted  people a d a  e 

drawn upon as discursive resources in constructing self (and organizational) identities, as well as 

the su je ts  e pe ie i g hat it ea s to e espe ted. We o  gi e fu the  details a out the 

context of this study and of the research subjects.  

Research context 

The subjects of this study are all professional performing artists, from a range of professional 

backgrounds (such as clown, and wild animal trainer/performer), who have been owner-managers 

of travelling circuses for at least 15 years. Beadle a d Kő őt  des i e the major structural 

features of travelling circuses as private ownership; the o t a ti g of the di e to s fa il  a d 



Page 8 of 30 

pairs/groups of others (commonly families) in offering a programme of acts for a season (normally 

running from February to October) and performer contracts for service rather than employment.  

The scope of managerial responsibility for a circus director goes well beyond that of the 

conventional understanding of management.  The circus director manages both the show and the 

community of artists (family and non-family members) who work and live together in the travelling 

circus.  In the context of increasing interest amongst organization scholars in the undermining of 

the work-life disti tio  i  o ditio s of pe a e t li i alit  Joh so  a d “ørensen 2014), the 

circus provides a mode of work organization in which this boundary has been porous for centuries:   

It is a ode of su i al hi h is a ode of e iste e  Ca eli : . 

There are no empirical studies on professionals becoming managers in a circus context and this is 

only the second academic paper to report on circus directors (Beadle, 2013 being the first).  To 

answer the potential objection that little is to be learned from such a marginal case we maintain 

that such cases may highlight phenomena which are difficult to detect in more familiar settings and 

thereby enable recognition of so far unacknowledged presuppositions. In this case, the emphasis 

placed on the need for respect in the work and community leadership roles of circus directors may 

encourage researchers to investigate how respect functions in identity claims elsewhere.   

A relational social constructionist epistemology (Watson and Harris, 1999; Fletcher, 2006; Cunliffe, 

2008; Corlett, 2009; Hosking, 2011), suggests that becoming a manager is an ever-emergent 

process (Kondo, 1990; Watson, 1994; Watson and Harris, 1999; Bryans and Mavin, 2003; Parker, 

2004) which o ti ues lo g afte  the i di idual is gi e  a a age ial title Watso  a d Ha is, 

1999, p.vii) and in which people a e constantly becoming, crafting themselves in particular, located 

situatio s fo  pa ti ula  e ds  (Kondo, 1990, p.257).  

Research design 

Using an extreme case purposive sample (Saunders 2012) the research project explored the self-

understanding of owner-managers of British and Irish travelling circuses (Beadle, 2013). An analysis 

of the annual Directory of British and Irish Circuses published in King Pole, the journal of the Circus 

Friends Association, reveals an industry which has reached steady state after decades of decline. In 

each year from 2005 to 2013 there were no more than 40 and no fewer than 35 circuses on the 
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roads of Britain and Ireland. 15 circuses have toured for more than a decade and semi-structured 

interviews were conducted by the second author (who is from a traditional circus family) with six 

Directors from this group who had toured their own circuses for over 15 years. The semi-structured 

interviews were informed by life-story interviewing (Atkinson, 1998), but were more focused, 

covering topics of becoming circus directors, subsequent learning, management practices and 

reasons for continuing. The digitally recorded interviews, of between 45 and 90 minutes  du atio , 

were transcribed and confirmed for accuracy by the participants. As each of the participants is a 

well-known public figure within the industry, proper names within the transcripts and details of the 

pa ti ipa t s fo e  p ofessio al a t s  ha e ee  e o ed to ai tai  a o it .   

For the purposes of this paper, transcripts were interpreted by the first author using a discourse 

analytic approach (Boje et al., 2004). The data transcripts were read and re-read and themes were 

noted as they began to emerge within and across the interview transcripts. A prominent theme 

which emerged from the data analysis, and which led us to return abductively (Cunliffe and Erikson, 

2011) to review related literature, was respect.  The aim of the data analysis is to contribute 

theoretically by examining the importance of respect to processes of identity. This research has 

fo used o  the i us di e to s  pe eptio s of espe t, as the  i te p et thei  o  a d othe s  

behaviour and judge e ts i  elatio  to diffe e t t pes of espe t. Ho  othe s  eha io  is 

i te p eted, ho e e , is su je t to so ial a d pe eptual iases  G o e , :  a d, as an 

outsider to the circus cultural context, the first author found it difficult to appreciate fully the 

significance, for making identity claims, of the different types of respect. The second author was 

able to give insights into this. We also provided drafts of the paper to members of his family, who 

are current/former circus performers and owners, in order to determine whether our 

interpretations speak to  the  a out, o  eso ate  ith, thei  e pe ie e Ellis a d Bo h e , 

2000: 753).  

Having provided earlier a conceptual framework of different types of respect as discursive 

resources for identity, and illustrating these from the extant identity literature, we support our 

argument of the importance of respect in making identity claims by illustrating how circus directors 

drew on each type of respect in their accounts of becoming manager. For analytical clarity, we 

present the data illustrations under separate headings.  It is evident from these extracts, however, 
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that different types of respect are drawn upon discursively in an interrelated and mutually 

reinforcing manner. 

Recognition respect 

The position of manager, as expressed by contemporary observers, carries the moral duty of 

according recognition respect to others (Grover, 2013; Cunliffe and Eriksen, 2011).  Unprompted, 

circus directors highlighted thei  g a ti g of su h espe t to people o  the sho .  For instance, 

circus director (hereafter CD) 2 s sta ti g poi t of I deal ith people as human beings if you like, I 

t eat the  as I d a t to e t eated self  appea s u o ditio al (Sayer, 2007) and is similar to 

CD 4 s positio  ou sta t off ith o ki g f o  a poi t of espe t .  Such a discursive move 

establishes their conformity to a managerial norm; but its articulation also confirms the possibility 

of its transgression and hence implies the credit that should accrue to those who acknowledge it.  

Granting respect supports the wider claim to managerial identity.  This may be particularly 

warranted when reciprocity cannot be assumed. Two directors indicated that it may be contested; 

CD  states that the u fo tu ate thi g I ha e lea ed is ot to t ust a od  a d, si ila l , CD 1 

lea t f o  his ea l  e pe ie es of e o i g a age  that ou had to ... at h the a tists o  e 

wary of them and not take e e thi g at fa e alue .  

 

These different starting points do not impact on recognition respect but do impact on their 

management style.  CD 3 acknowledges that his a age e t te h i ues a e ot o e tio al, I 

do t suffe  fools gladl  and, similarly, CD  ealises he has a eputatio  fo  sta pi g  autho it  

on proceedings  a d e[i g] st o g  ith the a tists, e e  though he also lai s I a t to e 

de e t to the  a d t eat the  fai l  a d i  a de e t ... hat I all a de e t a e .  

 

The data illustrates how the circus directors draw on recognition respect in accounting for the 

quality of their managerial and relational style of treating others (Bolton, 2007; Sayer, 2007; 

Cunliffe and Eriksen, 2011). They also draw on it, as a discursive resource, for constructing a self- 

identity as a manager who aspires to live a moral life (DeLellis, 2000; Watson, 2003). 

 

Appraisal respect  

Appraisal respect, warranted by features of character and performance, relies on shared evaluative 

standards.  Such standards are evident in this extract from CD 4: 
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I k o  that a lot of o ti e tal i us di e to s ill o e a d ook a ts afte  I e had the  
because particularly young acts they know I will take three minutes of rubbish out of it and 

costume it and light it  you know there are other circuses in Britain that artists like to work 

o  e ause it s fu  XXX [ a e of i us] is a lassi  e a ple ut afte  a hile people get if 
ou e a  a tist ou a t ou  a t to e see  i  the est possi le light a d that s e e  goi g 

to happen to you in XXX [repeats name of circus] where the lights are going to be rubbish 

a d the sou d is goi g to e sli  ha e i g out ast  old tape  

 

In claiming credit for enhancing acts in the view of continental circus directors CD 4 exploits the 

generally accepted understanding that first the artistic standards of circuses on the European 

mainland are higher than those in Britain and Ireland (Stroud 2000:111) and second that judgments 

about the quality of circuses is a function of their exemplification of standards of technical and 

artistic prowess.  It is these shared understandings that enable CD 4 to report respect from an 

authoritative source - o ti e tal i us di e to s  - in respect of a valued outcome ou a t ou  

act to be seen in the best possi le light . 

 

CD 3 s lai s to app aisal espe t reflect his own performance rather than that of the circus as a 

whole, and are consistent with his claim to be eall  a  a i al a  still lea i g the i us .  His 

performance prowess is located in the skilful development of acts that are particularly suited to an 

English audience.  As a presenter of wild animals who is acutely conscious of the discourse of 

animal cruelty that threatens the legitimacy of the circus he has tried to: 

 

do the ats fo  a  E glish audie e. It s e  so t of uiet a d a d i e a d I get as lose as I 
a  a d I pat the  a d all this is eall  da ge ous e ause ou e te i l  lose ut that s 
hat the pu li  like a d I o e out of the age a d as I  alki g ou d the sho  

amazi gl  e e  da  people a ted to shake ou  ha d a d sa  ho  u h the e e jo ed 
that  

 

For CD 1, appraisal respect is necessitated by the continuing anxiety about potential exploitation by 

the artists on the show.   

 

I think that people have to respect you and I think be a little bit afraid of ... you as well ... 

a d e ause I a  o   o  a d I do t ha e like a fa il  a ou d e to a k e up the  I 
thi k it s e e  o e i po ta t that people a e ... af aid of e eall  
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CD 1 demonstrates use of appraisal respect for strong leadership as a discursive resource for 

making his managerial identity claims. I  stati g that people ha e to espe t ou a d I thi k e a 

little it af aid of ... ou as ell , CD  associates appraisal respect with generating fear, at least to 

some extent.  Although he is aware of other ways of managing others he seems self-assured about 

the a  he has hose  it s the a  that I e do e it .  CD s o i atio   of e og itio  espe t, 

exemplified in his repeated disti tio  et ee  ei g de e t  a d ei g i e  has fa ilitated his 

identity claims, a point he emphasizes in remembering the following comment:  

 

 It as quite touching actually ... he said that he had worked for several circuses but that I 

  was the ost de e t pe so  he had o ked fo .  
 

CD 1 s app oa h seems to be in stark contrast to CD 5 who: 

 

would give the people the option like t eat the  ith espe t like the e a tists,  the e 
performers ... I mean they are very professional people you know  

 

CD 5 implies that the artists/performers deserve appraisal respect because of their professional 

status (Davies, 2002), a feature which accords with the appraisal respect reported by CD 6: 

 

I always remember [when I] was at Battersea, XXX [names a leading European Circus 

Director] who was like the cream of the cream and he come out to me and he said this is the 

est [ a es t pe of] a t i  the o ld a d I thought that s like getti g a  Os a  f o  a a  
like that you know ... sometimes I go in a place a d the  sa  oh look it s the [ a es t pe of 
a t] a  ... that s hat the e got i  thei  i ds a d it s e  i e he  ou e getti g o  
a bit (CD 6) 

 

As social identity theory research suggests, CD 6 derives positive feelings of self-worth and self-

esteem from being recognised and respected  for his circus act. The accolade from the European 

CD, see ed pa ti ula l  i po ta t to CD : I al a s e e e  ... like getti g an Oscar from a man 

like that  a d CD s use of the comparator, combined with the idio  ea  of the ea , o e s 

the appreciation of being respected in this way. A ighi s e ie  of the fi st histo  of the ode  

circus in the British Isles (by Frost, 1875) o se es that sta  pe fo e s e e p e ale t i  the 

circus genre and fu da e tal to its p o esses  A ighi, : . For CD 6 this remains significant  

The appraisal respect given by the public and his re all I al a s e e e  of the a olade 

Comment [A1]: Extracts referred to are 

no longer in the main extract/data 

illustration 
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a o ded to hi  as the est a t i  the o ld   a leadi g Eu opea  CD is particularly important in 

maintaining his self-identity in his advancing years, when performing to those high standards may 

no longer be possible.  

 

I  additio  to ei g positi el  app aised a d attai i g fa e fo  o e s p ofessio al a t, the i us 

directors discussed how they were respected especially by other circus artists and directors for the 

high quality of their circuses: 

he  ou get othe  i us people ... ou hea  that the e talki g a out ou a d the e 
sa i g like that s the sho , like this is the sho  to see  o  that s the sho  e should, 
people should e looki g to get to that le el  ... e e ee  the e too ... e e looked at 
other shows and thought that we would love to be there and now we hear ... people say 

that about us you know and ... amongst the public and amongst our peers as well ... we have 

a lot of espe t ou k o  ... that s g eat satisfa tio  fo  so eo e ho s ee  o  i to the 
business (CD 5) 

 

In setting the standard that others should e looki g to get to , CD  has a hieved recognition, 

from the circus audience and professional peers, for artistry in putting together a high quality show. 

In making the claim that  e e looked at othe  sho s a d thought like that e ould lo e to e 

there and now we hear like people ... people sa  that a out us , he demonstrates an aspirant 

identity in being ea estl  desi ous of ei g a pa ti ula  ki d of pe so  a d of self-consciously and 

o siste tl  pu sui g this o je ti e  Tho o o  a d B o , : .  

  

Identification respect  

Identification respect is based on giving respect to others and gaining respect from others by 

displaying shared values. Circus directors earn the respect of the artists through their knowledge 

a d u de sta di g of i us pe fo e s  p a ti es a d alues.  CD 1 exemplifies this in his 

suggestion that: 

 

he  I sta ted  o  i us … I as a le to o k ith, to p ese t the a i als ... it ga e e 
a it of espe t f o  the othe  a tists e ause the  ould see that I as t si pl  a a age  
because it would e e  eas  fo  a tists to sa  Well hat does he k o ? He s e e  ee  
i  the i g ... I did t set out to o k ith ild a i als to i p ess the a tists ut it did 

e ause it ade the  ealise that oh ell he s looki g at it f o  ou  poi t of ie  as ell  
a d e e  o  I a  al a s sa  to people Look I ha e appea ed i  the i g, I do k o  hat 
it s like to e a  a tist  ... so that s a ig ad a tage CD  

 



Page 14 of 30 

CD  i plies that the a tists ill ha e o fide e i  his a ilit  to e fai , i  looki g at it  – the circus 

and performing – f o  the ie poi t of the a tists as ell  as his o , as i us di e to . This 

illustrates the interplay between identification and recognition respect. As Parker (2000: 204) 

explains, occupational/professional identities ma  e deplo ed to ake lai s fo  sa i g e 

u de sta d a d the  do ot  and thereby maintaining the local moral order of rights, obligations 

and status (Harré, 1998; Burr, 2003). The pai i g of state e ts it ould e e  eas  fo  a tists to 

sa  a d e e  o  I a  al a s sa  suggests that CD 1 can (and still has to) draw on his former 

professional identity to defe d  hi self, as manager, agai st possi le atta k f o  othe s Well 

hat does he k o ?  and to restore the local moral order. By being able al a s [to] sa  he k o s 

a d u de sta ds hat it s like to e a  a tist , his knowledge and experience help him gain 

identification respect and also give him an advantage in managing others.  

 

Respect for status, station and role 

Parker (2011: 565) notes that i uses a e sites of o ple  fo al a d i fo al hie a hies  a d 

Lo i g :  e plai s ho  la ge A e i a  i uses had lea l  defi ed so ial li es  et ee  

circus owners, performers, and labourers. Such an organization context might suggest that 

individuals are given respect for their status and role or on grounds of birthright. Indeed, Offen 

:  des i es ho  the i us gi l , Alessa d a, i  he  stud  is a true circus child: not only 

did she grow up in the circus, of parents who grew up in the circus, but she bears the blood and 

a es of the ost fa ous i us fa ilies i  F a e a d Ital  e phasis added . This supports the 

spe ial po e s, p estige a d p i ileges  Tho o o  a d B o , :  a o ded e ause of 

status and role. 

 

CD 5 explains how he would respect the status and role of artists, and draws on this type of respect 

in positioning himself as the i us di e to  a agi g  the a tists, i  the way in which he speaks to 

an artist if he notices that a part of an act is missing during the performance 

 

I ould k o  e a tl  h  he [a  a tist] has t do e that ou k o  he does t ha e to tell 
ou … I ould t e e  d ea  of goi g to the  a d sa i g afte a ds Look do t take 

so ethi g out ithout  pe issio  fi st  ou k o  ut agai  that s just e … I ea  I 
know of certain ... plenty of others that would ... have to enforce their thing and say like 

Just ou ake su e ou k o  ou  positio  ou k o  ho I a  ut that s just ot the a  
that we do it (CD 5) 
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Usi g the e p essio  I ould t e e  d ea  of  o e s the o g ess o  i app op iate ess, in 

the local-historical and local-cultural context (Harré, 1998; Hosking, 2011) of the circus, of 

e fo i g  his positio , as the i us di e to , o e  the a tist. He disti guishes his o  app oa h 

ut agai  that s just e   aki g o pa iso s ith ple t  of othe s , that is i us di e to s, 

who feel the need to assert their position (such as CD 1 as discussed above under appraisal respect) 

a d dista i g hi self f o  su h p a ti es ut that s just ot the a  that e do it .  Unlike CD 1, 

CD 5 was born and bred into the circus. This might relate to the different ways in which they show 

respect for the status of the artists. For CD 5 his status as the circus director is implied on grounds 

of birth-right and reinforced by the presence of his father who supports him in managing the circus 

that s just not the a  that e do it . The efo e, he does not need to claim explicitly his status as 

circus director and can accede to the local moral order that accords superior status to artists. In 

contrast, CD 1 does not have a family around me to back me up  and, therefore, as previously 

discussed, we propose that his sta p[i g]  autho it  o  p o eedi gs  is a  illust atio  of 

drawing on respect for status, station and role in asserting his managerial identity claim. We 

consider local-historical and local-cultural aspects (Harré, 1998; Hosking, 2011) of the local moral 

landscape  (Harré et al., 2009: 9) in further detail in the next section. 

 

Respect for mores, law, and regulation and respect for folkways, custom and expectation 

The circus literature discusses spe ified ules a d egulatio s  Pa ke , : , fo  i sta e fo  

eha iou  a d al ohol o su ptio , i  the la ge U“ i uses a d house ules  (Beadle, 2013: 685), 

developed and enforced by circus directors. The house rules apply to the community as a whole, 

both within and beyond the circus ring, relating to matters such as where to site vehicles around 

the show, and the hanging out of washing (Beadle and Kő őt, 2006 . The di e to s  ight to 

enforce house rules is accepted within circuses (Beadle, 2013), as Offen (2010: 482) observed at a 

late ight pa t  i  o e of the pe fo e s a a a s: [ ]he  concern for the late hour has them turn 

off the stereo .   The i us di e to s  a ou ts featu ed espe t for, rules, for instance relating to 

privacy:  

the  k o  that if the  o e to  ago  the  do t step i side, the  k o  that, that s so t 
of f o  da  o e, the othe  thi g is so e people all e  e a e ut that s usuall  e 
son-in-law or whatever but the others always refer to me as Boss or Mr XXX [Di e to s fi st 

a e] hi he e  the  p efe  ... the o s that I ha e the e ot pa t  goe s ... so e do t 



Page 16 of 30 

tend to have all night parties (laughs) ... but I do ask them to respect other people coz 

ou e li i g i  a lose o u it  like if the  put loud music on I would just say to them you 

know have your music but just remember if I can hear it everybody else can hear it you 

know (CD 2)  

 

This private-self space might assume a greater significance for circus directors, because  they are 

li i g i  a lose o u it  ith the people that o k fo  the  a d, the efo e, the e is a pote tial 

lu i g of the ou da ies  of p i ate self, i ludi g as fa il  e er, and the public self, as circus 

di e to  a d oss . Likewise, other than family members artists al a s  refer to CD 2 (in his 

presence) as Boss or Mr XXX, denoting respect for status, station and role. 

 

For CD 6 respect for rules is associated with respect for his forebears: e e got lots of ules a d 

regulations [that have] been handed down from me father  with a specific example (discussed by 

Beadle, 2013) being the o ashi g  ule. It is i te esti g to ote that oth CD  a d CD  a e 

members of well-established circus families (6
th

 and 10
th

 generation respectively) and both having 

lo gsta di g ules a d egulatio s hi h a e al a s  espe ted.  We suggest that these extracts 

illustrate not only respect for rules, regulations, folkways and customs but also respect for circus as 

a social institution.  Before we illustrate and discuss this type of respect we discuss respect for 

symbols and objects and, particularly, how the circus directors drew symbolically on the circus 

name. 

 

Respect for symbols and objects 

Respect for symbols and objects stimulate feelings related to the values they represent (DeLellis, 

2000). Circuses rely o  a espe ted a e  (Loring, 2007: 9) and Beadle (2013: 687) describes the 

especial significance of the circus name for directors who have i he ited thei  ole: circuses were 

named after the family and reputational goods were valued for redounding on the family as a 

whole. They represented a fa il  t aditio  a d [f]or circus people there are no relationships 

more important than ties to family  “t oud, 0: xiii). This sense of respect for the circus name as 

a symbol of the family and tradition is illustrated in the following data extract in which CD 5, a born 

and bred circus person, discusses the personal satisfaction he gai s f o  usi g ou  o  a e'. 

a d the iggest thi g a out it is … that e e got to that sta da d usi g ou  o  a e … 
e e just kept ou  own name and our own standards ... the biggest personal satisfaction is 

that e e got he e e ha e ithout a  assista e a d usi g ou  o  a e ... a d e 
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ha e t ee  f ighte ed to put ou  a e up ... ou k o ... i  lights ... that s the iggest 
satisfaction (CD 5)  

 

CD 5 expresses his pride not only in using his own name but also i  ot ei g f ighte ed to put ou  

a e up ... i  lights .  This phrase can be interpreted both literally and more figuratively. Literally, 

the phrase refers to the display of the i us s a e.  Figu ati el , to put o e s a e up i  lights  

a k o ledges the fa e of CD s i us a e a d the symbolic respect which it represents. For CD 

, as so eo e ho s ee  o  i to the usi ess , the e is satisfa tio  ot o l  fo  the sta da d 

achieved but, as importantly, for the respect accorded to the circus/family name.  CD 2 s circus also 

carries his name: 

it s i po ta t to e e ause e e kept ou  a e lea  all these ea s a d people k o  us 
by our name they know exactly who we are and I think people er respect the fact that you 

use ou  a e a d ou e ot ha gi g if ou ha ge ou  a e it see s to i pl  that 
ou e doi g so ethi g o g that ou that ou e hidi g so ethi g ou k o  hat I 
ea - 

 

O e s a e is a sig ifi a t ide tit  detail  Ga iel, : , i  defi i g ho e a e . CD 6 

e plai s ho  he has spe t all  life uildi g the a e up  a d is p oud of the u e y associated 

with it.  

I thi k I  the o l  o e, the e s o l  o e othe  i  the ou t  that use the sa e a e a d 

ost of the  the e ot thei  o  a es the  just take a a e out of a hat ut I said ell 

I e ee  all  life uildi g a a e up ... I spe t all  life uildi g the a e up ... I ha e t 

spent all my life building the name up to turn away by changing it overnight (CD 6)  

 

CD 6 is proud of the fact that he has maintained the same name and stresses the importance of 

o e s o  a e athe  tha  a a do l  sele ted o e. The epetitio  th ee ti es  of all  life  

indicates the amount of time spent in building up the circus name. . The currency of the name for 

business reputation and commercial interests is echoed by CD  I ha e t spe t all  life uildi g 

the a e up to tu  a a   ha gi g it o e ight . Ho e e , e ause of the asso iatio  of the 

circus with the circus director and with his self-ide tit , it is ot just a ase of tak[i g] a a e out 

of a hat  CD 6). Indeed, CD  dista es hi self f o  othe  i uses ost of the  the e ot thei  

o  a es  a d st esses his u i ue ess I  the o l  o e, the e s o l  o e othe  i  the ou t  

that use the sa e a e . The u i ue ess a d lo ge it  of the i us name and the meanings 

associated with it, as a source of respect, extend beyond the circus directors themselves to others 
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in society and, therefore, we now discuss how the circus name become a symbol of respect for 

(their) circus as social institution.   

 

Respect for social institution  

Respect for social institutions engenders respect in recognition of their importance to the relevant 

social groups (DeLellis, 2000). In the previous section, we discussed the significance of the circus 

name as a symbol of both the value of circus as a social institution but also of its association with 

the social institution of family as efle ted i  CD s a ou t: 

 

he  people like talk a out … talk a out ou  fa il  a e  ... a d hat it ea s to the  ... 
o  hat it s ea t to thei  fa ilies i  ge e atio s like f o  the  ou k o  … ou get a 
great deal of ... satisfaction out of... the respect that people has ... you know for ... our 

family and that  (CD 5) 

 

The circus name is something to be respected by others, not only because of the standards of the 

show associated with it, but also because of its symbolism as a social institution to people  [the 

circus audience] ho talk a out it, a d ha e do e i  ge e atio s . If the name has such significance 

for non-circus members, we can imagine its significance to those who own it and the strong person 

value of being a member of a prestigious organization (Alvesson, 2001) is reflected in the sense of 

personal satisfaction CD 5 conveys in this and the earlier extract.   

 

Discussion 

 

According to Alvesson, Ash aft a d Tho as :  How we understand ourselves is shaped by 

larger cultural and historical formations, which supply much of our identity vocabularies, norms, 

pressures and solutions, yet which do so in indirect and subtle ways.  In this section we make a 

number of suggestions about the relationship between these cultural and historical formations 

(particularly in Britain and Ireland) and the use of respect as a discursive resource for circus 

di e to s  ide tit  o k.    

 

Fo  oth josse s  a d o  a d ed , respect plays an important role in the discursive repertoire 

of i us di e to s  ide tit  lai s.  “i ila  e pi i al esea h i  othe  fa il  usiness or wider 

entrepreneurial contexts would be needed to investigate the extent to which this features more 

Comment [h2]: Pose a series of 

questions relating to the findings, literature 

and explain what is happening and why 

(i.e. in the style of Angus Robson's thesis) 
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widely but, in the case of the circus, we would argue that two features of the social position of 

circus contribute to this emphasis.  First circus has operated on the margins of legitimacy since its 

inception (Kwint 2002): its acrobats persuade human bodies to move, contort and risk death (Tait 

2005); its presentation of animals requires the collection, management and disposal of faeces; its 

achievements are ephemeral and momentary; and its people both exaggerate and provoke a 

discourse of separateness (Carmeli 1987).  From the development of mime in French circuses to 

avoid prosecution for presenting illegal theatre in the 18
th

 and 19
th

 centuries (Wall 2013) to circus 

di e to s  assu ptio  of a isto ati  a es i  B itai  du i g the th
 and 20

th
 centuries (Croft-Cook 

1941) and contemporary struggles over animal circuses (Bouissac 2012), the circus has used a 

variety of strategies, of voice, of visibility, of silence and of escape in its struggle for social 

respectability.    

 

Second circus performance, especially clowning, embodies the undermining of hierarchy and 

authority: 

 Like the t pi al hat of the edie al fool, thei  ask a d disguise ake their transgressive 

 behavior immune to prosecution and retaliation because their appearance positions them 

 outside the so ial g id.  Bouissa  ,  

 

In a local cultural order which exemplifies such transgression, the achievement of respect requires 

more and other than social status. Thus, use of respect as a discursive resources only works if it is 

grounded in the local moral order.  

 

As we have seen, Circus Directors draw on culturally specific and historically legitimated signifiers of 

respect through hi h to lai  o  ai tai  thei  ide tities.  Those o  a d ed  i to the i us 

community access resources unavailable to new entrants .  Stroud (2000) discusses language 

spe ifi  to i us a d its sig ifi a e fo  o e s ide tit . Fo  i sta e, josse  is a i us o d fo  

outside  a d, a o di g to Beadle : , e e  a  adulthood o ki g ithi  i us does ot 

e o e the la el  of ei g a josse . “t oud : , he self a  outside , o fi s this: the 

boundary between the josser and the legitimate – that is, born and bred circus person – is 

pe a e t. You a t step o e  that di ide a d lai  the pla e that lood ould ha e g a ted . Of 

the si  Di e to s i te ie ed, t o e e o  a d ed i us people a d fou  e e josse s , 

although one of these married into a long-established (6
th

 generation) circus family.  The 

significance of this boundary may account in part for the type of respect claimed.  Within the 
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travelling circus, inheritors of respected family names enjoy status respect before any evaluation of 

their personal merits has been made.  

 

Historically, the eputatio s of the leading nineteenth-century circus companies were inextricably 

linked to the public profiles of the e  ho ope ated the  A ighi, : , ith individuals 

such as George Sanger in England and PT Barnum in the United States becoming celebrities and 

eminent public profiles (Arrighi, 2012). CDs 5 and 6 are both born and bred circus directors and, as 

illustrated by the extracts and discussion, draw on appraisal and status respect which serve as 

grounds for positioning themselves, within their local-historical and local-cultural contexts (Harré, 

; Hoski g, .  Fo  josse s  identification and appraisal respect, earned through 

performance (such as CD 1 s presentation of a wild animal act), are potential substitutes for the 

status espe t that a ue to the o  a d ed . 

 

As Grover (2013) highlights, not all senders of respectful messages are treated equally.  The 

research reported here suggests one local answer to the elati e eights applied to espe t 

essages ased o  status, elatio al dista e, o  i st u e tal i po ta e  (Grover 2013: 45) of 

the respect giver; it is those who share the habitus of the circus whose respect is sought most 

assiduously.    

 

The distinction between appraisal respect and status respect, so evident in the respect discourse of 

bourgeois society and organization, breaks down in the marginal community of the travelling circus. 

It is not that social status is not evident, aspired to and protected but rather that this status 

depends upon appraisals of artistic and technical ability through which appraisal, identification and 

status mutually signify. Thus, in his struggle for respectability with circus artists, CD 1 s state e t 

that I a  al a s sa  to people Look I ha e appea ed i  the i g, I do k o  hat it s like to e a  

a tist  is a si ulta eous lai  to app aisal, identification and status respect. In this discourse both 

standards and lineage have been defined and patterned over generations (Wall; 2013); to 

symbolise merit through naming is to claim both inheritance of and allegiance to shared standards 

of performance. 

 

The effectiveness of claims to illustrious lineage depend upon a cosmology in which ancestral 

inheritance is assumed to provide a terra firma for contemporary ability so that CD 2 s lack of 
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app op iate a est  is o pe sated  his ife s fa il  hi h goes back generations and 

ge e atio s of i us a d fai g ou d .  This has the fortunate consequence that their children, who 

p o ide ost of the o te t of the sho , a  lai  to e se e th ge e atio .  Claims for status 

respect are often vested in the language of temporality so that CD 6 has i ested all  life  i  

building up the circus name. He repeats all  life  th ee ti es and contrasts it with I ha e t 

spe t all  life uildi g the a e up to tu  a a   ha gi g it o e ight  i  order to achieve a 

short-term financial gain ( a lot of the  ake a lot of o e  like that ). Similarly, rules gain 

legitimacy through longevity having been ha ded do  f o  e fathe  CD 6), implemented 

f o  da  o e  (CD 2).  Other examples abound.  

 

Conclusion 

As only the second academic paper to report on circus directors, this research has the potential to 

contribute, from its novel organizational context (terra incognita), insights into the potential 

importance of respect for processes of identity construction in other organizational contexts. The 

use of an extreme case purposive sample in which respectability is both dependent on locally 

accepted standards of evaluation and in which respect provides a significant discursive resource in 

identity claims enables us to see its potential importance in our understanding of the identity work 

of managers in general.   

Like the josse s  hose st uggle to esta lish espe ta ilit  is iti al to the effe ti e ess of thei  

identity claims, managers are in a consta t state of e o i g  as the  st uggle to u de sta d, 

forge, maintain, repair and restore perilous managerial identities (McInnes and Corlett, 2012).  An 

obvious limitation of this work, shared with all other work reporting highly marginal communities, 

is that of its resonance with other contexts.  Nevertheless, we hope that this paper will encourage 

other researchers to explore the use of respect in identity claims in a range of contexts.  This would 

not only enable appreciation of the diverse strategies and evaluative standards within which 

respect is claimed but would also enable engagement with the relationship between context and 

both the efficacy and durability of respect as such a resource.   
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Table 1 Types of respect with examples from the identity literature 

Developed from DeLellis (2000)
1
, Grover (2013)

2
, Clarke (2011)

3
, Cunliffe and Eriksen (2011)

4
 

Types of 

respect 

Objects of Respect
1 

Examples in the Identity Literature 

Recognition 

respect
2, 3

 

 
 

Respect for Humans 

 

1) Respect for self 

 

Recognition of the fundamental value 

of oneself as a human being
1
  

 

Recognition of oneself as a person who 

aspires to live a moral and worthwhile 

life
1
 

Denial of recognition respect for self e.g. bullying (Lutgen-Sandvik, 2008), claiming 

self worth as a dirty worker (Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999) and individual 

powerlessness giving rise to victim identity constructions (Gabriel, 2000)  

2) Respect for others  

 

Recognition of others as people born 

with the basic right to respect as a 

human being
1
 

Dignity and respect no longer an automatic birthright (Collinson, 2003) 

 

Social stigma associated with dirty work enacted through reduced respect 

(Ashforth and Kreiner, 1999) 

Appraisal 

respect
2, 3

 

 

3) Respect for other(s) based on 

abilities, qualities and 

accomplishments  

Professionals may be accorded respect by virtue of their possession of knowledge 

and expertise (Davies, 2002) 

4) Respect for oneself as a person who 

has self-worth  

 

Respect for self based on abilities, 

qualities and accomplishments. 

Self-estee  is tied i ti atel  to a  i di idual s self-representation – to o e s 
opi io  a d espe t fo  o eself  B own and Jones, 2000).  

 

Implications of negative self-appraisal respect relating to role e.g. academics 

(Gabriel, 2010; Knights and Clarke, 2013), dirty workers (Grandy, 2008) 

Identification 

respect
3
 

5) Respect for other(s) who display 

o e s o  alues  
Gabriel (2000) discusses how a leader may be respected because a follower 

identifies with her, say, as a role model of a successful woman. 
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Types of 

respect 

Objects of Respect
1 

Examples in the Identity Literature 

 Respect for Civilization
1 

6) Respect for status, station and role
1
  

Thornborrow and Brown (2009: 364) analysed how men in the British Parachute 

‘egi e t positio ed pa at oope s as the est soldie s i  the B itish A  a d 
d e  o  the ‘egi e t s spe ial po e s, p estige a d p i ileges  i  aking identity 

claims. 

 7) Respect for mores, law, and 

regulation
1
  

8) Respect for folkways, custom and 

expectation
1
 

Japa ese o e s ge de ed o k ide tities a e eated i  pa t at the le els of 
national law and cultural ideologies through linking women to the home Kondo 

(1990) 

 9) Respect for symbols and objects
1
 Symbols are used to construct an elite organizational and professional identity 

(Alvesson and Robertson, 2006; Thornborrow and Brown, 2009) 

 10) Respect for social institution
1
 E plo ees  so ializatio  i to, identification with and regulation by organizations, 

e.g. using social identity theory and critical management studies perspectives ( the 

more distinctive, well-known and respected the organization, the more likely 

employees are to define themselves as belonging to it  Alvesson, 2001: 879) 

 

 


