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Abstract 

 

Humour is a common phenomenon in the workplace. Not only is it prevalent amongst peers, 

but also frequently seen in manager-subordinate interactions. The central aim of this thesis is 

to explore how managers’ humorous responses to subordinates’ humour construct, 

characterise, relate to and reflect on the nature of their formal authority. The thesis 

understands humour as unfolding, shared, and interactional practice. 

A fluidity of authority emerges as the dominant motif in articulating and understanding the 

managerial humour that unfolds in humorous interactions. Any such phenomena of fluidity 

have largely remained shadowy in the humour literature. While the literature shows an 

emergent interest in the ambiguity around humour, it does not focus on the complexities of 

management and authority in that. Most of the literature focuses on dichotomous contexts 

where managerial humour tends to produce controlling discourses whilst subordinates’ 

humour is associated with resisting discourses. This thesis sets out to explore managerial 

humour, not only as used in producing controlling discourses, but also as unique phenomenon 

characterised by the complex and fluid relationship between the workings of managerial 

humour and broader authority processes. 

A social constructionist oriented analysis reveals four approaches to accomplishing authority: 

cautioning, downplaying, evaluation and directing; four of distancing authority: escape, 

indecision, surrender and shielding; and three of fluidity of authority: flow, unpredictability 

and slippage. Using data collected from one educational institution from Nepal, this thesis 

explores and illustrates the conceptual and practical possibilities in manager-subordinate 

humorous interactions through doing and distancing authority while acknowledging the 

multiplicity of managerial positionings that are re/negotiated. This tendency of fluid 

managerial positioning is further explored in terms of its implications for significant 

workplace performances and relationships. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

Prologue 

The origins of this thesis can be traced back to an encounter during my time as a college 

principal, when I saw Morgan, an economics teacher, apparently asleep in his office with his 

head on the table. Taking a nap is not in itself a crime, but it could almost be seen as one 

when the slumbering person has a long list of student marks to submit within the next few 

hours. I waited, looking at him and trying to work out whether he was actually sleeping or 

just resting his head. After a minute or two, I became absolutely certain that he was in a deep 

sleep. Although the door was open, I knocked because I did not want him to suffer the 

nightmare of waking up to his boss’s voice. His head jerked up, and I could see that his eyes 

were red and unfocused. I could also see guilt. I told him, “Sir, please don’t snore – the 

people in your neighbourhood can’t concentrate”. He laughed and blushed at the same time 

as he replied, “Oh! It’s just a 10-minute power nap”, and then paused for a moment before 

adding, “…like they raved about in that faculty training course you sent me to”. His response 

struck me as funny. I tried hard not to show even a glimmer of amusement, but I could not 

resist, and a laugh broke out. I told him, “Yeah, taking a nap is actually one of the five habits 

of highly creative people.” My response triggered further laughter. Then I turned and left the 

room. 

Reflecting later on this interaction, I realised there is something different about humour in the 

context of the manager-subordinate relationship. Rather than reprimanding or giving Morgan 

some kind of warning for sleeping on the job, I was somehow caught up in the humour of the 

situation; and my authority seemed to disappear in that moment of our humorous exchange. I 

thought of ways to embrace this lack of permanence in my authority. However, I felt 
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uncertain about the precarious nature of my authority and the sense of something fluid and 

unknown in my positioning. 

The anecdote above is about a short exchange. Generally, humorous interaction tends to be 

sequential, unfolding and reciprocal. When we consider the often extended nature of 

humorous interaction between managers and subordinates, managerial authority seems to 

take different forms continuously in different moments of these ongoing interactions. At 

times authority is made loud and visible (I term it ‘doing authority’ in this thesis), while at 

other times managers are seen to distance themselves from exercising their authority (I term it 

‘distancing authority’). There is a sense that both doing and distancing authority through 

managerial humour are embedded in deeply subjective, political and discursive 

considerations. If such fluidity and contradictions in authority are indeed factors in 

interactional humour between managers and subordinates, then scholars need to bring more 

critical inquiry to it as a construct. This thesis represents one such attempt. The reflection 

above suggests that in addition to understanding managerial humour being known for control 

and power (Holmes, 2006) or doing authority, it may also have the opposite effects, i.e. 

distancing authority. In this thesis, I draw attention to how managers experience moments of 

being destabilised and unraveled in humorous interactions with their subordinates, and then 

explore these experiences under the conceptual term, ‘fluidity, contradiction or paradox’.  

The fluidity, as represented in this chapter (and throughout this thesis), reflects my own 

journey in understanding and articulating the terms so significant to this thesis. As the then 

principal of a college, I used to fully engage in humorous conversation with my colleagues 

and subordinates. In retrospect, I know I characterised, or at least attempted to characterise, 

humour in these interactional moments, variously, as saying unsayable, defending and even 

surrendering my position, coping in an awkward situation, a show of aggression, and 

reinforcing the team spirit, among others. This meant that as the interaction unfolded, my 
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positioning underwent a number of different constructions and negotiations, including taking 

on totally opposing identities. This realisation made me think about managerial humour and 

its implications for interactions with subordinates. It was not that I was uneasy about what 

humour brings to manager-subordinate interactions; it was more that I could never be fully 

certain about the ways things would unfold. I kept asking myself: ‘Is this the way it should 

go?’; ‘Is this a strength or a weakness?’; ‘Have I justified my position as the principal?’ and 

other similar musings along these lines as there was no actual guide as for how best to go 

about it.  

Overview 

In simple terms, this is an inquiry into the interrelationships between ‘managers and 

subordinates’. More explicitly, this thesis sets out to explore what is “fluid and unknown in 

the movement of authority” in relation to managers’ humorous responses to subordinates’ 

humour. Although there is an extensive literature on managerial humour, in general most 

research is associated with doing authority. This thesis is fundamentally different in the way 

that it explores managerial response strategies through humour. Managers’ humorous 

responses refer to derived utterances made in direct response to first utterances, and there are 

limited flexibility and options, which differentiates it from managerial humour initiated 

primarily by the manager. Also important in this is to explore the dynamics when 

subordinate-initiated humour generates a humorous response from managers (as with the 

example in the prologue). In this sense, managerial humour is broader and more independent 

in scope, while managers’ humorous responses are always derived or consequential.  

As signaled in the prologue to this chapter, managers’ responses to subordinates’ humour can 

bring up a contradictory or paradoxical aspect of managerial positioning, alongside an often 

quite marked diversion from authority. There is a sense that imposing and withdrawing of 
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authority as applied through managerial humour seems frequent phenomena in manager-

subordinate interactions. So while this thesis can be read as a work on fluidity, it must also be 

read as an attempt to re-frame the one-dimensional image of managerial humour into the 

complexities and contradictions. 

The field of managerial humour, quite consistently over the last few decades, has been 

explored in terms of ‘doing authority’ (Goffman, 1961; Powell, 1988; Smeltzer & Leap, 

1988). The reasons behind the traditional authoritarian view of managerial humour as a 

continuing significant scope of the investigation appear to revolve around the somewhat 

evocative connection of managers to hierarchical superiority, power and status (Coser, 1960; 

Duncan, 1982; Lundberg, 1969; Pizzini, 1991; Robinson & Smith-Lovin, 2001). On the other 

side, sceptics like Heiss and Carmack see humour as being used “to negotiate paradoxes of 

power, structure, agency or identity” (2012, p. 106). Further, Hatch and Erhlich (1993) claim 

“… humorous discourse contributes to the maintenance of paradoxical states of 

understanding by permitting recognition of fundamental contradiction” (p. 524). 

Alternatively, one can be quite eloquent like Hershkowi who claims, “If humour, to be 

appreciated and created, needs a modicum of ambiguity, then the understanding and 

explanation of it may require a similar dosage” (1977, p. 142). It is this paradox and 

ambiguity surrounding managerial humour, or, as it is termed in this thesis, ‘fluidity, 

contradiction and complexity’, that motivated me to start and carry through this research to 

extend the existing literature on managerial humour. 

Such paradoxes and indeed ambiguities are articulated through a personal account that began 

this chapter, which points to the essence of this thesis. However in contrast to this kind of 

short excerpt of humour, the humorous excerpts I focus on in this study are the ongoing, 

unfolding or collective sequences of utterances found in manager-subordinate interactions. 

Achieving a greater depth of understanding of humorous interactions would seem to require 
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studying not only isolated and independent humorous utterances, but also the interlinkages 

and flow of humour within a wider interactional frame. The existing literature does not seem 

to address the complexities and paradoxes associated with the unfolding nature of humorous 

interactions. All too often, a one-dimensional view is taken to understand the relational 

pattern between managerial humour and authority. Such confined discussions add little to my 

understanding of the intricate interplay and multidimensionality of managerial humour and 

doing authority, which became evident in the course of this project through the empirical 

materials gathered from my participants. 

I subscribe to Owen H. Lynch’s understanding of humorous communication. For Lynch, one 

should examine the dynamics of humour as it unfolds, paying careful attention to the context 

of such humour through due consideration of listeners’ reactions, all of which augment the 

“sensitivity of examining humour in social contexts” (2002, p. 440). This argument 

stimulated my engagement in ongoing research conversations, as I sought to reconcile the 

concepts gathered through observing humorous episodes among participants. Also important 

has been substantiating my interpretations, by juxtaposing the analysis of interactions with 

interview extracts. 

Research Objective 

Grounded in the principles of interactional research is the well-understood notion that 

interaction actors collectively re/construct the meaning as the interaction unfolds. Consistent 

with this notion, Hay (2001) claims that interactants’ responses are crucial in constructing 

humorous discourses. Note that my focus in this thesis is on managers’ humorous responses, 

and not on their serious or unspoken responses. It is also important to be clear that this thesis 

understands managers not as merely passive listeners; rather, they are characterised as active 

interactants with deeply embedded relational dynamics with their fellow employees. Through 
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their humorous responses, they certainly appear to evoke different layers of meaning in their 

ongoing interactions. As they do so, they seem to continuously change, move and regain their 

positioning in these progressive interactions.  

I draw on different themes in the doing and distancing of authority as a way of understanding 

fluidity where the dynamic process of constructing meaning undergoes constant movements 

within and between themes. To capture the complexity and movement in managerial 

positioning running throughout humorous exchanges, I highlight a set of practices that will 

potentially build more complex and nuanced understandings of managers’ humorous 

responses and doing authority. This leads me to the following framing of the research 

question to set the central agenda of this thesis: “How do managers negotiate interactions 

characterised by humour?” 

A series of related questions are outlined next, that taken together address this central 

question. These guiding questions are: What, and how are, authority discourses produced by 

managers’ humorous responses? How do these distinct emergences of authority themes relate 

to the doing of authority? How is distancing of authority characterised by managers’ 

humorous responses? How do these distinct emergences of themes relate to a distancing of 

authority? How are these themes significant to the sequence of humorous exchanges in 

unfolding interactions? How is fluidity in managerial authority characterised in such 

interactions and what meaning does this ‘fluidity’ phenomenon have in the broader picture?  

A key research goal is to show that manager-subordinate interactions are relationally complex 

and deeply entangled. Rather than investigating the component parts in isolation, 

understanding this phenomenon requires a more holistic approach. As already outlined, the 

research effort in this thesis will be toward gaining a better understanding of the complexity 
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and paradox in managerial humour and I am certain this will produce a more complex and 

thought-provoking view of the phenomenon. 

Significance of the Study 

This thesis seeks to contribute to the scholarly conversation on the little-examined concept of 

managers’ humorous responses and their relationship to the doing/distancing authority, and 

the fluidity required to move between the two. While strong connections have been made 

between managerial humour and doing authority, the distancing of authority and fluidity, the 

movement between doing and distancing, are largely absent from the humour literature. 

Accordingly, this study intends to follow exhortations from previous and existing humour 

scholars to support, challenge or reconcile the arbitrary character of our key actors and 

emphasis on ‘how managers play out their formal authority in humorous interactions’. What 

we will achieve from doing so is certainly not a uniform and monolithic set of 

understandings, but rather an anthology of insights for what Korczynski (2011) claims are 

“minutiae of the humour-use in the workplace” (p. 1438). As Martin, Rich and Gayle remind 

us: 

Consideration of organizational roles and the associated power differentials between 

managers and subordinates provides a familiar link to experiences of everyday work 

life. However, the interplay of communication style, humour, and sex that underpins 

manager/subordinate relationships is not easily explained by power and authority 

associated with formal organizational roles. (2004, p. 218)  

 

Then it is of no surprise to claim that despite workplace humour being a prevalent and 

everyday feature of work life (Collinson, 2002), the phenomenon is known to be under-

researched (Johnston, Mumby, & Westwood, 2007). Further, among the existing literatures 

on humour, there is little research on interactional humour. Most of the existing literature 

seems to associate humour with entity oriented concepts, which understand it as highly 
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individualistic (Feingold & Mazzella, 1993; Ruch, 1996) and functional (Romero & 

Cruthirds, 2006). Further, the few existing investigations on humour and authority in the 

already limited work on interactional humour seem inadequate. There are only a handful 

studies on managerial humour and authority, all of which tend to reduce the connection 

between the two to a linear relationship. By investigating managerial humour in terms of 

doing and distancing authority, intimacy and separation, we can develop greater skill and 

ability to reflect and act on the unspoken and unstated dimensions of manager-subordinate 

relationships. This thesis hopes to make a significant contribution by exploring humour from 

a perspective that takes into account the multidimensional relationship between the two, 

something largely missing in the existing literature. 

As well as contributing to scholarship in this field, the study will have clear practical 

applications. Today’s work environment is increasingly defined by a trend towards 

organizational values and dimensions that are more and more flexible and less and less rigid, 

with growing access for all to knowledge, information and innovation. In contrast to the 

traditional view of humour as hierarchically oriented, today humour can be understood as 

directed at anyone and by anyone, irrespective of their status and position. Further, the doing 

of power and authority in workplaces has become less and less explicit. The thesis intends to 

provide guidance to practitioners in understanding how humour is enacted in relational 

processes, and how the doing of authority is defined by it. 

Outline of the Thesis 

This thesis has been constructed from a number of interactions and research conversations 

that together constitute its building blocks. Chapter One presents a general overview of the 

thesis and frames the main research question which is supported by guiding questions. Next, 
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the structure of the thesis is outlined, including the content of each chapter and its 

significance to the study. 

Chapter Two investigates the research that has clustered around the topic of managerial 

humour and authority. More particularly, in refining these definitions, both the theory and 

literature associated with humour and authority are explored. This literature review highlights 

that humour is a complex phenomenon. Both humour and authority are explored from 

interactional perspectives. The final section of the chapter investigates research that considers 

managerial humour and looks at their relationships with authority works. Consequently, a gap 

in the literature is apparent and provide a solid justification for the purpose of the thesis 

exploring the paradox and complexity of the relationship between managerial humour and 

authority.    

Chapter Three presents social constructionism as a paradigm where discourse analysis is 

ontologically and epistemologically significant to the study of humour. In this, it looks to 

contribute to the interaction-based research on workplace communication. This concept 

approaches both theoretical and strategic significance when placed in the context of first, 

response strategies to humour, second, managerial humour and third, the doing of authority-

in-interactions. The intent of this chapter is to show interaction as an appropriate and indeed 

effective theory, methodology and method by which to explore managerial humour and the 

doing of authority arising from it. The decision to adopt it for this research inquiry is 

referenced on the theoretical work of Berger and Luckman (1966), Gergen (1999b) and Burr 

(2003) on language and the shift from representational to constitutive ontology, which 

privileges language in social constructionism. Such a shift requires the re-examination of 

agency and entitative worldviews, such as independent existence and linearity. These evoke a 

theoretical framework in a way that Chapter Two is indeed appropriate in terms of reading 

‘fluidity and contradiction’ with a repertoire of advanced language strategies.  
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Chapter Four introduces a number of emerging themes arising from the interaction 

methodology and the resulting analysis of interaction data. Participants are found to 

overwhelmingly evoke authority dynamics in their humour through discourses of cautioning, 

downplaying, evaluation, and directing. Presented extracts demonstrate how authority is 

evoked/enacted/embodied in different ways, both subtlety and directly, as opposed to being 

always claimed outright. 

Conversely, Chapter Five presents managerial humour and authority as being in a paradoxical 

relationship, where managerial humour cannot be considered as only constitutive of 

authority. This chapter suggests that participants also experience the relation between the 

authority and humour as counter-intuitive. Four kinds of themes are evident in interactional 

data: escape, indecision, surrender and shielding. Taken together, the four construct a picture 

of managerial positioning that reveals the distancing aspects of managerial authority. Such 

humour is most often seen as they seek to disentangle themselves from the central issues of 

the interactions. This has the effect of constantly reconfiguring their relationships with their 

subordinates, and the chapter ends with a discussion of authority-in-interaction as constantly 

in movement, as managers step in and out of the unfolding interactions.  

Chapter Six begins with the ‘flow’ notion of ongoing humorous interaction as humorous 

utterances move into longer sequences. Unlike the preceding two data chapters which 

investigate humour and authority in momentary interactions, this chapter discovers ‘fluidity 

of authority’ in an unfolding interaction. It finds this fluidity through a focus on the following 

three qualities of movement: flow, unpredictability and slippage. The concepts shown in this 

chapter articulate managerial authority in a constant state of flux. This chapter presents 

managerial humour and authority as being in a paradoxical relationship, where managerial 

humour cannot be considered as an either doing authority or distancing authority but as 

moving between them both. This has the consequence of continually reconfiguring their 
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relationships with subordinates, and the chapter closes with a discussion of ‘slippage’ of 

managerial authority in ongoing humorous interactions.  

Chapter Seven is the discussion chapter, which discusses the findings from empirical chapters 

and links them to the literature review so as to suggest new insights from the data. The 

chapter opens the discussion with a focus on doing authority, distancing authority and 

fluidity, as it begins to address the question of ‘So what?’ as in ‘What does this say about 

organizational dynamics?’, and ‘What can we learn about management that we did not 

already know?’ In answering these questions, the chapter addresses the apparent 

unpredictability in how managers position themselves in responding to subordinates’ humour. 

‘Unpredictability’ can imply something adverse, but both this chapter and the concluding 

chapter argue that the unpredictability, ambiguity and complexity in humorous interactions 

between managers and subordinates are found to offer some real advantages to the 

managerial positioning that we have explored here.     

The thesis is concluded in Chapter Eight, which recalls the research question. The central 

focus of the thesis regarding the relationship between managerial humour and authority is 

emphasised. The chapter goes on to conclude that the resultant picture emerging of 

managerial humour in ongoing interactions is far more dynamic, mutable and fluid than is 

generally portrayed in the humour literature. Then contribution of this fluid phenomenon is 

discussed, and potential implications for managers are outlined. The limitations of the study 

are addressed and scope of future research is suggested.   
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

 

The compelling, mysterious power of humor leads scholars of all stripes to return to it 

again and again as a focus for study, because humor is so pervasive – while being 

most enjoyable and pleasant. (Meyer, 2000, p. 310) 

Humour is dynamic and rich with layers still waiting to be explored. Meyer’s sense of it as 

“pervasive… enjoyable and pleasant” and at the same time “compelling and mysterious”, a 

sentiment later echoed by Shiyab (2009), makes it unsurprising that scholars are drawn to 

revisit humour “again and again”. In undertaking my own research, I have chosen to explore 

humour from interactional perspectives, as a means of understanding these intriguingly 

insecure and contested dynamics.  

This chapter will proceed into continuing and rigorous argument, beginning with defining 

humour, moving through ambiguity of humour, managerial humour and authority, and finally 

onto conflict theories. In essence, this chapter is about reviewing the relevant literature that 

analytically unpacks the key elements of humour and authority in a thorough, structured and 

comprehensive way. My intention and hope is to resist the tendency to read the phenomenon 

in a straightforward fashion, and contribute more insight to the under-theorized and 

empirically under-investigated concept of doing authority through managerial humour in the 

workplace. 

Defining Humour 

The problem of defining humor is a notoriously thorny one…the process of establishing 

what should be counted as humor is seldom entirely objective. (Hay, 2001, p. 56) 

Accordingly, defining humour is one of the complex theoretical challenges that this thesis has 

to confront. And there is no escape from this ‘thorny’ task because entering the definitional 
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arena is the important work of this chapter, as it sets out to delimit the key constructs and set 

the boundaries for understanding the phenomenon. It seems that many scholars have defined 

‘humour’ in ways that tend to differ markedly from discipline to discipline. This seems to 

generate multiple views in understanding what humour actually is, leading to ambiguity. 

Hatch and Erhlich (1993) claim this definitional ambiguity has led many scholars to refrain 

from actually defining it and rely on common sense instead.  

Indeed, I do not intend to spend much time in this definitional zone because I could easily 

become bogged down for eternity in such argument. Despite claims that “it seems futile to try 

and define” humour (Refaie, 2009, p. 78), there have been a considerable number of such 

attempts and unsurprisingly a persistent lack of consensus about which elements should be 

emphasised in defining humour. Apart from this general lack of agreement, there is a wide 

variety of theoretical stances from which humour is seen. The following account should not 

be read simply as a reference source on the definitional evolution of humour, but rather as my 

intellectual journeying toward how ‘humour’ might be particularly shaped and recognised in 

this inquiry. 

Some researchers attempt to describe humour as an individual trait or sense of humour, “a 

way of looking at the world; it is a style, a means of self-protection and getting along” 

(Thorson & Powell, 1993, p. 13) while others consider the listeners’ interpretation (Berger, 

1976). Some refer to a stimulus such as a joke followed by laughter (Norrick, 1993b), and 

other responsive expressions apart from laughter (Hay, 2001). Some theorists focus on 

intentionality in producing humorous utterances (Cooper, 2005; Pizzini, 1991; Winick, 1976), 

while others seem comfortable with unintentional and non-social humorous stimuli (Wyer & 

Collins, 1992). 
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There are strong arguments for interaction or communication as essential to humour (Cooper, 

2008; Lynch, 2002; Norrick, 1986). Some authors embrace both verbal and non-verbal cues 

as humour stimuli (Crawford, 1994), while others have limited their focus to verbal 

behaviour only (Attardo, 1994; Raskin, 1985). It will not serve much purpose to run through 

the entire array of permutations on this theme, but these few examples do illustrate some of 

the process and challenge with respect to defining humour. 

It is difficult to know where and how to start defining the concept as there are essential 

differences between humour in different contexts. As the focus of this thesis is on response 

strategies, a definition of humour based only on speakers’ intentions or individual traits 

would clearly be inappropriate. Long and Graesser (1988, p. 37) define humour as “anything 

done or said, purposely or inadvertently, that is found to be comical or amusing”. This is a 

more dynamic model in that it moves beyond the individual’s intentionality, traits or inherited 

responses in seeing humour as a socially constructed event or interaction that produces 

amusement. Further, an understanding of humour as the source of ‘amusement’ seems to be 

highly context specific and temporal. As Berger (1993) writes, “after thousands of years 

spent trying to understand humor, there is still a great deal of controversy about what humor 

is or why something is funny” (p. 2). This inability to grapple with dynamism is the prime 

reason why such attempts to fix definitions in a functionalist manner are inappropriate in 

research primarily concerned with dynamic phenomena – such as this one. 

Therein lies the major limitation of defining the concept as that would leave one with the 

impression that the phenomenon has a sense of certainty and restricts it within an established 

boundary. Davis reminds me here that “defining such a broad concept as humor has its own 

drawbacks and dangers.” (2008, p. 543). Similarly, Victoroff (1969) concluded, “the biggest 

defect of works about humor is, generally, their pretence to give a universal explanation to 

the phenomenon” (as cited in Dwyer, 1991, p. 2). Notwithstanding the perplexing nature of 
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humour, it is important to understand it from the lens embraced by this thesis and, more 

importantly, that I am seeking to separate humorous discourses from non-humorous. 

In my attempt to construct a list of attributes for humour, I am struck by Berger (1976)’s 

characterisation of humour as a particular form of communication that constructs incongruent 

relationships or meanings in a way that causes laughter. ‘Incongruent relationship’ and 

‘laughter’ are keywords here. In terms of incongruity, humour is found to be generated when 

discrepancy between expectation and reality is encountered. In terms of laughter, however, it 

is both difficult and inappropriate to restrict the acknowledgement of humour to laughter 

only, as non-laughter reactions and sometimes even silence are equally suggested in the 

literature (Hay, 2001; Smith, 2009). 

It is hard to know where to start in attributing the various elements to humour, as one finds 

new elements with any reading into humour. However, three dominant theories emerge in the 

humour literature that are concerned with the process of creating and interpreting humour: 1) 

incongruity theory, 2) relief theory, and 3) superiority theory. It is important to trace these 

theories associated with defining humour, not in an attempt to complete some kind of 

extensive exploration to it, but as a way to construct the beginnings of conversation about 

how humorous discourses are different from non-humorous discourses. 

Incongruity Theory 

Notions of incongruity are associated with the incongruity theory. With the humour literature, 

Gerard (1959), as elaborated by Keith-Spiegel (1972) provides a timeline beginning of 

incongruity themes (uncommon mixture of relations and the contrariety in things) through to 

Bergson (1911)) who viewed humour as “two altogether independent series of events and is 

capable of being interpreted in two entirely different meanings at the same time” (p. 96). As 

elaborated by Suls (1983), a host of other theorists such as Kant (1790) (expectation into 
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nothing), Leacock (1935) (a contrast between a thing as it ought to be and a thing smashed 

out of shape, as it ought not to be), Koestler (1964) (two habitually incompatible contexts) 

and Willman (1940) (shocking idea united with playful) who define humour in similar ways 

are deemed to have attained consensus. It will not serve much of a purpose here going 

through the full array of these themes, but these few examples do illustrate the basic premise 

of incongruity theory in their conceptions of humour. 

Put simply, incongruity occurs when reality is found to be markedly different from 

expectation. In saying this, the level of incongruity must be neither too outrageous nor too 

unexciting (Meyer, 2000), or else it may not stimulate responses that qualify as humour. For 

instance, accidentally calling your father by your teacher’s name could generate humour, 

however humour is less likely to result if you call him by the name of a criminal (could be 

too outrageous), or by your uncle’s name, who happens to sitting right beside your father at 

the dining table (could be too mundane). Spencer (1860) calls it “descending incongruity” 

where reality is something smaller than expectation, otherwise it creates “wonder” rather than 

humour (as elaborated by Keith-Spiegel, 1972, p. 463). Guthrie (1903) claims that the 

humorous effect due to incongruity is possible “only if we are simultaneously assured that 

everything is all right” (p. 261). Further, Keith-Spiegel (1972) cited Delage (1919) who 

recommends the incongruity’s effect on humour is possible only through maintaining a 

detached attitude.   

Superiority Theory 

It could seem that incongruity is the prime factor in characterising humour, however it is not 

the only one; there are other theories that take a very different approach to humour. The 

theory of superiority explains humour as a phenomenon resulting from the feeling of “sudden 

glory” at being in superior position (Hobbes, 1651, cited in Keith-Spiegel, 1972, p. 7). 
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Ludovici (1932) later echoed this idea in a similar way when describing the humour arising in 

the case of superior adaptation to a situation compared to someone else (as elaborated by 

Keith-Spiegel, 1972). Because this theory is inherently discriminating in that pleasure is 

found in another person’s disadvantage (Stanley, 1898), by taking delight in the sufferings of 

others (Beerbohm, 1921), or being amused by the stupid actions of others (Wallis, 1922), 

some theorists believe this view does not embrace overall humour dynamic (Carpenter, 1922; 

Rapp, 1949).  

It seems that humour occurs at another person’s expense only when it is vividly apparent that 

the situation is not serious. Westwood (2004) asserts that “genuine tragedy and comedy 

cannot occupy the same space” (p. 785). Consequently, superiority theories of humour seem 

to have some acceptable boundaries. Gruner (2000) associates superiority theories as a 

release resulting from a victory. In discussing the ‘release’ as a fundamental to humour, an 

apparent connection in theoretical perspectives becomes obvious as it is this ‘release’ 

dynamics that is discussed in the next section. 

Relief Theory 

Relief theory explains humour as a consequence of physical and emotional release in times of 

stress (Freud, 1960) and boredom (Westwood, 2004). For example, in managing emotions 

linked with stress and boredom, medical students laugh about dead bodies (Smith & 

Kleinman, 1989), police officers do humour about suicide and murder (Pogrebin & Poole, 

1988), and high-beam steel workers do humour about fellow workers being scared (Haas, 

1977). This theory seems more inclined to somewhat physiological or psychoanalytic 

interpretations. The safety-valve conception of humour in humour literature (Gruner, 2000; 

Morreall, 1983) can be associated with this theory as it offers a safe release or expression of 

feelings. Relief theories address this key element in a way that it understands laughter as 
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offering freedom from control, norms and criticisms (Bowers & Smith, 2006). Freud, as 

elaborated by Plester (2016b), claims that people laugh at the shrewdness and art of the joke-

work but in reality they are laughing at the content in the joke, which is sometimes “cruel and 

derogatory” (p. 23). With this degree of complexity in mind, we can clearly sense that there is 

an overlap in theoretical perspectives and we now turn to discussing integration of theories. 

Integration of Theories 

Superiority, incongruity and relief theories, at their very basic level, seem to belong to the 

same category as all theories reverberating around the central notion of humour as arising 

from ‘inconsistency’  in patterns, identities, or expectations. Spencer (1861), as elaborated by 

Kuipers (2008), connects relief theory with the practice of incongruity where he claims, 

“laughter naturally results only when consciousness is unawares [sic] transferred from great 

things to small” (p. 362). Some theorists argue superiority theories can be seen as a subclass 

of incongruity theory (Berger, 1987). From this perspective, superiority, in one way or the 

other, is a form of incongruity and so knowingly or unknowingly adherents of superiority 

theory are incongruity theorists (Berger, 1987). Conversely, some theorists claim that 

incongruity is a kind of superiority occurring in relation to a disruption to a sense of order 

and status (Keith-Spiegel, 1972), and hence should be under the class of superiority theory. 

As further evidence of this crossover, themes in Bergson’s (1911) work are interpreted by 

some scholars as superiority, and by others as incongruity (La Fave, Haddad, & Maesen, 

1976; Prusak, 2004). It is not my intent, to enter into this debate, which looks set to continue 

in perpetuity. Instead, the lesson I am taking from of all this discussion is the obvious overlap 

between these theories in terms of the inconsistency or discrepancy created or maintained in 

or by the phenomenon of humour. 
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What is also striking is that the so-called ‘incongruity’ prominent in general theories of 

humour, as described above, is also the core element in script-based theories of humour.  

Freud (1960) seems to have been the first to start investigating humorous text from more of a 

linguistic perspective, in terms of tones, syllables and variation. Freud saw humour as a 

release for repressed emotion or compressed psychic energy, as discussed in the description 

of relief theory. Fry (2011) articulates similar notions of humour. Raskin (1985) proposed 

“script oppositeness” (p. 107) as the essence of humorous text, an interpretation later echoed 

by Attardo (1994). 

Theorists of the different schools, while certainly divided about approaches to understanding 

humour, appear to engage in the way of confirming the essence and attribute of the humour in 

what has been called ‘incongruity’. Whatever the terminology used, be it ‘bisociation’ 

(Koestler, 1964), ‘script oppositeness’ (Raskin, 1985), or ‘duality’ (Mulkay, 1988), it seems 

that the incongruity generated by various dynamics and forces in society in relation to each 

other is` the basic tenet of humorous discourses.     

Following Berger’s (1976) notion of humour that we discussed earlier, apart from 

incongruity, ‘laughter’ is the other major factor around which academic debate on humour 

circles. Accordingly, the dynamics of laughter must undoubtedly be considered when 

illuminating the concepts of humour. 

Laughter 

Humour and laughter are so closely tied to each other that people in general naturally 

perceive interactions filled with laughter as humorous. Laughter occupies significant space in 

social interactions (Chapman, 1983) and is seen as a physical representation (Keith-Spiegel, 

1972) and the most obvious expression of humour (Koestler, 1964; McGhee & Goldstein, 

1972). Coates (2007) makes a striking comment on laughter when she says “laughter is not 
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just an accompaniment to talk: it is talk” (p. 44), thereby signaling the dynamics associated 

with the laughter in interactional processes. It seems that laughter ensures continued 

involvement in the ongoing conversational floor; it creates and maintains a humorous frame. 

This was clearly understood by Coser (1960) who claimed that humour without associated 

laughter causes humiliation to humour initiators. Laughter is normally expected while telling 

a joke. Norrick (1993a) also claims that “joking and laughter are adjacency pair” (p. 23) 

where humorous instances are recognised when joking is responded with laughter. The view 

of laughter as interacting dynamically with humour found more widely in the literature that 

assumes laughter is essentially a reactionary support strategy for something to be known as 

humour. However, such claims have been critiqued from both theoretical and empirical 

perspectives. 

Hay (2001) claims that such thinking is “a misleading approach” (p. 76). Some scholars argue 

that laughter is not the only support strategy for humour (Hatch and Erhlich, 1993), as smiles, 

facial expressions and other body language can equally represent humour (Meyer, 2000; Hay, 

2001). This brings us to view the connection between humour and laughter in critical ways. 

Two things to be noted here: 1) laughter is not the only response to humour, and 2) laughter 

sometimes represents other dimensions that are not necessarily humour.   

These two summary points convey laughter as definitely multifunctional (Poyatos, 1993), and 

hence comfortably characterise factors other than humour in laughter, such as feelings of 

success or winning, nervousness, and protecting oneself in a difficult situation (McDougall, 

1903). Hatch and Erhlich (1993) cite an example where staff members laugh at their General 

Manager’s remarks in order to avoid humiliating their boss. Equally, if we assume laughter is 

inevitably embedded in humorous interactions, then we risk missing those humour-full events 

that are unaccompanied by laughter (Hatch and Erhlich, 1993). Hay (2001) lists strategies 

other then laughter that work in support of humour: “contributing more humor”, “offer 
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sympathy or contradict self-deprecating humor”, “overlap and heightened involvement in the 

conversation”, and “echo” the humour (p. 76). Thus, one needs to understand contextual 

settings while exploring the link between humour and laughter. From the perspective of this 

research, although laughter represents humorous discourses in most of the empirical material, 

there are incidences where support strategies other than laughter equally represent humorous 

discourses. I strongly support Smith (2009)’s assertion that “if laughter can be immoral, 

unlaughter can be ridiculous” (p. 156), which make up the subject of this inquiry where it is 

inappropriate to associate humour inherently with laughter. As Billig points out, unlaughter is 

not simply absence of laughter, rather a “rhetorical presence, speaking volumes of criticisms” 

(2005, p. 193).  

I am aware that I have been discussing ‘humour concepts’ for the last several pages without 

having made any attempt to discuss the core element of this thesis, i.e., interactional humour. 

Indeed I want to engage here what humour is and how it is used in this chapter (or in this 

thesis). The discussion on incongruity and laughter will focus in to take a closer look at how 

humour is basically understood, at least in this research. While not yet providing anything as 

substantial as a framework or model, it is important to sketch out the nature of this 

construction, then to negotiate one construction of this topic from the many that might be 

chosen. This provides a basic framework for proceeding towards one goal of this thesis, i.e. 

interactional humour. 

Such attempts to explore interactions in the humour literature are thrown into sharper relief 

when distinguished from attempts to define humour by its features or elements. What is 

striking in this comparison is that the focus moves to context, or as Korczynski explains, “Oh, 

you had to be there” in describing the recounting of “funny events that suddenly do not seem 

quite so funny” (2011, p. 1421). This suggests that a potentially revealing way of exploring 

humour is to consider the study of humour in relation to ongoing interaction. 
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Interactional Humour 

Everyday conversation thrives on wordplay, sarcasm, anecdotes, and jokes. Certainly 

these forms of humor enliven conversation, but they also help us break the ice, fill 

uncomfortable pauses, negotiate requests for favours, and build group solidarity. So an 

account of joking will be a fundamental part of any complete description of 

conversation. (Norrick, 1993a, p. 1) 

Understanding the discourse, positioning, attributes, variety, flow, multifunctionality and 

spontaneity that make up interactional humour is a starting point in this discussion. The 

reference above made by Norrick reflects how important, frequent and common the 

phenomenon of humour is in our daily interactional patterns. In this, interactional humour can 

be understood as an umbrella term for different categories of humour that are constructed 

spontaneously in an unfolding interaction. 

One immediate point that can be sensed from Norrick’s discussion is that categorising and 

distinguishing different forms of humour such as wordplay, sarcasm, anecdotes and the like is 

not appropriate when talking about interactional humour. This is because “the forms naturally 

fade into each other in conversation” (Norrick, 2003, p. 1336) and the protean feature of 

conversational humour makes “punch lines turn into wisecracks, witty repartees grow into 

anecdotes, anecdotes develop into jokes, and so on” (p. 1336). Davies (2003) represented the 

standpoint of interactional sociolinguistics as arguing against “reified abstractions such as 

‘humor, ‘wit’ or ‘irony’ but rather with the situated interpretation of joking as speech 

activity” (p. 1362). This leads on to work like Dynel’s (2009), which highlights that 

“particular instances of humour can be subsumed under more than one label” and categories 

of humour certainly “overlap and merge” (p. 1284). Processes and sequences have become 

increasingly recognised as important factors in interactional humour. As Norrick (2003) 

argues interactional perspectives on humour go beyond interlocutor-based approaches such as 

knowledge, skill, and ability to decode a message. This is part of the reason why this body of 
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research moves away from a categorical approach, which provides essentially static analysis 

and snapshots of the relational dynamics. Rather it is inclined towards a more symbiotic 

approach which creates a moving image in its different forms. 

Interactional humour is one of those intriguing topics that seems to be continually evoked and 

yet never seems to take centre stage. Interactional humour certainly plays a part in theorising 

and inquiry into humour, but is rarely the main focus. There are several plausible reasons for 

this apparent neglect. The field of humour studies is so fragmented, with research conducted 

from philosophical, psychological, sociological and anthropological perspectives as well as 

through multiple paradigmatic lenses, that it is difficult to construct any conversation on 

interactional humour whatsoever. Second, interactional humour is multifaceted, shapeless, 

flowing and unpredictable. I agree with Long and Graesser who claim that it has to be 

“decoded and comprehended in the context of rules of language, rules of conversation, the 

speaker’s intentions, and other dimensions of the social situation” (1988, p. 35). So it is 

complex, not only in terms of understanding the phenomenon in itself, but also difficult in 

ways to deal with collecting and developing analytical data.  

Writers such as Fine and Soucey (2005) direct our attention to the heightened role 

interactional humour plays in shaping and understanding humour as “embedded, interactive 

and referential” (p. 2). They extend Norrick’s ‘humour-in-interactions’ to explore an 

ethnographically informed approach to humour. For Fine and Soucey, it has become 

conventional to investigate humour in isolated ways where “most of these studies treat their 

examples as discrete instances” (p. 2). Fine and Soucey view this cherry-picking approach, 

which takes discrete instances of humour from long unfolding interactions without 

considering the preceding and subsequent interactional patterns, as problematic. Humour is 

“part of on-going interaction, and demands a response from other group members” (p. 3). 

This emphasises that humour initiation from only one side (speaker) is not sufficient as the 
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recipient can interpret it in many different ways. The actors in such interactions are reactive 

to each other and their relationships are consequential. Fine and Soucey are explicit in calling 

it “dialogue” and claim further that “joking that does not generate a continued response – a 

slide into jocularity – is not a successful episode” (p. 3). 

Even those intimately involved in semantic/pragmatics aspects of humour acknowledge 

interactive humour. Attardo, for instance claims that playing with humour in intimate 

contexts tends to produce a “multi-turn sequence”, where interlocutors bounce jokes off one 

another to produce “long stretches of humorous conversation” (2008, p. 118). He terms the 

responder taking up the same mode of humour as “mode adoption” (p. 119). Antonopoulou 

and Sifianou (2003) claim:  

Every turn typically serves as the trigger for the next one and by consequence, in 

playful dialogue, a chain of humorous utterances is created, with jab and punch lines 

interacting with each other and with bona fide material to co-construct the text (p. 745).  

The punch line is the final joke and appears at the end of the text; while in contrast a jab line 

is a joke appearing anywhere in the body of text except at the end (Attardo, 1994). In this 

sense, jab line and punch line are differentiated in terms of their positions in the structure of 

humorous episodes; however, they seem semantically identical (Attardo, 1994). Jab lines 

seem to trigger further utterances, while the punch line, by virtue of its position, appears to 

end the ongoing sequence of talk. 

This thesis characterises humour as unfolding, collaborative and interactional practice that 

play a key part in managerial positioning, doing authority, and constituting organizational 

processes. The recipient of any utterance which normally requires a response, may choose to 

respond in a variety of ways; seriously or humorously. The response is normally on the same 

topic raised in the first utterance. However, it is highly likely that interactants appear to 

change the topic in their responses. For instance, upon seeing his manager working, a 
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subordinate asks, “Do you need a hand?” The manager replies, “I already have two. So better 

you keep yours. I don’t want to see you disfigured.” Here, the first utterance indicates the 

intention to help to the manager, but in the response, the manager is seen changing the topic 

to the physical appearance of the speaker’s body. More particularly, humour has even greater 

potential to change topic and influence the direction of a conversation. 

Therefore, it is no exaggeration to say that there is nothing straightforward about viewing 

humour as interactional, if one takes into account defining interactional humour, reconciling 

different theoretical traditions and understanding of interaction and humour, and then 

observing actual interactions to deepen understanding of this form of humour. It is important 

to explore the concept in a way that helps in understanding interactional humour as a 

spontaneous interactional activity as opposed to humour which is well-planned or 

standardised. These two kinds of humour clearly involve different forms of spoken activity. 

Spontaneous and Canned Jokes 

While joking is clearly part of humour, it is surely the case that humour is a much 

broader, more fuzzy-edged category than the term ‘joking’ implies. (Coates, 2007, p. 

30) 

It is this ‘fuzzy-edged’ notion of humour that directs attention to exploring the moving 

dynamics of interactional humour, as intended in this thesis. There are different ways of 

describing spontaneous humour that together make up what is understood as humour-in-

interactions. It is variously termed as conversational joking (Attardo, 2001; Norrick, 2003); 

conversational humour (Dynel, 2009); interactional humour (Brône, 2008); situational 

humour (Boxer & Cortés-Conde, 1997); and spontaneous joking (Norrick, 1993b). These 

terms are used interchangeably. While this list is by no means exhaustive, the basic intent of 

using such terms is to indicate humor emerged in natural settings in unfolding interactions. 
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In general, the conversational floor is open to all participants in the sense that any participant 

can contribute at any time during the conversation. Ostensibly, this means there are no 

‘formalised and routine’ procedures or rules in going along with such humour. 

‘Unpreparedness’ is the key concept here in that participants do not have any predetermined 

scripts. They collaborate and collectively run humorous activity. Davies (2003, p. 1368) 

likens this collaborative processes of joint activity to “jazz in the world of music”. Their use 

of ‘jazz music’ as a metaphor to describe the all-in-together nature of humorous talk 

constructs it as a joint venture; just as jazz musicians co-construct music. The metaphor 

seems to be deliberately used to equate the complex, improvisatory and melodic freedom that 

jazz is known for the free-wheeling nature of humorous interaction. 

By contrast, canned jokes are barely contextual. I concur with Boxer and Cortes-Conde 

(1997) in their claim that such humour as “highly formalized and socially marked” (p. 277). 

For instance, before actually telling a joke, the speaker may start with ‘I have a funny story’, 

or ‘This reminds me of a joke I heard’, or ‘Did you hear this one?’ Attardo (2001) postulates 

that such humour is “rehearsed” before presenting it to the audience (p. 62). This conveys the 

idea that listeners are made aware that humour will be coming up somewhere in the 

subsequent utterances. In ‘joke-telling’ activity, the same old joke may be told a number of 

times to different listeners. Listeners’ roles, here, appear to be passive in nature, limited to 

merely laughter or other support strategies such as facial expressions or gestures. 

Drawing a line between spontaneous and canned jokes seems obvious. However, one can feel 

the line blurring when canned joke is adapted in contexts and well placed in unfolding 

interaction. Zajdman (1991) claims that, to a great extent standard humour or jokes include 

the context in which they are told. This assertion calls into question the clear demarcation 

between the concepts spontaneous and canned jokes, making it difficult to determine whether 

the humour is spontaneous or canned. Oring (2003) emphasises that in reality canned joke is 
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derived from spontaneous humour that has been decontextualised. Attardo (2001) claims 

“rarely do jokes occur in isolation” (p. 62), explaining that although they may start as canned 

jokes, they eventually end up as spontaneous humour or, as he terms it, “less structured” (p. 

62). It seems any form of humour constructed in ongoing interactions can become the subject 

of scrutiny in studies of interactional humour, and this thesis intends to fully embrace this 

notion.  

Authority-in-Interaction 

As with humour, we understand the doing of authority through talk-in-conversations. 

Authority has been defined as influence (Langer-Osuna, 2016), presentification (Benoit-

Barne & Cooren, 2009), honorifics (Keating, 2009), ceremonial language (Duranti, 1992), 

and legitimate domination (Weber, 1958). These studies focus on how authority is 

interactionally generated. However the array of such constructions is not of much help to this 

thesis as it is not my intention to restrict the meaning ‘what authority is’; rather I want to 

explore how people-in-authority (i.e., managers) embed and enact themselves in their 

positioning while they interact with their subordinates. The dynamic features of authority 

relationships are re/shaped by a number of different interrelated factors including context, 

background information, relationship between interlocutors, expertise and availability of 

information, interest and dedication of interlocutors, and many more. 

Stevanovic and Perakyla’s take on interaction is used as the basis for facilitating a discussion 

of authority in the way intended by this thesis. Their analysis of the nuanced dynamics 

embedded in interactions locates authority in the “turn-by-turn sequential unfolding of 

interaction” (2012, p. 298). We have to take care here not to use authority interchangeably 

with ‘power’; something which Stevanovic and Perakyla warn about when discussing 

legitimacy in particular. They highlight power as the ability of individuals to influence others 
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and bring about consequences irrespective of the views of those others, whereas authority 

involves “the exercise of power that the subject of authority understands as legitimate” (p. 

297). Exploring our research focus in relation to hierarchical structures of workplaces clearly 

indicates that subordinates are well aware that managers are “granted legitimacy” (Pace & 

Hemmings, 2007, p. 6) and authority. 

The work of Griswold (2007) is noteworthy here. Griswold focuses on the production of 

authority within interactions (as opposed to the classical preoccupation with moral or political 

concepts) and the different choices and distinctions in language used that indicate the 

happening and doing of authority in these interactions. Griswold (2007), in a similar fashion 

to interaction-based work, has looked at two common attributes: “Authority is displayed 

through talk-in-interactions and that authority can be legitimated by interaction participants 

invoking their institutional roles” (p. 293). Griswold’s work on authority is particularly 

relevant to this thesis.  The second point is integral to understanding how managerial humour 

enacts legitimate authority through interactions. I highlight the term “legitimate” to indicate 

that authority has already been created and given outside the interaction in institutional 

settings.  

Potter and Wetherell’s concept “membership categorization” (1987, p. 128) is worth 

remembering here. They assert that membership categories are associated with specific 

activities and features from which one can “make inferences, or discursive connections to the 

category membership of the actors” (1987, p. 129). Thus, ‘manager’ is a membership 

category where the individual can be inferred as having authority, people under their 

supervision, and roles and responsibilities that require them to display relevant organizational 

identities. Similarly, the roles of doctors and teachers are institutionally assigned to 

interaction actors prior to their encounters (Bourdieu, 1991 as cited by Griswold, 2007). 

Thus, what we are interested in here is how the authority of doctor over patient, teacher over 
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student or, say, manager over subordinate is enacted, displayed or accomplished through 

(managerial) humour. 

The display of authority within interactions among peers or same ranked employees could 

potentially be more challenging. In such scenarios, Griswold questions, “What criteria do 

participants rely on in claiming or obeying authority? How are these criteria invoked through 

the interactants’ talk and actions?” He goes to claim, “Answering these questions is essential 

to understanding how authority is constructed outside institutional contexts” (2007, p. 293). 

However, the investment of time and energy involved in addressing these issues is not 

required in this thesis, for two main reasons: 1) our research interest in on investigating 

asymmetrical interactions i.e., manager-subordinate interactions and 2) roles are already 

assigned in institutional contexts. 

From this perspective then, authority can be represented as essentially “legitimate rights” 

(Kahn & Kram, 1994, p. 18); an ideology that sits comfortably with managers as it appears to 

legitimate increased status and power, “giving order and predictability” (p. 18) in hierarchical 

exchanges. Managerial authority, therefore, seems an ever-present attribute of manager-

subordinate interaction.  

Although having and practicing authority seems straightforward, it is not that simple and 

direct. Handy argues, “The changing complexity, variety, and spread of reaction which is 

now a feature of so many organizations” are the alleged complexities in doing this authority 

(1989, p. 130). There are many dynamics involved in practicing legitimate authority that 

managers need to address to operate effectively and distinctively in this modernist society. 

For instance, Heritage (2005) provides evidence where doctors produce different authority 

discourses based on the transparency of test results. When the test result is very clear, they 
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use authoritative language (e.g., you have bronchitis), whereas when test results are less 

obvious, they tend to use less authoritative language (e.g., I think that…). 

This is in line with the work of Kahn and Kram, who have named this “negotiated authority” 

in response to these complexities arising when managers and subordinates jointly construct 

“the power each has over their tasks” (1994, p. 18). Kahn and Kram understand negotiated 

authority as “the ways that organization members authorize and de-authorize both others and 

themselves in the course of doing their work” (1994, p. 18). Here Kahn and Kram’s use of 

terminology ‘de-authorize’ clearly correlates with our notion of ‘distancing authority’. 

Unpacking such a notion brings us to an understanding of managerial positioning as a fluid, 

dynamic and unstable entity. This description runs contrary to the managers as functionalist 

figures bound by their privileged authority over their subordinates. Gabarro and Kotter 

(1980), as cited by Kahn and Kram remark encouragingly:  

How organization members actually work from roles of authority to accomplish tasks is 

not simply a matter of legitimation and mandate, it is also a result of actual interactions 

between leaders and followers. (1994, p. 19) 

Such interactions can be best understood as sites established and maintained by the multiple 

and contradicting discourses, information, and happenings of managerialism. These 

discourses, information and happenings co-exist awkwardly in a form of uneasy struggle 

where one will dominate over another as per the situated contexts in unfolding interactions. 

The emphasis, therefore, is not on how certain individuals become managers, but rather on 

how managers are re/shaped by the plethora of managerial processes while they interact with 

their subordinates.    

This is part of the reason for shifting the focus away from ‘managers’ to being/doing 

managing or doing authority. This is not intended to show deprecation of agency (Prichard, 

2000), but more the problematisation of it. Therefore, I do not define what a ‘manager’ is, but 
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address it in terms of diagnosing and defining ‘what they do with this position’. When I had 

to recognise and select managers as participants in this study, they were understood in terms 

of their official positions with clearly designated titles and job duties.    

Benoit-Barne and Cooren’s approach to authority seems an attempt to synthesise Kahn and 

Kram and Griswold. They describe authority as “multifaceted” (2009, p. 5), whereby, in their 

own words, authority is seen as “shifting over time and space” (p. 9). Note that it is vital to 

capture this ‘multifaceted’ notion, as there are diverse discourses that represent authority in 

this thesis. They give three sources of authority: hierarchical structures, trait of an agent, and 

idea of consent. We can note with interest that ‘hierarchical structures’ provide a sense that 

‘managers’ are already identified and defined before the interaction (which aligns with 

Griswold’s conception), and ‘idea of consent’ (aligned with Kahn and Kram’s conception of 

authority) indicates the complexities and dynamisms associated with doing authority. Due to 

the very nature of the theoretical foundation embraced by this thesis, trait of an agent is not 

supported as it evokes the notion that individuals are ontologically prior to relationships.  

A key implication in the characterisation of managerial authority discussed in this section is 

the understanding that managers must rely on subordinates to establish their authority, and it 

is not always that subordinates submissively accept their authority. Rather they challenge 

their managers’ authority and even have the potential to make it completely futile. Friedrich, 

as elaborated by Pace and Hemmings, reminds us here, “Authority rests on agreement rather 

than obedience” (2007, p. 7). Therefore, theorists of authority must engage with the 

definitions and dynamics of what has come to be known as post-bureaucracy, neoliberal or 

knowledge society. Whatever such a modern world might mean, it advocates that different 

actors in society will be in vulnerable relations to each other, and “old ways of thinking are 

opened to change by new ways of speaking” (Hatch, 2013, p. 83). The debate around this 

potential reconfiguration of modern world managers is remarkably relevant to this thesis, and 
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one that provides the basis for understanding and choosing an appropriate approach to 

interactional humour. 

Approaches to Interactional Humour 

Psychology based approaches investigate humour practices in individuals, and their 

capabilities and differences in producing such phenomena (Martin, Puhlik-Doris, Larsen, 

Gray, & Weir, 2003). This is certainly not a conception embraced in understanding 

interaction based humour, because individuals themselves are understood to be embedded in 

interactional processes and individual intentions, capabilities and differences are not 

considered significant here. For instance, an individual’s capability for producing humour 

cannot be assessed unless it is accorded by the receiver. For this reason, Hay (2001) argues 

that interactional humour needs “understanding not only of isolated humorous utterances, but 

also of their place and effect within a wider conversational frame” (p. 57). 

Here I draw on Bell (2015), whose theoretical and analytical focus provides different lenses 

through three approaches central to exploring interactional humour: conversation analysis, 

ethnographically informed discourse analysis, and interactional sociolinguistics.  

Conversation analysis, as explained by Sacks, Emanuel and Jefferson (1974), looks at 

organization of talk in conversation, limiting its attention to textual processing where each 

utterance is viewed in a sequential pattern that serves as context for the subsequent utterance. 

To achieve a micro-level analysis perspective, these sequential turns are patterned in 

‘adjacency pairs’. An adjacency pairs are sets of successive turns, such as an utterance (e.g., 

question) and a response (e.g., answer) (Drew, 2005). The first utterance is understood as the 

‘first pair part’, and provides the basis for the succeeding responsive utterance, known as the 

‘second pair part’. This type of works requires close observation of the sequential unfolding 

of interaction, and hence serves to help those who intend to explore textual evidence, 
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structural issues and minute details of talk-in-interactions, such as pause, intonation, overlap 

and so on. 

Script based theories (Attardo, 1994; Raskin, 1985) are intimately close to conversation 

analysis. However, these theories limit humour analysis to verbal humour and investigate 

humour in a text, which is akin to operating within set boundaries or a laboratory setting. This 

brings to mind Long and Graesser who emphasise, 

Humor is not amenable to the type of laboratory manipulation that psychologists 

favour. Certainly, wit loses the power to amuse when subjected to repetition and 

experimental manipulation. (1988, p. 35) 

My approach to looking at interactional humour is an attempt to penetrate the social context 

in which it occurs. I agree with Refaie (2009) who argues, “When a joke is taken out of its 

natural context and used in an experiment or interview situation, it may lose much of its 

potential humorous appeal” (p. 77). My focus is to see how people enact humour, and how 

their identities, roles and positioning are re/created in ongoing interactions. From this 

perspective, script based theories as discussed do not appear able to address what we intend 

to do here. They do provide a detailed account of the structural aspects of joking texts such as 

syntax and semantics. This is certainly a help to those who have based their inquiry on a 

linguistically-oriented approach. However for this theory I agree with Babad (1974) who 

remarks, “A fundamental interest is humor as a mode of interaction... what people 

accomplish with humor [more] than the form of humor or the bare text” (p. xiv). Script based 

theories, then, seem to lead to very exhaustive investigation based on texts that represent 

‘script oppositeness’, and do not appear to describe the flows, sequences and movements of 

humour along the lines of interactions.   

Ethnographically informed discourse analysis take into account video recordings, in addition 

to audio, to capture non-verbal linguistic communication such as gestures and facial 
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expressions (Bell, 2015) whereas interactional sociolinguistics studies language in terms of 

communicative norms, framing and contexualisation cues (McKay, 1996). Interactional 

sociolinguistics requires one to deeply immerse in the detailings of interactions such as tones, 

stress and rhythm.  

While these three approaches might appear to provide a sense of clearly defined relationships 

that are neatly placed, a more dynamic representation would complicate this straight thinking. 

They appear to evoke the act of ‘zoom in’ as the focus becomes more micro and specific in 

moving from one to another approach.  

By describing three approaches to interactional humour, I am attempting to explore some of 

the analytical options of interactional humour. However, I should note that the range of 

analytical scope, or what Alvesson and Karreman (2000) term “formative range” (p. 1129), 

should be understood in terms of a continuum. In saying this, my approach to exploring 

interactional humour does not intend to address the “mega-discourse approach – an idea of a 

more or less universal connection of discourse material”, but instead the somewhat lesser 

range of the “meso-discourse approach – being relatively sensitive to language use in context 

but interested in finding broader patterns and going beyond the details of the text” (Alvesson 

& Karreman, 2000, p. 1133). Thus the point of the inquiry in this thesis is understanding at a 

micro-level how managerial humour is embedded in its own construction of fluidity, and at a 

macro level what effects a shift in the dynamics of fluidity might have on the nature of self, 

work and organizational life. With these understandings in mind, I would like to surround this 

discussion in developing the aims and intentions of this thesis, i.e., response to humour. 

Response to Humour 

Managers and subordinates face a variety of communication patterns/strategies on a daily 

basis as they work together. Scholars have analyzed this communication through different 
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lenses; some of which focus at the level of the individual, including characteristics of 

managers or subordinates (Romero & Cruthirds, 2006), and some taking a dyadic perspective 

(Coates, 2007; Lynch, 2002). The growing concern is whether and in what ways the 

managers’ or subordinates’ ways of communicating affect the other within their workplace 

relationships  (Martin et al., 2004). 

Depending on the context of humour, it is obvious that the categories of response to humour 

can be either serious response, humorous response or silent response (Lytra, 2007). Serious 

and silent responses are not within the scope of this thesis, although such responses have 

meaningful dynamics associated within social interactions. My focus in this thesis is to 

explore humorous responses, which is intriguing not only in terms of the diverse possibilities 

of meanings that can be constructed, but also because it is apparent there has not been much 

research on response strategies to humour.  

Response strategies are an often neglected area of academic research, and responsive 

strategies in humorous exchanges even more so (Schnurr & Chan, 2011). Managers’ 

humorous responses play an important role in understanding the manager-subordinate 

relationship and the authority dynamics within it, yet no attention has been paid to the ways 

in which managers respond to subordinates’ humour. More particularly, response strategies in 

humour are so central to the dynamic that any attempt by speakers to joke can only be 

considered as humour when they receive the responses necessary for it to be understood as 

humour (Berger, 1976; Hay, 2001; Norrick, 1993a).  

Of the very little research that talks about response strategies, they are only explored against 

particular types of humorous phenomena, such as teasing (Alberts, 1992; Drew, 1987), self-

denigrating humour (Schnurr & Chan, 2011), and irony (Kotthoff, 2003). 
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Drew (1987) articulates that recipients quite often respond seriously, or as he terms it ‘po-

faced’, to teasing despite these teases revealing “a strong bias for their recognisability” (p. 

231). Drew argues that “teases are built in various ways to signal or make it very obvious that 

they are humorous and NOT, for example, sincere proposals” (p. 231). Drew created a 

continuum of responses to teasing, ranging from “humorously going along with tease” to 

“intentionally ignoring the teasing” (p. 230). However recipients were found mostly to 

habitually respond in a serious manner or “put the record straight” (p. 230). The greater part 

of his article then discusses why these serious responses happen. He stresses that despite 

recipients knowing that they are being teased, they respond seriously because they are 

responding to the negative features associated within the tease. Drew’s conception, although 

providing a solid preliminary point from which to explore response strategies, is narrowly 

oriented in its scope. For instance, in accounting for serious responses, it entirely undermines 

other responses such as non-serious or humorous responses; and response strategies are 

investigated only in congruence with the teasing form of humour, while response strategies in 

other forms of humour are not explored. 

Alberts (1992) appears to diverge from Drew’s conception of response strategies, adding 

more cues to make an “inferential/strategic model” (p. 153). Albert traces the beginning of 

what we could term as “interpretive work” (p. 162), when he suggests that responses to teases 

depend on the recipients’ interpretation of the teases, thereby opening up the possibility of 

responding in serious, humorous or mixed ways. Recipients interpret the meaning of teases 

through multiple cues, namely background knowledge, communicational contexts and 

paralinguistic cues, which inform the characterisation of responses.   

By taking a wider approach, Albert is more convincing than Drew in the sense that he has 

accounted for multiple sources of information that influence the construction of responses, 

resulting in what is essentially more of a social constructionist approach which accounts for 
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the unpredictability or uncertainty of responses to teases. Similarly, Kothoff (2003), in her 

interaction-based work on irony, looked at how responses are highly context specific, thereby 

resulting in “different types of responses” (p. 1387). Kothoff (2003) proposes a continuum of 

response strategies to irony moving from responses to the literal meaning, through responses 

to what is implied, mixed responses, ambiguous responses and mere laughter. All these works 

on response strategies are particularly relevant to this thesis in that they construct the 

unpredictability and diversity of responses to humour. Although this body of research has led 

on to work like Lytra’s (2007), which focuses on different types of responses and the 

combination of these different response strategies in teasing interactions, it has not yet 

generated sufficiently dynamic approaches for investigating the phenomenon in hierarchical 

relationships. 

Because the focus of this thesis is on humour in asymmetrical relations, that is manager-

subordinate interactions, this literature review will now focus on studies conducted in 

interactions of a similar type. Schnurr and Chan (2011) focused their study on subordinates’ 

responses to teasing and self-denigrating humour uttered by managers, making it broader than 

Albert’s (1992) and Drew’s (1987). Schnurr and Chan (2011) note that apart from simply 

acknowledging the receipt of humour from managers, subordinate’s responses signify “more 

or less hierarchical depending on the socio-cultural context and the norms of the workplace” 

(p. 32). In referencing culture, sensitivity to face needs, rapport management and role 

expectations, Schnurr and Chan (2011) indicate socio-cultural context as the macro level in 

their investigation. Workplace norms are the subject of the micro level investigation, as 

indicated by communities of practice, power distance and role relationships within 

workplaces. 

Both Coates (2007) and Everts (2003) present a wider perspective as significant in 

understanding humour-in-interactions. Coates is more expansive in claiming that, 
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“Spontaneous conversational humour relies on shared knowledge and in-group norms, which 

can make it opaque to outsiders” (2007, p. 31). If one accepts this assertion, then humour can 

be seen as part of community of practice and linguistic ways of doing things.  

Communities of Practice 

Organizations develop their own ‘communities of practice’ (Wenger, 1998); that is, they tend 

to develop their own linguistic ways of doing things. I do not intend to delve down in an in-

depth interrogation on the notion of ‘community of practice’, as this is beyond the scope of 

this study. However, it is essential to understand the elementary concepts that are relevant to 

the understanding of workplace interactions. My intention in exploring community of 

practice is to inform patterns, practices or ways of doing interactions, particularly humour, in 

the workplace of my field observation so that one may recognise and be habituated to the 

kinds of interactions that I present in the empirical chapter. 

The concept of community of practice emerges from a social constructionist theoretical 

framework (Schnurr & Holmes, 2009) that views the way people talk, through their language 

use and verbal practices, as constructed and negotiated within a group such that it indicates 

their membership to that group. In another sense, studying the way people talk is to 

understand how they participate in the social world, how meanings are embedded and how 

their identities and positions are re/negotiated in talk-in-interactions. Eckert and McConnell-

Ginet (1992) define communities of practice as: 

…an aggregate of people who come together around mutual engagement in an 

endeavour. Ways of doing things, ways of talking, beliefs, values, power relations – in 

short, practices – emerge in the course of this mutual endeavor. (p. 464). 

Wenger (1998) identifies “mutual engagement, a joint enterprise and a shared repertoire” (p. 

73) as crucial dimensions in defining community of practice. Mutual engagement explains 
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that people come up with meanings as they interact constantly with one another. Joint 

enterprise shows that negotiation among participants keeps communities of practice together 

with a sense of mutual accountability. And shared repertoire describes the way people are 

involved in their way of doing things, such as by use of words, gestures, styles or processes. 

Note that the concept communities of practice does not address community simply as having 

shared personal features (e.g., class, gender, age) or being proximately located (e.g., 

neighborhood); rather it identifies shared practice (Eckert, 2006). 

In the communities of practice humour is often part of the shared linguistic repertoire and the 

way humorous utterances are delivered is influenced by standard practices developed among 

members of communities of practice (Holmes, 2006; Holmes & Schnurr, 2005). Therefore 

while incongruity and laughter are often an essential part of humour, humour can also be 

understood in terms of normative practice within the particular organization. This includes 

the way people interact, negotiate and ways of talking, such as use of language, tone, styles of 

humour, all of which are indications of the shared repertoire in communities of practice. 

Indeed what this evaluation of the literature reveals is that responses to humour are far less 

straightforward than one might expect. In reality they are based more on different dynamics 

associated with particular interactional moments. We can equate this articulation with the 

remarkably similar notion of managerial responses to humour. The multiple ways of 

visualising and structuring the relationship between managerial humour and authority is one 

of the key drivers of this thesis. These multiplicities, complexities and contestations present 

gaps and overlaps where new meanings may be discovered.  

Ambiguity of humour 

A constellation of interactional humour studies associated with recognising and seeking out 

functions of humour-in-interactions are noteworthy. For example, such studies look at how 
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humour is used to enact power relations (Holmes & Marra, 2002; Mullany, 2007), relieve 

stress (Schnurr & Rowe, 2008) and face-saving functions of humour (Jorgensen, 1996). 

However there is a criticism of such accounts for ignoring “nuanced, deeper elements” and 

“oversimplying the complexity and dynamics of interactional humour” (Schnurr & Plester, 

2017, p. 309). Kuipers (2005) explicitly claims, “Humour can never be reduced to one single 

function, meaning or purpose” (p. 41-42). Consequently, the need to focus on ambiguities 

and ambivalences of humour is highlighted. 

Scholars use multiple expressions (direct or implied) in explaining the phenomenon 

‘humour’such as “double-edged sword” (Meyer, 2000, p. 327), “multiple meaning” 

(Bernstein, 1986, p. 66), “ambiguity” (Kahn, 1989, p. 55), “boundary transgression” 

(Kuipers, 2015, p. 184), “paradox” (Fry, 1987, p. 42) and “complex” (Linstead, 1985, p. 

741). Not surprisingly in the light of this discussion, Plester (2009b) understands humour as 

strategies to deal with “confusion and paradox” of organizational life (p. 91). Further, Hatch 

and Erhlich (1993) claim, “Multiplicity is the foundation upon which humour rests” (p. 518). 

Nilsen and Nilsen’s discussion of the elusive nature of humour is worth remembering here: 

…won’t stand much blowing up, and it won’t stand much poking. It has a certain 

fragility and evasiveness...essentially it is a complete mystery” (2008, p. 243).  

Thus, it appears difficult to confine the term humour within some definitive understanding, as 

fragility and mystery are equally suggested. Nilsen and Nilsen, in fact argue that such 

conceptions are important in developing processual understanding of the phenomenon. 

Although “humour can be dissected, as a frog can, but the thing dies in the process and the 

innards are discouraging to any but the pure scientific mind.” (Nilsen & Nilsen, 2008, p. 

243). Such an ambiguous understanding of humour in fact places it right at the centre of 

social constructionism, which underpins the inquiry of this thesis. 
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If we add the other common usage of ‘managerial humour’, as something that can “humanise 

the hierarchy” (Barsoux, 1993, p. 54) then we have a term that is “complex” (Ziv, 1976, p. 

318), “multi-faceted” (Murdock & Ganim, 1993, p. 58), “confusing” (Askildson, 2005, p. 48) 

and mystical (Robert & Yan, 2007, p. 206). No surprise then that the definitional debates 

around managerial humour have been clamorous, unsettled and ongoing. These multiple 

meanings give some sort of shape to the different contestations and interferences that set our 

understanding of humour and managerial humour. They make us aware, right from the start 

of this thesis, that attempting to understand managerial humour is far from straightforward. 

Scholars advocating for ambiguity of humour have made significant contributions in 

workplace humour relationships (Collinson, 1988; Linstead, 1985; Plester, 2016b; Roy, 1959; 

Westwood & Johnston, 2012). Plester and Sayers (2007) have shown how taboo issues such 

as racial differences, gender and sexuality are humorously reciprocated between colleagues, 

and indicate bonding and belongingness. Likewise, Collinson (1988) highlights that while 

humour induces employees to tolerate work monotony; it also requires them to conform to 

masculine working class structure. Further, Collinson (2002) finds that humour is so 

unpredictable that while managers try to suppress it, they may indeed recreate it, and while 

they try to produce humour, it may end up being humourless. Furthermore, Roy (1959) shows 

how informal workplace interactions are characterised by mock aggression between 

employees and yet “rapproachement” (p. 167) is expressed. Westwood and Johnston (2012) 

show ambiguity by exploring resistive effects of humour as “dualistic” (p. 16) whereby 

humour works as contestive and maintaining a status quo at the same time. 

While the literature showed an emergent interest in the ambiguity around humour, it did not 

focus on recognizing the complexities of management and authority in that. This thesis, 

however, has some specific ways to address this ambiguous phenomenon of humour. Firstly, 

an ambiguity of humour has been emphasised by scholars who mark the dearth of intensive 
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studies of humour, and provide accounts that are informed by ethnography (Plester, 2009a), 

critical discourse analysis (Holmes, 2000), interactional sociolinguistics (Davies, 2003) and 

non-organizational interaction (Norrick, 1993a). Acknowledging the potential of these 

methods, this thesis uses empirical material gathered from workplace interactions. This thesis 

focuses entirely on manager-subordinate interactions and more specifically dynamics of 

managerial humour. Secondly, this thesis aims to bring the authority processes into manager-

subordinate relationships where managerial positionings seem to be continually disrupted. 

Such a notion is fundamentally expressed by Fleming and Spicer  (2008) who asserted that 

“two play off each other through mixture, contrast and blurring” (p. 305). This theorization is 

particularly pertinent for tracking managerial positionings in humorous interactions where 

authority work of managers is tuned to “ambivalent and ambiguous moments” (Fleming and 

Spicer, 2008, p. 306). My aim is to look at how moments of authority works offer conceptual 

and practical possibilities in manager-subordinate humorous interactions through doing and 

distancing authority while acknowledging the multiplicity of managerial positionings that are 

re/negotiated. Consequently, I consider how the relationships between managers and 

subordinates could be redefined in their humorous interactions to create a bridge between 

dynamics of doing and distancing authority.  

Managerial Humour and Authority 

The literature on workplace humour has clearly bifurcated humour into two distinct 

categories: managerial humour producing control discourses (Goffman, 1961; Holmes, 2000; 

Smith & Powell, 1988), and subordinates’ humour producing resistance discourses (Holmes, 

2000; Taylor & Bain, 2003). This notion was reinforced recently by Butler (2015), when he 

claimed, “The organizational literature on humour tends to fall into two opposing camps” (p. 

43). Those who focus on subordinates’ humour articulate this humour as providing a vehicle 
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for their dissent (Ackroyd & Thompson, 1999), relief from the boredom of the status quo 

(Brown & Keegan, 1999), a challenge for incompetent managers (Taylor & Bain, 2003), and 

subverting the  organizational rules (Rodrigues & Collinson, 1995). Those who have paid 

attention to managerial humour have tended to focus on roles or functions that such a 

phenomenon brings to manager-subordinate relationships. Accordingly, managerial humour 

is either ‘controlling’ (Lundberg, 1969; Powell, 1988) or “highlighting workplace divisions, 

tensions, conflicts, power asymmetries and inequalities” (Collinson, 2002, p. 282), a “diving 

rod to spot critical issues” (Barsoux, 1996, p. 504), or detrimental in some way to managerial 

effectiveness/behaviour (Decker & Rotondo, 2001). 

What one sees in the literature is an entity alternatively polarised as either managerial humour 

equates to control and subordinates’ humour to resistance, where both dynamics are in 

opposition, or an entity rendered largely helpless and harmless if one aspect is subsumed by 

the other. Both extremes, I argue in this thesis, fail to represent the complexity and subtlety 

that furthering understanding of the dynamics of managerial humour will require. Note that 

the focus of this thesis is only from managers’ perspectives or on a degree of control aspects. 

Embracing both control and resistance is beyond the scope of this study. It is worth 

highlighting here again that my interest in this thesis is to explore how managerial responsive 

humour plays out in the doing of their formal authority; subordinates’ perspectives on the 

authority dynamics associated with humour are not represented here. 

A more critical look at the repertoire of roles that managerial humour is slotted into would 

raise the issue of ‘control and power’. Managerial humour is often understood as a means of 

exercising control or power. Scholars of workplace humour can recite Lundberg (1969)’s 

conception whereby humour is done to lower ranked employees by the higher ranked, and the 

lower ranked employees do not seem to return it in kind. Likewise humour is understood as 

enacting power through “repressive discourse” (Holmes, 2000, p. 176) and the notion that the 
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higher ranks run the humour more than other ranks has reverberated by among scholars 

(Bradney, 1957; Coser, 1960; Davis, 1979). However, this general consensus has been 

critiqued from both theoretical and empirical perspectives.   

Duncan (1984) criticises such unidimensional notions and finds no evidence to support the 

presence of any such “humour monopoly” (p. 905). According to O’Connell (1976) 

workplace humour behaviour has to be viewed as embedded in the larger social context. 

Dwyer (1991) characterised this linear view as of “limited utility” (p. 6) in that “it tells us 

nothing about who jokes with whom, under what circumstances, and with what consequences 

for the organization” (p. 6). Many humour theorists critique this notion of managerial humour 

as privileging a seemingly objective, context-free and purely one-sided view (Butler, 2015; 

Taylor & Bain, 2003) that, it would be safe to say, bears only a tiny resemblance to manager-

subordinate relationships.  

Sustained criticism has also come from empirical researchers. Duncan and Feisal (1989) set 

out to destroy this thinking and claims “status is less a determinant of one’s position in the 

joking pattern” (p. 28). They present the example of the so-called benign bureaucrat where 

employees, irrespective of their hierarchical positions, unhesitatingly do humour to benign 

bureaucrats. This is because employees take these benign bureaucrats as “powerless to do 

anything about the jokes – despite their formal authority” (p.25). Duncan and Feisal’s paper 

can be considered an exemplar of an empiricist approach, whereby they create and observe 

stereotypical identities, such as arrogant executive, benign bureaucrat, solid citizen and 

novice. In all these identities, there is no predictable relationship between humour and power 

in the way discussed in the conventional humour literature outlined earlier. I agree with them 

that “all humour is situation-specific, and it can only be interpreted within the context of the 

group where it occurs” (p.29). This brings forward the notion that humour, irrespective of 

status and hierarchical background, is targeted at any interlocutors in ongoing interactions. 
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In this neoliberal world, where power differences are less marked, managers can be seen 

frequently using humour to distance themselves from the issues. Although not associated 

with management studies, a few studies have shown how particular interlocutors use humour 

to divert themselves from the central issues of ongoing interactions. Reported examples of 

this include Sutton’s (1991) work where debt collectors’ humour made them lenient against 

debtors (or abusive debtors). Pogrebin and Poole (1988) showed how utterances of humour 

from police officers allowed them to dismiss their fears in the face of danger. Bolton (2000) 

explains how nurses often use humour to ease tension and embarrassment. Hafferty (1988) 

states that having humour in conversation helps “not to think about the reality” (p. 71). This 

conviction is supported by Mann (2004), when he claims that humour helps “the creation of 

sense of detachment that some have argued is necessary for coping” (p. 217). 

Although many studies focus on functionalism or strategic positioning, the appropriation or 

development of managerial distancing strategies through humour is very much uncharted 

territory. There are studies that explore humour as distancing themselves from organization 

(Tracy et al., 2006), “empowering employees” (Collinson, 2002, p. 282), and minimising 

“status difference” (Hoption, Barling, & Turner, 2013, p. 4). Dixon (1980) describes this 

quality of humour as “a shift in perspective” that allows individuals to “stand back from the 

problem” (p. 219-220). Avolio, Howell and Sosik (1999) devised the phrase “procrastinating 

and/or turning attention away from the work” (p. 220) to, in effect, characterise leaders’ 

humour as a way of attempting to avoid confronting difficult conditions and/or decisions. 

Practitioner literature extols the virtues of such ‘distancing humour’ in spite of the oddness, 

because such practices encourage reciprocal humour and the breaking of the managerial 

monopoly on joking that are crucial to eliminating tensions among subordinates (Duncan, 

1982). This conception of humour as a distancing strategy perhaps highlights that there is 
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much more to explore in managerial humour, particularly in the patterns of humorous 

communication. 

These differing assumptions on managerial humour are all built, to varying degrees, on the 

notion of doing authority and logical distancing from authority. Unsurprisingly, in the light of 

the literature on managerial humour, such discussions appear in isolation from each other.  

However, this thesis adopts the perspective that embraces both doing and distancing authority 

together, akin to a dialectical fashion. While worthy of further exploration, these dialectical 

issues remain significantly underdeveloped (Crawford, 1994; Westwood & Johnston, 2013). 

My criticism is that such approaches rely on quite segregated or dichotomous perceptions. 

Humour in general seems to show strong tendencies for both “creating more distance” and 

“diminishing distance” (Francis, Monahan, & Berger, 1999, p. 172).  Doing and distancing 

authority through managerial humour in manager-subordinate interactions are represented as 

mutually inclusive, fluid and sequential performances that can be detached, joined together, 

or made into a different (or new) phenomenon; if not easily, then certainly with work and 

dedication. Here, sequential performance seems like tidal flow in that doing authority moves 

up and down randomly in a sequence. This thesis accepts such puzzling views or ambiguity 

as not necessarily something to solve, but rather as something to explore for the different 

ways it might create meanings.  

Here I am intrigued by Powell and Patton who evoke the concept of ‘inter-subjective’ needs 

of group members embedded in discourses of managerial humour, where: 

Humour in most formal organizations, far from being an unremarkable and superficial 

froth on social relationships, is symptomatic of the most profound inter-subjective 

needs of group members who employ humour to make sense of and to control the 

tensions in their social relationships. (1988, p. xvii) 
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In hindsight, it is the inter-subjectivity, ambiguity and paradox deeply intertwined with 

humour that attracted me to this very research area. While doing and distancing authority 

through managerial humour are being constructed, the very processes tend to point to some 

complexity or problematisation that prevents easy resolution. Part of that complexity is the 

proposition that humour itself is not “readily amenable to being harnessed and corralled for a 

narrow range of purpose and interests” (Westwood & Johnston, 2013, p. 234), and 

managerial humour, more particularly, indicates an “overlap” strategy for achieving “control” 

and “autonomy” simultaneously (Collinson, 2002, p. 282). The interplay between control and 

autonomy seems concealed in the voluminous humour literature, whether because of the 

largely empirical focus on the functionalist aspects, or due to the bypassing of a research 

focus on dialectical perspectives, it is hard to say. 

Conflict Theories 

I have appropriated the heading ‘conflict theories’ from Kuiper (2008) where she presents the 

idea of “conflict, struggle or antagonism” through humour (p. 368). Although humour can be 

seen as form of expression in all types of interaction, the reason that I bring the notion of 

conflict theories up in this section is to capture the essence of the conflicting or competitive 

interplay of humour in ongoing interactions. Plester (2016a) terms this kind of humour as 

“banter” and “the most prevalent form of humour” (p. 42) found in workplaces. 

Antonopoulou and Sifianou (2003) simulate such competitively oriented humour-in-

interactions with a “game” where “wordplay, insincere enquiries, complaints and 

reprimands” are exchanged (p. 741). Later Brone (2008) echoes it. He attests, “within such 

competitive view of wit as verbal fencing or jousting...develops a game-theoretic account of 

humour in which participants can be winners (those who laugh) or losers (those who laughed 
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at)” (p. 2029). This section of the chapter will explore conflict as the centre of manager-

subordinate humorous interactions, in terms of both its theoretical and empirical foundations. 

In popular literature, the manager/subordinate relationship (bureaucratic model) has been 

crystallised  in particularly combative terms, as in Stephenson and Stewart’s (2001) assertion 

that even though conflict is not visible, adversarial attitudes are present both culturally and 

socially. Taylor and Bain (2003) name this phenomenon as “structured antagonism” (p. 

1488). This image of clash may typify the practitioner literature on conflict, but its origins lie 

firmly in the bureaucratic model. 

Pondy (1967) designates this as “vertical conflicts” which arise because superiors attempt to 

control subordinates and subordinates resist such control (p. 314). This happens because they 

are dependent on each other by virtue of their organizational positioning and this inevitably 

leads to tension. His research is significant in the sense that he charts conflict processes as 

complex and talks about the sequence or pattern of the conflict relationship and its 

development. Kuiper (2008) presents conflict theories as central to the interplay of resistance 

and control functions in humour: 

In very repressive or unequal conditions, the humour of those without power tends to be 

clandestine and relatively toothless. Downward humour by those in power in such 

situations easily becomes aggressive to the point of cruel. (p. 370) 

Conflict theories on humour tend to bifurcate humour, whereby those in power produce 

downward humour that is aggressive (Lewis, 2006), and those who challenge power tend to 

produce humour in “clandestine and relatively toothless” forms (as cited above).  

Note that conflicts here do not necessarily suggest highly vocalised hostility and verbal 

attacks on one another. Bippus (2003), attests that although humour may not always be the 

expression of conflict, it does however show the wide range of interactional ways that are 
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characterised to “navigate the complex dynamics of conflict interactions” (p. 414), something 

which Wendt (1998) makes more explicit when he talks about the conflict model as a 

reframing mechanism: “By turning a provocative and offensive statement into a slightly 

ironic or nonsensical expression, the worker shows, in subtle and unobtrusive fashion, a 

fresh, balanced perspective” (p. 342).  

Kahn (1989) provides an interesting overview of the humour in conflict talk, by constructing 

humour as resolving “two conflicting images” to address the “outrageous, the wickedly 

funny, and the ironic and perverse” (p. 46) realities of organizational life. The conflict model 

stresses the presence of opposite extremes, adversaries or contradictions and Kahn attests to 

humour as a “diagnostic tool” where if we keep close note of it, “we can tap into a rich source 

of information for understanding and interpreting the dynamics of individual and group life in 

organizations” (p. 46).  

Norrick and Spitz’s (2008) work presents humour-in-talk as often associated with a 

demonstration of aggression. Here humour is presented variously as “social control”, “testing 

function of intelligence”, “intrusion, an interruption, a waste of time” in “ongoing topical 

talk” (p. 1663), leading to the expression of aggression in one way or the other. Core to this is 

conflict in humour-in-talk as made up of “…sequential oppositional moves and thereby 

establish[ing] a conflict frame” (Norris & Spitz, 2008, p. 1683). Such humour in conflicting 

talk provides one of the ways to address conflict without presenting oneself as contentious. 

The aggressive nature of humour has been extensively discussed in the humour literature 

from various disciplines but Norrick and Spitz’s work is made interesting and unique by the 

reflexive way they present their empirical material that is participants targeting each other in 

dialectical forms.  
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More dramatically, Westwood and Johnston (2012) refer to something similar when they 

argue that a polarised understanding of workplace humour is problematic as humour is 

“resistive and disordering with regard to one power plateau – namely the managerial and 

organizational hierarchy”, and at the same time it is “implicated in the maintenance of the 

status quo and the ‘doing of power’ in relation to another” (p. 16). Researching humour in 

this sense of contestation, I submit, requires understanding the boundary between the two as 

malleable and porous, rather than rigid. Such changeability, openness to contestation and 

negotiation, and permeability are also hallmarks of the social constructionist approach 

adopted in this research project. A decade ago, Billig warned us not to see this as a “strict 

division” (2005, p. 203). Recently Butler echoed the impossibility of dividing “rebellious and 

disciplinary forms of humour in an organizational context” as “they can be mobilized equally 

for the purposes of worker subversion and management control” (2015, p. 46). 

This tension reflected on the very core notion of managerial humour and doing authority that 

underlies much of the structure of this thesis. It questions whether we can talk about such 

tensions in a dialectical sense at all. Yet like all theories, categorisations, and typologies of 

humour undoubtedly remains a simplification that is useful if it allows us to move from one 

unit of analysis (that of the individual) to other broader ones (bringing them in contact with 

one another simultaneously).  

However at the end of the literature review, I am simultaneously drawn to the permeability 

that the topic of managerial humour and subordinates’ humour evokes, while at the same time 

aware of its limitations and frustrations. So engaging in a discussion about dialogue, 

navigation, competitive interplay, and malleability seems pivotal in a work crafted around the 

concept of interactional humour.  
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Conclusion 

This chapter indicates that we are truly in a contested terrain. Metaphors of opposition 

confront metaphors of mutuality, and empirical observations seem to be noticeably scarce. 

When looked at critically, this does not seem to be just another foray into the changing world 

of organizational dynamics, but rather part of a wider exploration into the nature of 

managerial humour and work in our post-industrial, post-bureaucracy and neoliberal society. 

The theoretical elements discussed in this chapter offer an understanding of interactional 

humour as intimately linked to the way we perceive, characterise, and construct ambiguity. 

Such ambiguity is always represented in unfolding stories, and hence the ambiguity motif so 

dominant in these readings provides a foundation for understanding volatility, flexibility, or 

fleetingness in managerial positioning. 

The purpose of this chapter has been to define basic concepts and constructs associated with 

the humour phenomenon that we intend to examine here, and further to take the literatures 

forward in creating some kind of flux. I hope the reader feels the complexity and disruption 

that characterise a well-established and linearly defined field. By exploring ambiguities, 

complexities and paradoxes of humour, this research aims to avoid the often rigid polarisation 

that has significantly marked the literature on managerial humour. Any thinking about how 

managerial humour is characterised in doing/distancing authority seems inevitable to evoke 

interactional processes and, indeed, work on methodological processes will be the focus of 

the next section, mainly social constructionist orientation in terms of theoretical framework 

and epistemological assumptions that I will bring to this work on interactional processes.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology and Analytical Framework 

 

This chapter presents interactional analysis as a useful way of exploring humour in what 

Marvasti describes as “an uncompromising attention to the construction process” (2008, p. 

315). The theoretical and epistemological framework established for this inquiry is based 

around “fluid subject” and “malleable model” (Marvasti, 2008, p. 317). It has been designed 

to produce a distributed and ongoing social process approach to the interactions by which 

social relationships are shaped and reshaped in everyday practices. This chapter proposes 

social constructionism as an approach to navigating the ‘complex contours’ of meaning 

associated with the interactionally-produced social forms that were discussed in the last 

chapter. 

Social constructionism seems logically rooted in symbolic interactionism (Mead, 1934) and 

phenomenology (Schutz, 1970). Berger and Luckmann (1966) consolidated its form in their 

book The Social Construction of Reality. Since then a significant volume of theory and 

research has contributed to the core premises of the social constructionist understanding of 

the world and knowledge (Burr, 2003; Cunliffe, 2008; Gergen, 1999b, 2001; Hacking, 1999; 

Holstein & Gubrium, 2008; Potter, 1996; Shotter, 1993). 

However, defining what makes a social constructionist inquiry is neither self-evident nor 

uncontested. As Burr states, “there is no single description” covering social constructionism 

(2003, p. 2). It is a remarkably fluid, yet particularistic, theory and philosophy that claims to 

provide an approach that emphasises the context-dependent and socio-linguistically 

constituted character of social interactions. This understanding makes sense of Hacking’s 

(1999) argument that defining social constructionism should not be the main priority of 

researchers; rather the focus should be the specific considerations adopted in conducting a 
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particular social constructionist study. Attempting to define this philosophy runs counter to 

the fundamental understanding of social constructionism that social realities are jointly 

constructed and context-specific, not universalistic, objectivistic or essentialist. 

Weinberg can be held to embody much of the direction and spirit of both this chapter and the 

preceding one, when he comments how “the quest to discover objective and/or universal 

truths promotes the reification of things” can open up “fixed and unalterable definitions” 

which he calls “unnecessary and unjustified” (2008, p. 15). He applies this thinking as 

“unnecessary and unjustified” firstly to inform that discovering universal truth is “less useful 

than research that explores how we have come by” and second it is “downright harmful” in 

that it makes us think “fatalistically” about a natural and inevitable existence, which 

Weinberg thinks “ought to be challenged and changed” (p. 15). In Weinberg’s view, social 

constructionism “emerges as self-consciously critical of the institutional mainstream” and this 

“critical engagement with the intellectual edifices of established academic disciplines has 

infused constructionists’ work with recognizable intellectual identity” (p. 15). This notion 

seems important to try to understand it in light of the conclusions drawn about interactional 

humour and doing authority in the preceding chapter. 

Weinberg is not alone in seeing these universal understandings of phenomena as mainstream 

and dominant paradigms. Thorpe (2008) describes them as taking a rational approach which 

focuses towards “distance, clarity and generalizability”, while the social constructionist 

approach embraces “closeness, complexity, and locality” (p. 115-116). Karreman and 

Alvesson critique this in general where “dominance of the functionalist paradigm in 

organizational research” persists to be an “important” factor behind giving less attention to 

“socially constructed nature of organizations” (2001, p. 60). Prasad (2005) goes further in 

seeing this mainstream discipline as a positivist form of social science. The theorist 

synonymous with social constructionist perspective is Gergen and his aptly named book An 
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Invitation to Social Construction where he strongly voices the universality of scientific 

knowledge as a “subtle dictatorship” and lays the groundwork for opening “scientific 

knowledge to social constructionist analysis” (1999b, p. 51). Later in the book he writes: 

…there is no final resting place… Each word, proposition, or proposal must be 

provisional, open to deconstruction and moral/political evaluation. With each move in 

discourse a myriad of possibilities are abandoned, meanings suppressed, and life forms 

threatened. We are compelled to make meanings together, but each movement in 

meaning is also a potential death to alternatives. (p. 221). 

In this statement, he is assuming a critical stance toward objective knowledge, unbiased 

observation and traditional empiricism. Others also see social constructionism as disrupting 

“the oppressive and exploitative effects associated with institutionalized discourses and forms 

of life” (Durrheim, 1997, p. 181). Writing subsequently, Gergen (1999b) argues that no one 

way of knowing is superior or more proximate to the truth than another; they just provide 

alternative meanings. While he acknowledges that the multiple truths within discourses are 

central to understanding social constructionism, his characterisation of this concept as “no 

final resting place” certainly generates real interest and energy in constructionist works such 

as this one.  

The phrases “no final resting place” or ‘becoming’ and ‘movement’ characterise the 

ontological position and interactive legacy I have addressed in Chapter Two, as well as the 

understanding of social constructionist inquiry that guides the methodology and methods 

described in this chapter. To this end, Chapter Three will define and discuss social 

constructionism as the theoretical framework for this body of research. Important in this 

chapter are Gergen, Vivian and Cunliffe who have developed a coherent method for social 

constructionist practice and, in the case of Cunliffe, applied it to the organizational arena. The 

move from methodology to method requires a whole series of research decisions and the final 
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part of this chapter opens up those decisions, namely: observing and recording interactions, 

interviews and selecting participants; and researcher subjectivity and reflexivity, to reader 

scrutiny. 

It is important to note that one of the aims of this research is to demonstrate discourse 

dynamics across all levels of this study: as theory, epistemology, methodology, and method.  

The reason that I have made this attempt is because I agree with Koro-Ljungberg (2008) who 

state that “Theoretical perspectives influence the research process by setting a particular 

epistemological frame around various stages of the research process” (p. 429). Indeed, the 

field can be characterised as rich in theoretical conversation, uneven in terms of empirical 

work, and noticeably undeveloped in terms of work that aspires to both. This project 

represents one possible approach to drawing on that theoretical richness, while exploring 

organizational issues with empirical rigour. 

Mapping Social Constructionist Inquiry 

Social constructionism as philosophical and epistemological inquiry is the subject of this next 

section. Social constructionism was originally associated with the sociology of knowledge. It 

has grown from these origins to critiquing realist philosophy (Burr, 2003) and to a 

generalised form of philosophical inquiry (Weinberg, 2008). What is so striking about its 

tradition and ongoing development is the emphasis it has given in the study of social 

interaction – a language, a vocabulary, a metaphor, a story and such highlights at the heart of 

this discussion. 

Social constructionism has become an intellectual movement (Holstein & Gubrium, 2008) 

with a large number of permutations and it is important not to underestimate the scope of its 

interests and involvement. Hibberd’s (2005) “architectural analogy” presents an 

understanding of social constructionism as “two-tiered”; an upper “theoretical level” (p. viii) 
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and lower metatheoretical level (p. ix).  Hibberd puts it most simply. The upper tier 

comprises social constructionist accounts of social phenomena such as meaning making, 

discourses, the self, management in organizations and so on. The lower tier is largely made 

up of the “philosophical assumptions” upon which the “social constructionist theories of 

upper level may depend” (p. ix). Hibberd goes on to describe that, “This lower tier is 

logically prior to the upper tier” (p. ix), where developing particular theoretical propositions 

is a “logical consequence” (p. 98) of embracing certain metatheoretical position. Hibberd 

traces the beginnings of social constructionism, when the contribution of the former (lower 

tier) took the form of broad claims and propositions, while the latter focused on observing 

particular features of social situations. 

Hibberd strongly asserts that social constructionist metatheory (lower tier) has challenged the 

radical agenda by providing a “viable alternative to the positivist-empiricist philosophy” (p. 

1). Gergen is far more overt than others in his metatheoretical commitment and in addressing 

social constructionism as a viable alternative to positivism. He represents social 

constructionism as “nurtured by the soil of discontent” that begins with “radical doubt in the 

taken-for-granted world” (Gergen, 1985, p. 266). He is critical of the scientific observation of 

the world: 

The degree to which a given form of understanding prevails or is sustained across time 

is not fundamentally dependent on the empirical validity of the perspective in question, 

but on the vicissitudes of social processes (e.g. communication, negotiation, conflict, 

rhetoric). (p. 267) 

For this, he strongly voices, “What counts as what are inherently ambiguous, continuously 

evolving, and free to vary with the predilections of those who use them” (p. 267).  

Similar kinds of critiques have been launched against positivist understandings of reality by 

sociologists and advocates of relativism. Pearce (1995) argues that social constructionism 
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offers an alternative tradition to the research that “earnestly seeks certainty in a representation 

of reality by means of propositions” (p. 89). Along similar lines, Margolis (1991) claims that 

we should reject: 

…one by one, every last trace of the invariances – the perennial truths – of ultimate 

reality, knowledge, thought, rationality, virtue and value, logic, science, intelligibility, 

and the rest that have falsely reassured us all the while we disorder the planet (p. ix). 

Social constructionism certainly represents the essence of Margolis’ position. Hibberd (2005) 

lists the following philosophical assumptions as the tenets of social constructionist 

metatheory: “things are constantly changing”, “recognizing reality of relations and 

interactions”, “reject the thesis of essentialism”, “no such things as pure abstract universals”, 

“reject representationism”, “reject meaning a constituent of mind”, “recognise contexts”, “no 

such thing as individual unaffected by social processes”, and “reject the view that scientific 

inquiry can be free from the motives of social interests” (p. xii).  

What develops from this list of social constructionism is the emphasis on the construction of 

meanings through relationships that questions, challenges or “reconceptualizes the space 

shared by work and relationships” (Blustein, Palladino Schultheiss, & Flum, 2004, p. 427). It 

is important to note at this point that these relationships are rooted in ‘socio-historical and 

socio-political’ contexts, and are not the product or possession of individuals (Burr, 1995; 

Gergen, 1999b). Such theoretical propositions championed by social constructionist pioneers 

convey the idea that metaphorically one moves out of this individualistic dimension and 

arrives in the space that is shared with others – a space where meaning, reality and multiple 

views are constructed and reconstructed. The best way to represent this notion of social 

constructionism is to turn to Gergen (2009)’s understanding of individuals as ‘relational 

beings’, and to talk about the intersubjectivity that only recognises the possibility of 
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individual identity in relation to others (Merleau-Ponty, 1964), with a focus on “what goes on 

between” rather than “what goes on within” (Foster & Bochner, 2008, p. 90). 

This notion interprets the ‘individual’ as embedded in relationships. The meaning associated 

with embeddedness involves a sense of belongingness or being attached to some kind of 

relationship; the subjective feeling of mutual space shared within a group of people. Blustein, 

Schultheiss and Flum understand embeddedness as the “subjective link with others as a social 

body”(2004, p. 429). This suggests individuals as continuously in the flow of ongoing 

constructions, which opens up the possibility of newly emerging realities (Gergen, 1991; 

Hosking, 2008). This brings to the notion that ‘emergence of meanings’ is premise to a social 

constructionist lens that shapes and informs individuals in a “dialectical and mutually 

constitutive process” (Richardson et al., 2009, p. 64). What has been understood to be the 

domain of individuality such as personality, attitudes, values, beliefs and self, now become 

the product of ongoing interactions when looked from this constructionist lens. 

At its most simple, individual identities are created in relationships, and so are contestable 

and mutable. The focus is not determining and declaring one identity as superior to another, 

but rather how individuals play with these different identities (Cunliffe, 2008). As Gergen 

puts it, “there is no privileged relationship” (1999b, p. 9). This calls to mind Hardy’s 

conception of individuality as written by a “interplay of multiple discourses” (2001, p. 28) in 

the sense that individuals do not have the luxury of doing truth and reality according to their 

own choices. Even if individuals did have the capacity to act deliberately and strategically, 

they would be constrained by the conflicting discourses and intricate processes of social 

construction.   

The notion of ‘language games’ crafted by Wittgenstein (as elaborated in Winch, (1958)) sits 

alongside this understanding. Meaning, reality or words themselves do not dwell inside 
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individuals’ minds, but in relationships or what he terms as ‘language games’. One can 

analyze these words and meanings within and through the ‘rules of game’, and as part of 

broader forms that are cultural, historic, or political in nature. Gergen extends the metaphor 

of the “game” when he claims: 

The real subject of the game …is not the player, but instead the game itself. The game 

is what holds the player in its spell, draws him into play, and keeps him there. (1999b, 

p. 235). 

Social constructionism then becomes a process of perspectivising (Schwandt, 2000), anti-

essentialism (Stead, 2004), and multiple contextualisations (Cooper & Burrell, 1988). Any 

text or, in the case of this research, interactions can be analyzed within a conceptual 

framework through which the world is described and deciphered, and as part of a communal 

or shared interactive, such as culture or history for instance. 

Social constructionism, therefore, provides a vastly popular and well-used notion that 

meaning construction is not within the control of individuals’ abilities. It captures the spirit 

and contribution of social constructionist theory, and characterises responsiveness in action. 

Shotter’s “no ‘I’ without ‘you’” is worth remembering here (1989) as one is always 

identified, or understood in relation to others. As exemplified by Gergen, whether extending 

one’s hand (on meeting another person) is seen as a “greeting, an insufficiency or 

miscalculation” depends on the “supplementary actions” of that other person (1999b, p. 146). 

Even more fundamental is Cunliffe’s assertion that “emerging social realities, focus on 

processes of meaning-making, no one person in control” and thus excluding objectified 

reality, intentionality and cognitive processes (2008, p. 126). This takes us back to the 

discussion of “fluidity and malleability” that began this chapter. Gergen, Cunliff and many 

other social constructionist researchers are clearly working towards a social constructionism 

that widens the frame of the notion to include the ruptures, gaps and differences. Gergen’s 
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definition of the relational self as “spontaneously moving toward an unfixed future” and 

subject to “continuous refashioning” (1999b, p. 146) tempt us to see this social 

constructionist orientation in a less straightforward way. This is because one can move 

(within relationships) back and forth without reaching a point of obvious closure or finality, 

thus meaning-making and understanding can remain contingent, open and tentative.  

Cunliffe, credited with an immense impact in terms of relational social constructionism, 

intersects the concerns of this thesis at multiple points. Cunliffe provides three general 

characterisations of social constructionist approaches: “subjective cognitive”, “critical 

theorists and poststructuralists”, and “relational social constructionism” (2008, p. 128). 

Cunliffe sees the subjective cognitive approach as “objectifying reality” (p. 128) through 

interactions. The critical approaches focus on power relations of actors in interactions, and 

the relational approach is concerned with intersubjective relationships through dialogical 

activities. Of most significance in terms of this inquiry, however, is her theorising on the 

three prominent concepts: ‘intersubjectivity’, ‘dialectical’, and her development of the 

methodology used in this thesis, ‘relational social constructionism’. The first two 

(intersubjectivity and dialectical) will be the primary focus in this general social 

constructionist section with the latter discussed in the following methodological section. 

At the heart of Cunliffe’s work is a nuanced interpretation embracing the Merleau-Ponty 

(1964) and Ricoeurian (1992) notion that “we are always selves-in-relation-to-others”(2011, 

p. 657). For Cunliffe, we are deeply embedded in a “complex web of current and previous 

relationships, conversations, utterances and language communities embracing speech genres, 

historical and cultural ways of speaking” (2008, p. 130). To this effect, she defines 

intersubjectivity as “ontology – a way of being in the world” (2011, p. 657). This notion 

captures Merleau-Ponty’s  particular focus and contribution to the theory of intersubjectivity, 

an extensive body of work with a relationally responsive orientation according to which “the 
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barriers between us and others is impalpable” (2008, p. 174), and “the presence of others in 

myself or of myself in others” (p. 97) is experienced during interaction. Building on this 

central understanding, Ricoeur (1991) widens the scope when he describes our coexistence, 

coevolution, identities and shared understandings of our social world are shaped between us 

in our daily interactions, and experienced differently. Thus, interaction for Ricoeur is not just 

a representation of utterances, but rather always holds potential for new meanings. As 

expressed by Mikhail Bakhtin in his work on the dialogic: 

An utterance is never just a reflection or an expression of something already existing 

and outside it that is given and final. It always creates something that never existed 

before, something absolutely new and unrepeatable…What is given is completely 

transformed in what is created. (Cited in Shotter and Ravello, (2013, p. 127))  

This expanded scope of intersubjective activity captures the essence of relationally 

responsive social constructionism; it is this which organizational theorists such as Cunliffe 

acknowledge, in suggesting that “we create a sort of sense between us in fluid, relational, 

responsive, embedded and embodied interactions, and so meanings are multiple, shifting, and 

always in a time, place, and in relation to others” (2011, p. 658). 

 Cunliffe's understanding of intersubjectivity points to the dialectical nature of her 

contribution to relational social constructionism. Cunliffe sees a notion of dialogic as in 

contrast to the monologic where one voice dominates and prevails. She elaborates on 

Bakhtin’s (1981) work, whereby:  

Language is characterised by heteroglossia, intersecting ideologies, times, ways of 

speaking and so on, in which ‘the word . . . enters a dialogically agitated and tension-

filled environment of alien words, value judgments and accents, weaves in and out of 

complex interrelationships, merges with some, recoils from others . . . and all this may 

crucially shape discourse. (2008, p. 130) 

 



62 
 

Cunliffe sees rigorous dialogic analysis as the appropriate way of reading polyphony, 

ambiguity and indeterminacy. Along similar lines, she evokes a notion of dialectics as 

“continuous interplay of opposing terms, such that both maintain their differences yet pass 

into each other” (2008, p. 131). She also celebrates the work of Merleau-Ponty and Ricoeur 

in emphasising the “emergent and contested” nature of interactions.  

Hopfl wrote that “meaning is always ambivalent and resonates with the flux of experience” 

(1994, p. 468), and Cunliffe-inspired social constructionism gracefully embraces such 

dialectics. It is this ‘ambivalent and flux of experience’ in the work of Cunliffe that has led 

her to make language so central to her work. 

Then it is no surprise that positivist researchers have interrogated how this continuously 

emerging or instability of meanings validate entire research project. In response to this, we 

must understand that social constructionist approach is just one way of viewing and 

understanding the world. It is not to imply that there is no individual existence without social 

construction. Individual attributes do exist; but they are meaningful to us only through the 

process of social construction (Gergen, 1999b). Thorpe attempts to address these 

interrogations in his article Constructionist Approaches to Management Research in some 

way or the other. To this end he sets out the way we engage with the world: 

While this does not mean the world is somehow constructed by what we say and do…it 

does recognise our tendency to place particular significance on selective aspects of our 

experience and in so doing giving focus and meaning to what counts as knowledge and 

learning within boundaries established by such things as social traditions, institutions, 

and practices. (2008, p. 116) 

The word “belief” is emphasised by Bruffee as knowledge generation is not about “dealing 

with physical reality” but about “dealing with our beliefs about the physical reality” and 

“justifying those beliefs socially” (1986, p. 777). As has been discussed, neither physical 
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reality or our beliefs are singularly unified, coherent, or complete but this focus on social 

construction provides a way of bringing social actors together into a conversation about their 

beliefs, which then undergo the continuous transformation and negotiation of meaning 

making.  

At the beginning of this chapter, I presented Hibberd’s two-tiered conception of social 

constructionism. So far this chapter has inclined more toward the lower tier of Hibberd’s 

‘architectural analogy’. This architectural analogy is a metaphor that not only distinguishes 

between social constructionism as metatheory and social constructionist theory as relatively 

more micro level; it also addresses the interconnectedness between the two. Hibberd sees the 

upper tier as essentially supported by the lower tier, but the upper theoretical level is primary 

in the way it “accounts for a wide range of psycho-social phenomena” (2005, p. viii) 

involving actors, world and language, contextual settings, interpretive repertoires and 

discourse analysis. All of these will be covered in the remainder of this chapter. 

Discourse Analysis 

‘Discourse’ has been a recurring theme in this discussion of social constructionism and 

explains the appeal of using this approach in terms of this thesis. I prefer the term ‘discourse’ 

to ‘language’ as it better reflects my focus on action and practice, rather than language 

structure. A social constructionist approach to discourse revolves around what Alvesson and 

Karreman (2011) state “different vocabularies will produce different understandings of the 

same phenomenon – all are potentially true but not necessarily commensurable” (p. 38). The 

result of such a discourse is to produce what Alvesson and Karreman call “willingness to 

consider alternative vocabularies” and “lead to constructions of alternative realities” (p. 38).  

This thesis takes a discourse analysis approach precisely because I agree with Berger and 

Luckmann (1966) (and other social constructionist and discourse theorists) who claim that 
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discourse underpins the process of social constructionism. Rather than taking social reality as 

it exists, discourse theorists “endeavour to uncover the way in which social reality is 

produced” (Hardy, 2001, p. 27), where such realities are “created, supported and contested 

through the production, dissemination, and consumption of texts; and emanate from 

interactions” (p. 28); or to quote Fairclough and Wodak, “Discourses are always connected to 

other discourses which were produced earlier, as well as those which are produced 

synchronically and subsequently” (1977, p. 277). This discourse paradigm reflects the 

significance of Chia’s assertion: “Social objects and phenomena…do not have a 

straightforward and unproblematic existence independent of our discursively-shaped 

understandings” (2000, p. 513). 

Burr presents a view that “language is at heart of this construction process” (2003, p. 46). 

However, a social constructionist way of looking at language is quite different from 

mainstream thinking. In Burr’s analysis the meanings attached to language under a 

structuralist framework are representational and “fixed” (2003, p. 52). From social 

constructionism perspective, “language constructs rather than represents the world” (p.62) 

and “meanings carried by language are never fixed, always open to question, always 

contestable, always temporary” which has “major implications for our understanding of the 

person, their identity and the possibilities of personal and social change” (p. 53). As 

described by Burr, this “fragmented, shifting and temporary” sense of individuality and “self” 

as the “product of language” in social interaction undergoes constant flux depending on “who 

the person is with, in what circumstances and to what purpose” (p. 54). Burr would argue that 

meaning is always open to contestation and hence, language is a “site of variability, 

disagreement and potential conflict” (p. 54). It is this striving for coherence that makes 

language such a rich and meaningful site of analysis. Thus, while discourse analysis might 
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investigate the crafting of these differences, disagreements and movements, it should 

simultaneously take note of the action orientation, that is the performance of language per se. 

Burr refers to Austin (1962), who pointed out that language not only describes things; it also 

does things. Language is, after all, “a human social practice” (Burr, 2003, p. 58). Burr credits 

Austin with spearheading the action-oriented approach to identify: he makes us “ask how 

people construct their talk to achieve the effects they do”, to “produce and make sense of 

everyday life” (2003, p. 59). Austin himself claims that “it is, of course, not really correct that 

a sentence ever is a statement: rather it is used in making a statement, and the statement itself 

is a ‘logical construction’ out of the makings of statements” (1975, p. 11).   

Further, one of the vital linguistic resources conceptualized by Potter and Wetherell is 

“interpretive repertoires” (1987, p. 146) where they claim, “They are available resources for 

making evaluations, constructing factual versions and performing particular actions” (Potter 

and Wetherell, 1987, p. 89). Such a repertoire, then, indicates that different repertoires 

construct different meanings of same events. In light of this, Willig (2001) presents an 

illustrative example: 

A newspaper article may refer to young offenders as ‘young tear-aways’, while a 

defending lawyer may describe his or her clients as ‘no-hope-kids.’ The former 

construction emphasises the uncontrollability of young offenders and implies the need 

for stricter parenting and policing, whereas the latter draws attention to unmet 

psychological and educational needs of young offenders and importance of social and 

economic deprivation. (p. 95) 

What this means in terms of ongoing interaction is that contradictory repertoires are 

re/produced as people interact. This gives a sense of the ongoing, dynamic, and emergent 

process of construction. In other words one constructs reality but is also constantly in the 
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process of forging another one. Repertoires, then, Burr claims “do not belong to individual 

people and are not located inside their heads” (2003, p. 60). 

This evokes the notion that words and/or language get meanings when they are put to the 

particular context (Wittgenstein, 1953); the same words construct different meanings in 

different contexts. For instance, ‘he is a superstar’ can be a sarcastic response to a question, 

or signal appreciation of hard work, popularity, or the person’s art or creativity. The meaning 

attached to this utterance is strongly situated in the context of the ongoing conversation. 

The notion of ‘context’ is a paramount motif in social constructionist approach. As Dachler 

and Hosking (1995) argues, “Conversation is impossible if participants refuse to allow each 

other to reference certain contexts” (p. 5). People are not free to speak whatever they please. 

Language is always embedded in the context in which the interaction is occurring. It does 

this, in a way highly reminiscent of the discussion on contradictory repertoires and fluidity in 

the previous sections, by its ability to articulate “words themselves do not describe the world; 

instead meanings emerge from successful functioning within relational ritual” (Gergen, 

1999b, p. 10). Burr (2003) argues further that every aspect of life becomes “undifferentiated 

and intangible” without language as it provides meaning and structure (p. 48). I would see 

much of the value in approaching language through its social constructionist lens precisely in 

its ability to articulate the theoretical nature of a problem in a sophisticated and complex 

fashion; something which this chapter has gone to some lengths to represent. 

Guided by the considerations discussed so far, then one obvious presumption is that this 

continuous state of becoming, emergence or instability of meanings does not eliminate the 

value of interpretive research. As Hatch (1997) argues, settling on the “right and final” 

meaning is not as important here as understanding “interpretation processes” (p. 277). The 
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notion involves the interpretation of meaning by moving between many relationships and 

their different dynamisms, out of which comes meaning (s). 

So how do we interpret looking at this unfolding nature of interactions? This understanding is 

significant for shifting the focus of social constructionist orientation to the researcher and 

placing subjectivity and reflexivity at the heart of interpretation. This requires transparency 

and reflection in order to be transformed into a deeper level of understanding or 

interpretation. Alvesson and Skoldberg (2000) conceptualise, “a dialectic between distance 

and familiarity” (p. 62) in which “we enter the world of the text, with our own world in our 

luggage, so to speak, in order to ‘fuse horizons’ between the familiar and the unfamiliar” (p. 

85). Gadamer (as cited in Gergen, 1999) proposes the notion of “pre-understanding” which is 

crucial to any interpretation, and taking this to “a dialogic relationship” ensures “newness” of 

meanings and “transformation into a communion, in which we do not remain what we were” 

(p. 144). It is worth noting at this point that this thesis opened with an anecdote reflecting 

pre-understanding in my experiential observation. Accordingly, the value of this research will 

be reflected in the quality of dialogue between the concepts covered in the literature reviewed 

and participants’ interactions and narratives, and the degree of ‘newness or transformation’ 

reported in the discussion and conclusion chapters. 

It is this understanding of discourse that lends itself effectively to interactive and textual work 

in the social sciences. However, the challenge is how much broader and/or deeper to cover 

while moving beyond the interactional data. The approaches to looking at discourse are 

strongly patterned and formally divided between a narrow focus on text and the broader 

interpretations of discourse, including its social and political dimensions. These two 

fundamentals together provide a coherent foundation for constructing a formal analytic 

discursive process. 
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Analytic Options in Discourse Analysis  

Alvesson and Karreman (2000) have synthesised such theory into a coherent methodology by 

establishing four typologies along the dimensions of range and meaning/s of discourse.  

Typology one is close range/autonomous analysis, which indicates what Alvesson and 

Karreman call “purely textual phenomena” (p. 1137). These are to be understood in the 

context of unfolding discourse, rather than as standalone excerpts extracted from ongoing 

interactions. Typology two is long range/autonomous analysis, which addresses standard 

forms of speech in relation to the issues being talked about. This typology emphasises 

practice, as in whether the utterances on one issue can be related to other utterances on 

similar issues, and the particular organization (not bigger than that such as the country or the 

national culture). Typology three is close-range/determination analysis, which assumes that 

issues talked about offer clues to other kinds of practice. This typology is essentially 

contextual in situating the text in the subjectivities of interlocutors, with a special emphasis 

on “structuring effects” (p. 1138). Typology four is long-range/determination of position, 

which assumes that “discourses, subjectivity and practice are densely interwoven” and the 

utterances in question are treated in a “standardized way” (p. 1138). 

All these typologies are run through the “ladder of discourse” (p. 1139) whereby one goes 

from discourse to Discourse. In their empirical illustration, they start at a micro-analytic level 

where they “read the account as text” (p. 1143), then shift to a meso-discourse level “to look 

for slightly broader and general themes (p. 1143), and end on a mega-discourse level where 

subject matter in utterances is understood as “an idea of a more or less universal connection 

to discourse material” (p. 1133). 

Similarly, Barry, Carroll and Hansen propose three ways of doing discursive research (2006).  

First, the endotextual approach requires researchers to work within a text. They argue here, 
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“the text itself is the point of analytic focus and it is the complexities of working within the 

text that are most important” (p. 1092). The second approach is exotextual analysis, which 

requires researchers to work outward from the text to its context. The emphasis is on 

“ongoing constructions of meaning, constantly changing from one situation to another, from 

one participant to another and one context to another” (p. 1094). Third, is the exo/endotextual 

approach which brings the first two approaches together to show how integrating a text’s 

worldview and internal structure creates meaning(s). 

It is possible to give these approaches a more discursive focus. If one goes back to the 

approaches of interactional humour described in the preceding chapter, conversation analysis 

can be seen as equating to the endotextual approach. In this kind of analysis, one can trace 

how meanings are established through textual exegesis, rather than using historical or social 

details to frame such analysis. Exo/endotextual approach provides a close reading of 

discourse in a social science context; certainly a compelling attribute in terms of this research 

inquiry. This exo/endotextual approach can also be viewed as an extension of conversation 

analysis. Both literary and social science theory have paid attention to this exo/endotextual 

analysis: literary theory in terms of the talk-in-interactions, and the social sciences in terms of 

the broader worldview. Here, it is worth recalling again that this thesis intends to study 

interactional and detailed processes of doing authority. Hence, exo/endotextual approach 

form part of the analytical focus precisely because it focuses to recognise ways in which 

people “craft contributions to unfolding activities moment by moment” (Hindmarsh & 

Llewellyn, 2010, p. 25). The emphasis is on methods, procedures, orderliness and sequential 

movements of identities within interactions. 

In this light, Barry, Carroll and Hansen attest, “being able to move both inward to the text and 

outward from it is being increasingly prized in organizational narrative/discourse research" 

(2006, p. 1096). What their article embodies well is the trade-off requirements while moving 
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between the endo and exo textual phenomena. As each layer of text is explored, and each part 

of the analysis is accomplished, a more complex understanding of the multiple meaning-

makings encompassed in such texts is developed. They caution, however, that while 

embracing endo/exotextual phenomena has strengths, it “does not guarantee richer or more 

insightful textual readings” (p. 1097). Alvesson and Karreman (2000) argue that there is a 

trade-off between rigour (focusing on text) and social relevance (focusing on broader 

perspective). Therefore, one needs to achieve ‘balance’ by not being extremely text sensitive 

or being too farsighted that one loses the grasp of immediate contextual issues for what 

Alvesson and Karreman call an adjustment between “linguistic reductionism” and “a too 

grandiose and too muscular view on discourse” (2000, p. 1145). 

Marvasti (2008) presents an interactionally-oriented social constructionist research study on 

homelessness that can be viewed as both an exemplar of, and alternative to, theory and 

methodology. Marvasti uses texts produced by different clients where they were required to 

tell their stories in order to qualify for their eligibility for services. While he follows the 

above levels of discourse analysis, he concludes, “reality cannot be fully comprehended 

through textual representations, isolated and stripped from discursive environments and 

practice” (2008, p. 328). Instead of focusing on eligibility in relation to the texts produced by 

the clients, he looks at how those texts are constituted within narrative environments. He 

elaborates Mead’s (1934) baseball metaphor, where actual understanding of the game cannot 

be achieved simply by looking at instructional manuals; rather it involves practice and 

understanding the dynamics and collective meaning shared by the players. This 

interpretation, then, looks at text as both cultural artifact and symbolic frame and so involves 

the environmental, demographic, and political attributes they both evoke and sustain. What is 

interesting in the light of this research inquiry is what Marvasti asserts, “The game of social 

life is far too complex to be reduced to a mechanical analysis of rhetorical claims...People do 
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things under certain conditions and for certain purposes” (2008, p. 328). Again, Weinberg 

reminds us here that social constructionist research: 

…cannot be purely nomothetic because social life is not a closed system and because it 

is replete with hugely consequential singular events that cannot be understood as mere 

exhibits of universal laws of history. But it cannot be purely idiographic, either, 

because social life is impossible to understand exclusively in terms of its particularity. 

(2008, p. 34). 

It is clear the social constructionist approach cannot be reduced to purely textual analysis, 

irrespective of how valuable and vigorous that framework might be, and that a social 

constructionist inspired approach should outgrow from such micro-level detail over the 

course of the research. This thesis takes such notions seriously.  

Consistent with this notion and reverting to the topic of this thesis, I attempt to understand 

humour from the dialectical approach which has become a significant voice for investigating 

humour in discourse analysis processes. 

Dialectical Approach  

There has been quite a repertoire of broadly interactional approaches running alongside social 

constructionist discussion through the last decade of the twentieth century, and the first part 

of this one (Chia, 2000; Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004; Jordan & Henderson, 1995). This section 

will touch on both, not as an effort to detail a form of history or order on what has its 

pedigree in quite diverse paradigms, but as a way to trace the start of the alternative 

conversations that this body of research can draw from and contribute to. 

We can trace the beginnings of an understanding of the interaction-based approach to humour 

to symbolic interactionism. Kuipers (2008) formulates it as follows, 
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Humor, while not very central to big social structures and processes, plays an important 

role in everyday interaction, and its ambiguity makes it well-suited to negotiations and 

manipulations of selves and relationships. (p. 373). 

Such an understanding also succeeds in immediately contextualising ‘humour’, in terms of 

the role it plays in everyday interactions (something which a discursive approach extends), 

and in embedding it in ambiguity and paradox (the province of social constructionist theory).  

Norrick and Chaiaro (2009) directly advocate for interaction as an appropriate way to explore 

humour-in-conversation as it represents “real data involving real people in real interactions” 

(p. xiii). They add:,  

Too long and too often still writers have advanced arguments about humor based on 

their personal intuitions about what is funny and how jokes work…disregarding the 

relationship between teller and the listeners, their genders, ages, relative social status 

and the physical context. (p. xiii) 

Norrick and Chaiaro call for a refocusing of attention on the ways ‘humour’ is evoked, 

accomplished and performed through interactions. These three adjectives apply equally to 

Mary Jo Hatch’s article ‘Irony and the Social Construction of Contradiction in the Humor of 

a Management Team’. She adopts a social constructionist perspective to explore how 

“contradiction and humour are co-constructed through discourse between managers” (1997, 

p. 275). Hatch’s article is particularly interesting in that it understands humour as a form of 

discourse built on contradiction and paradox, and brings a contradiction-centered view of 

organization to the fore. The notion ‘contradiction and paradox’ in this body of research is 

both a problem and potential solution to a series of work and organizational dilemmas. 

While social constructionists look at humour as an essentially co-constructed phenomenon, 

theorists advocating contradiction-oriented views appropriate that role firmly in 
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understanding humour in terms of ambiguity, complexity and paradox. Hatch and Erhlich 

(1993) demonstrate the distinctiveness of the contradiction-centered view of humour here: 

Humour is believed to be related to paradox and ambiguity through its association with 

the contradictions, inconsistencies and incoherence of social organization. Because of 

these associations we find humour to be a promising mechanism for locating and 

studying paradox and ambiguity in organizations. (p.524). 

One way of relating this, particular to this thesis, is that managerial humour can be 

characterised as the ambiguity and paradox arising while managers are doing authority in 

interactions with their subordinates. More generally, managerial humour is interpreted as 

controlling; however, paradoxically, the same humour can be interpreted as distancing from 

controlling. Lynch (2002) attests, 

A humor episode or joke can be placed along this continuum according to the 

expression and the audience reaction within a social setting. A humorous episode or 

joke may be neither wholly control nor wholly resistance, but rather interpreted through 

the degrees of control and resistance present in the expression. (p. 439-440) 

Lynch calls this “dialectical expression” (2002, p. 440), citing scholars such as Mumby 

(1997) as of exemplar. This dialectical approach sees “simultaneous expression of both 

control and resistance” whereby “organization is constantly maintaining its structures and 

changing them simultaneously” (2002, p. 440). However, to identify humour as either 

controlling or subversive, one needs to have adequate information on the preceding and 

subsequent utterances. As noted by Norrick, in such an approach “No single move can alone 

determine meaning in a conversation” because “it is always a development, a matter of 

negotiation” (1994, p. 410). Norrick’s understanding of such notions very much relates to my 

intention in this thesis to not constitute controlling or subverting as a single, unified type of 

dimension, but instead see them as ‘reciprocally connected’ and bound by a very strong glue 

of responsive sequences. 
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I also strongly support Coates’ (2007) suggestion that “conversation is one of the key locuses 

of humour” (p. 29). In a more specific interpretation, Holmes and Hay (1997) assert that 

humour involves “…a joint construction involving complex interaction between the person 

intending a humorous remark and those with the potential of responding” (p. 131).  

This ostensibly makes manager-subordinate interactions a critical site where one can find 

greater visibility in terms of humour and authority dynamics. As Erhardt and Gibbs remind 

me here: 

Managers and subordinates were driven by differing goals to emphasize different poles 

at different times, which created tension between them, but ultimately kept team 

interaction in balance by allowing both groups to accomplish their goals (2014, p. 177). 

 
This understanding of manager-subordinate relationships highlights the ‘dialectical 

processes’ that define the dyadic manager-subordinate relationship as they undergo 

conflicting or confrontational processes. The emphasis in the dialectical approach is on the 

way humour contributes in the construction of meaning in social interactions. Drawing on 

ethnographic material, dialectical studies focus on digging deeper into particular social 

interactions. In such approaches, social realities and meanings are not considered as fixed and 

given; rather they are re/constructed and re/negotiated as the interactions unfold. Humour is 

part of everyday interactions and its paradoxes and complexities certainly reinforce 

negotiating processes within relationships. Humour is not seen as a merely frivolous 

phenomenon; instead it is considered as an important element in shaping meaning, selves and 

relationships (Kuipers, 2008).  

Although managers are guided by their desire for appropriate positioning and identities, they 

are quite often put into the positions where they need to acknowledge and accommodate 

undesired (or not so desired) positioning to maintain the balance and flow of regular work 
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interactions. The roots of this interpretation can be found in Jameson (2004), who went to 

some lengths to stress the “dialectical tensions” (p. 259), in contrast to the prevailing view of 

opposition and antithesis just discussed. In Jameson’s view although these needs seem 

“mutually exclusive but must be met simultaneously” (p. 257). 

Dialectical theory assumes that relational partners experience contradictory needs 

throughout a relationship and examines the strategies used to manage the 

tension…Scholars have also found that organizational members experience inherent 

contradictions that are similar to dialectical tensions studied at the interpersonal level. 

(p. 258)  

This perspective has also been picked up in the sense by Jameson who sees such 

contradictory needs as “paradox” (p. 258) such as “desire for participation as well as control”, 

“need for individual difference as well as conformity”, “need for innovation as well as 

stability”, or “need for cooperation and competition” (p. 258-259). This perspective of 

paradox echoes the discussion earlier in this chapter, further confirming our leaning towards 

dialectical perspectives. 

Instead of a conflict metaphor, Jameson proposes a metaphor of “ambiguity” (p. 259) and 

indeed ambiguities underlie much of the dialectic literature. Perhaps the most dominant 

ambiguity lies in the proposition that a central theme in interactional humour is the 

contradiction that such humour is conflicting in nature, a proposition forcefully articulated by 

Geert Brone: 

Participants jointly improvise and attack each other within the same joke frame. Typical 

of this adversarial game is the expression of contradiction through parallelism across 

turns. (2008, p. 2029). 

Theorists interpret this dialectical tension in opposition as complementarity and 

accommodation. For instance, dialectical theory, originating with Bakhtin’s (1981) dialogism 
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and further conceptualised by Baxter and Montgomery (1996) to detail dialectical tensions, 

suggests that the presence of oppositions is mutually reinforcing. In emphasising the 

dialectical perspective, Baxter and Montgomery (1996) attest oppositional attributes must be 

studied in ongoing, ever-changing interaction. Erhardt and Gibbs (2014) remind us that 

studying the dialectic tendencies of a phenomenon does not involve a simple choice of 

either/or; instead both opposing tendencies must be concurrently taken into account. 

Theorists such as Baxter and Montgomery (1996) and Jian (2007) have alerted us to the 

reality that such opposing tendencies are ubiquitous in organising processes and, more 

importantly, they coexist. Particularly in discursive modes of research, the associated effects 

have been described by Erhardt and Gibbs (2014) as: “not necessarily detrimental; rather they 

enable diversity” (p. 162).   

Different metaphors have been used to capture the embeddedness in manager-subordinate 

interactions. Uhl-Bien and Maslyn’s (2003) description of the “reciprocity” (p. 512) in the 

relationship between manager and subordinate fits appropriately here, as does Courtright, 

Fairhurst and Rogers’ (1989) organic metaphor. They consider their metaphor captures “a 

process of interpersonal negotiation, characterised by discussion, elaboration, and continual 

redefinition of individual tasks through interaction” (1989, p. 775). If we follow this 

metaphor, it clearly excludes the notion of understanding managerial humour (or subordinate 

humour) as functionally distinct or independent, as humorous exchanges from both sides are 

intertwined.  

Yet all draw on it extensively in their discussions on the dialectics of humour, presumably for 

a similar reason that I do so here: to join a conversation on discursively oriented humour as 

collectively embedded in hierarchical discourses such as between manager and subordinate. It 

can be understood as emphasising managerial power in a different way, or the erosion of it, 

whichever is the case, there are fundamental influences coming from the different version of 
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work widely practiced in the modern world. This research embraces multiple literatures 

highlighting managerial and subordinates’ humour in conflict and, alternatively, dialectic 

relationships. 

Method  

I have been arguing that humour is a contextual phenomenon embedded in unfolding 

interactions. It is difficult to understand meaning in humour if only a snapshot of humorous 

utterance is described in isolation from the preceding and subsequent utterances. 

Consequently, any investigation of humour will ideally be based on ongoing sequences of 

language and textual material that contains the contextual aspects and respondents’ 

interpretations (Burr, 2003). What makes the analysis of these interactions even more 

intriguing is the need for the researcher to position themselves in such a way they can closely 

observe the participants’ interactional world. 

Our methodological starting place has emphasised the need to shift away from a 

unidimensional focus on managerial humour and doing authority, toward a multidimensional 

focus on discourse and voice critical to any research exploration into the ambiguities and 

complexities associated with managerial humour. This is quite expected as there is “no one 

right way” in social constructionist approach, but to revel in “diversity and creativity” 

(Thorpe, 2008, p. 116). Accordingly, I have constructed this inquiry as a discourse reading of 

how managers, while doing humour with their subordinates, construct fluidity in their 

positions in relation to their doing of authority. This thesis traces the socially constructed 

nature of authority by showing the moment-to-moment interactions that constitute manager-

subordinate relationships, and by sketching their linkages to specific and broader 

interpretations. 
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This is not a simple endeavour.  As Martin et al. remind us, “the tensions, strains, and 

paradoxes of organizational life are often reflected in dyadic relationships between 

organizational managers and subordinates” (2004, p. 206). Managers cannot, therefore, 

construct their positioning, identities, and roles in their humorous interactions without taking 

into consideration their subordinates’ positioning, identities and roles. Martin et al. (2004) are 

suggesting that closely observing communication is an important component in 

understanding relationship between managers and subordinates. Our analysis then has been 

guided by the understanding that “researchers should examine micro-level communicative 

practices” (Martin et al., 2004, p. 220) and that our managers’ voices of authority are 

intersections of multiple discourses that require deconstruction. This creates real ambiguity 

on how we interpret the discourses and dynamics of managers in this research. I have chosen 

to keep this ambiguity visible and unresolved in the subsequent discussion. 

Research Context 

The selected educational institute provides formal education for the higher secondary level of 

students, and was chosen after canvassing personal contacts. The college is reputed to be one 

of the best colleges for management studies in Nepal. This study focused on individuals, not 

sites or firms. The organization seems to have highly qualified personnel where most of them 

have their educational degrees from western countries. Perhaps this is one of the reasons why 

this organization seems to differ from general Nepalese organizations in terms of ways and 

styles of working, culture, power difference and more particularly, doing humour. They seem 

to be well aware about what they are doing and at times as an observer, it becomes so hard to 

identify who is a manager and who is a subordinate while they are interacting.  

All staff members of the educational institute were research participants in this inquiry. The 

empirical material used in this thesis was accessed during a 3-month data collection period 
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and involved 26 employees. All names used in the reporting are pseudonyms. All participants 

had individual workstations on the same floor of the same building. The group comprised 

five women and 21 men, ranging in age from early 20s to late 60s. Participants had varying 

lengths of tenure within this organization, ranging from three months to five years.  

The decision to use a single research field may seem constraining; however social 

constructionist researchers claim that one site enables the researcher to carry out narrow and 

depth explorations while paying attention to a specific phenomenon (Sveningsson & 

Alvesson, 2003; Thomas & Linstead, 2002; Watson, 2008). While choosing just one 

organization may limit the variety of dialogue compared to studying different settings, the 

resulting richness and depth are a real strength of this study. The narrow focus on participants 

of one organization allowed extensive and prolonged engagement to reveal clear patterns of 

meaning. From this perspective, it seems to make more sense to attempt to capture this 

richness in terms of volume of interactions, events in the flow of workplace life, and 

elaborate its many facets of the particular workplace rather than attempt to collect data from a 

number of different organizations. 

‘Why an educational institute?’ is another valid question. Are there not differences between 

managers of educational institutions and non-educational institutions? There certainly are 

differences between managers of educational and non-educational organizations in terms of 

the nature of the work, types of clients, values and ethics associated with a making profit, 

social responsibilities and overall goals. Notwithstanding these attributes however, my focus 

is the dynamics associated with hierarchical relationships which, it would be safe to say, are 

fairly similar irrespective of organizational type. This is not to imply that differences between 

managers in different organizations are not significant or important, but future studies can 

explore the theory engendered by this research in terms of those differences.   



80 
 

The data collection referred to in this thesis focused on natural conversation between 

participants. I acknowledge that while video recordings are useful and relevant in capturing 

humorous interactions, the CEO would not permit the use of video recordings in this 

organization. I am well aware that recording spontaneous conversations in workplaces with 

minimal disturbances is difficult. However, a positive aspect of my data collection experience 

was that participants seemed to become habituated to my presence and being audiotaped over 

the data collection period, thereby reinforcing my stated intention to collect naturalistic or 

mundane data. In most cases, follow-up interviews were conducted to discuss the 

interpretation of the recorded material. Detailed field notes were also taken at all times. The 

employment of this multi-method approach to collecting a diverse set of empirical material 

facilitated and supported this discursive analysis of managerial authority performances. Such 

an approach has been shown to enrich the research with valuable additional knowledge, 

contributing significantly to the interpretation of linguistic data (Jick, 1979; Mingers, 2001).  

Conversational settings included offices, outdoor recreational areas, corridors, meeting 

rooms, kitchens and canteens. The empirical material comprised of longer and shorter 

humorous interactions lifted from formal and relatively informal work-related discussions 

between two and up to four or five participants, ranging in duration from between 10 seconds 

to half-an-hour; and meetings of various sized groups of between three and up to all 26 staff 

members, ranging in duration from 15 minutes to two hours. The empirical material was 

collected over the whole day, at the beginning, middle and end, and included coffee breaks, 

lunchtimes, and teatime. Moreover, on a few occasions I took the opportunity of collecting 

more relevant data in casual fun settings, including during the new student orientation 

programme, welcome parties and staff celebrations. 

Throughout the process, participants were asked if they wished me to delete any recorded 

material that they did not want to be kept for any reason. By doing this, I feel I ensured 
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maximum comfort for participants in displaying their natural behaviour and, more 

importantly, it helped to build a great relationship with participants based on mutual trust. I 

believe that my assurances that their anonymity would be protected and confidentiality 

maintained were the reasons none of the participants asked me to edit or delete any recorded 

material. 

It is important to note my focus was the staff of this particular college, and it did not extend 

to the level of the teaching faculties. As discussed, my interest was the asymmetrical 

interactions among interlocutors, such as between the CEO and the principal, the principal 

and departmental heads, and departmental heads and employees working in those 

departmental. Thus, the same individual could be manager to his/her subordinates and 

subordinate to his/her manager. Individuals in this organization were identified as managers 

or subordinates in terms of their formal positions, which were clearly designated by title and 

administrative duties. The decision to exclude teaching faculty members was a deliberate one. 

The majority of faculty members were in part-time roles, meaning these teachers came and 

went as soon as their assigned teaching duties were completed, thereby limiting their 

opportunities to interact with their counterparts. Also important in this decision was my focus 

on manager-subordinate interactions. In the case of faculty members who are not part of the 

hierarchical structure of the organization, they are less likely to bring their relative positions 

and status into their discourses. Howerever Gary was an exception to this. He is the only 

teacher who is included in my data. This is because apart from teaching he is contracted to 

actively perform administrative tasks. As illustrated below, the organizational structure of 

this educational institute is clearly hierarchically based, with each participant assigned 

specific positions and roles. 
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Fig: Organizational Chart
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This organizational chart identifies the participants by pseudonym and positions, as 

referenced in the data chapters. It also outlines the distribution of tasks and coordinated 

activities, areas of supervision, a flow of information, lines of authority and overall 

operational performance. Thus, the recognition of the clear hierarchy is essential for 

understanding why participants are enacting in certain ways and thereby reflecting on 

different positioning and identities that they evoke. 

Three months of face-to-face interactions and interviews were audio taped.  This included 

multiple and repeated interviews with 26 participants and recording of all interactions as they 

occurred. There is a series of steps to be followed to process the raw data; listening to entire 

data, making note of humorous instances and finally purposeful transcribing, i.e. transcribing 

only key instances of humour relating to research objectives (Holmes, 2014). In order to 

identify ways in which managerial authority may be evident in workplace interaction, the 

analysis focused on a specific feature of managerial discourse; namely manager-subordinate 

humorous interaction, and more particularly managerial response to subordinates’ humour. 

The intention is to have adequate material to be assured that the analysis provides a detailed 

image of what is going on. 

The field work started with interviews. By that time the participants had been introduced to 

and provided information about my intended research. Interviews were semi-structured. 

Participants were encouraged to discuss their thinking about humour and its role in manager-

subordinate interactions. I sought clarification on terms and concepts evoked in these 

discussions. In one way or another, virtually all interviewees referred to the ‘managerial 

authority’. All constructs were consciously understood as problematic, and participants were 

challenged to explore the meanings they gave to them. This was achieved through 

interrogating the core question: ‘What does it mean to have humour in manager-subordinate 
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interactions?’, and through a series of investigative strategies following the posing of this 

question to participants. 

After these initial interviews, participants were invited to reflect on their positioning in 

humorous interactions in a series of follow-up interviews. Techniques such as active 

listening, questioning assumptions, storytelling, reflecting, constructive conflict and working 

with ‘humour paradoxes and ambiguities’ emerged as potentially catalysing fluidity. 

I also paid close attention to qualifiers (stronger, more); adverbs (forward, backward); clauses 

(in fact, there is more); discourse markers; and metaphors in the empirical material. The use 

of such expressions provided variations of, and clues to, participants’ positioning about, and 

ways of associating, humour and the doing of authority. It is evident that use of metaphors 

shapes our understanding of how we see the world. Significant contributions have already 

been made about metaphor in relation to organizational phenomena (Cornelissen, 2005; 

Pondy, 1983). Interestingly, scholars find metaphors valuable in the study of complex 

dynamics, such as those reported in this thesis (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003; Morgan, 1980). 

Theorists suggest that metaphor assists in understanding complex or abstract ideas, as it can 

be used to express such ideas in a more concrete form (Cornelissen, 2005; Lakoff & Johnson, 

2003). Morgan (1986) notes: 

…by using different metaphors to understand the complex and paradoxical character of    

organizational life, we are able to manage and design organizations in ways that we 

may not have thought possible before (p. 12-13). 

Then certainly, investigating the use of metaphor is a creative way of gaining new insights 

into the complexities of organizational dynamics. In light of this, I tracked different 

metaphors in the data chapter, such as lubricant, music, icy road, driving a car with friends 

for a tour, tide, elastic rubber band and pendulum, all of which seek to uncover those 

emergent dynamics of humorous interactions between manager and subordinates that 
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constitute fluidity and complexity of managerial responsive humour. These metaphors uttered 

by participants seemed to have deeply embedded meanings in this particular context which 

shaped, influenced and informed their views of reality, as in seeing the world as they 

participate in it. 

The good thing about having this spectrum of metaphor is that different metaphors indicate 

the understanding of fluidity in different ways and when put together it gives a sense of 

consolidated understanding of the essence of the phenomenon. For instance, ‘icy road’ 

suggests slipperiness, conveying the inability to firmly hold doing authority discourses. 

Elastic rubber band articulates stretch-ability that has a tendency of being flexible. Tide 

represents frequent up and down movement, and music refers to symphony, or the collective 

synchronisation of various musical instruments. Part of our knowledge about these images 

bring slipperiness, flexibility, stretchability and collective synchronization, all of which refer 

to expressions of fluidity in one way or the other.    

I sought to identify meanings in those metaphors about how tensions between two discourses 

would arise, develop momentum, and be contested. If we understand metaphor as strongly 

about substantiating abstract ideas (Lakoff & Johnson, 2003), then these interactions were 

ones where participants appeared to be intentionally building a sense that conveys such 

fluidity, complexity, movement or reversibility.  

The fluidity dynamic described above, and central to this thesis, is represented and captured 

in the three phases of the social constructionist method outlined. The collection of the 

empirical materials, their analysis, and theory building were all ongoing – in parallel and 

interdependently. These phases contributed to the developing understanding of the 

interactional and interview processes, subjective position of the researcher, validity, and 
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selection of participants and interactions. My insights into these research components will be 

discussed in the remaining sections of the chapter.      

Defining, Selecting and Presenting Interactions 

The main challenge in defining interactions was to achieve a definition sophisticated enough 

to reflect the unfolding nature of interaction, and yet loose enough to capture the 

incompleteness and paradox of spontaneous interactions. It should be noted that ‘interaction’ 

is often, although not always, used interchangeably with ‘conversation’, and this thesis is 

comfortable with such a synonymous relationship. ‘Conversation’ has the cozy intimacy of a 

comfortable friendship and family while ‘interaction’ suggests the dense object of academic 

research. I welcomed and sought to evoke both implications in this research. 

Boxer (2002) suggests, “Everyday conversation is by and large interactional rather than 

transactional” (p. 47). This makes analysis even more intriguing in the sense that it demands 

the researcher focus on relationships and the subtleties of how they are accomplished, rather 

than the content of the interactions per se. Although phatic, such communication, sometimes 

called ‘small talk’ (Coupland, 2003) in terms of the little or no information exchanged, is 

important in terms of constructing individual positioning and identities (Boxer, 2002). In 

terms of this thesis then, and particularly because it is embedded in social constructionism, 

interaction is defined as not only how individuals do things with language, but also how this 

‘doing’ evokes the positioning, identities and subjectivities of those individuals. 

The word ‘evoke’ in the previous sentence is significant. This understanding of interaction is 

loose enough to accommodate interactions as individuals “move through life” (Goldschmidt, 

1972, p. 59), where “society is being reanimated or creatively affirmed from day to day by 

particular acts of a communicative nature which obtain among individuals participating in it” 

(Sapir, 1968 as elaborated by Duncan and Fiske (2015, p. 104)). The interactions at the heart 
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of this research were spoken ones generated through audio recordings in workplace 

interactions and interviews. Defining the interactions used and reproduced in this thesis was a 

more instinctual than scientific process.  

It is important to delimit what counts as instances of humour. There is a large volume of 

literature on this notion which I reviewed before delimiting humour for this study. While 

observing interactions I identify humorous instances in terms of incongruous interactions 

supported by laughter and at the same time they seem to be the part of communities of 

practice. All instances of humour were transcribed. Only those that most adequately reflected 

the ways in which participants typically engaged in humour were chosen for analysis, namely 

humorous interactions between asymmetrical positions but not between same positions, and 

spontaneous humour not canned jokes, although these may be of significance to work on 

doing authority. It is important to note here that the selected interactions were so typical that 

any stakeholders, I believe, could easily recognise and relate their experiences to my 

empirical material. While I aimed to present an accurate representation of the conversations 

containing sufficient information for the analysis, I was at the same time careful that I did not 

end up with too much detail, thereby making the resulting transcripts difficult to understand.   

What became increasingly obvious in the process of defining, selecting, and presenting of 

interactions is the “power and choice” (Carroll, 2003, p. 128) that interaction researchers 

inevitably exercise as they pull interactions from their collection of empirical material. I 

acknowledge this power and choice which result in presentation of all interactional episodes 

in three data chapters. I believe my choice of humorous interactions and their relate-ability to 

every reader (irrespective of their backgrounds such as cultural, age and nationality) have 

made my research effort so transparent that potential readers will be able to approve or 

contest my understanding, interpretation, locating and framing of interactions. In some ways 

it is not surprising that interpretation always seems inadequate and unsettled (Valdes, 1991). 
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In this light Thompson claims, “It is always possible to argue for and against an 

interpretation, to confront interpretations, to arbitrate between them and to seek agreement, 

even if this agreement remains beyond our immediate reach” (1981, p. 50). Therefore, rather 

than feeling defensive about my efforts in defining, selecting and presenting interactional 

data, I will welcome any further argument, confrontation and negotiation they provoke. 

It should be mentioned that Nepalese is the language of communication in this organization, 

so text extracts have been translated into English. In this process, I have tried my best to 

capture the essence and feeling of the original transcripts, without distorting the interactional 

details. I intend to provide a precise representation of the conversation that is adequate 

enough to perform analytical work and at the same time being aware not to include so many 

details so that meaning may become obscured. Interactions have also been edited to remove 

the non-words, fillers and hesitancies that always accompany everyday interactions. This was 

done deliberately so they could be read in a way that reflected the continuity of spontaneous 

interaction. These interactions can be looked at and read as written versions of spontaneous 

interactions, and also contain some (if not all) hints as to meaningful intonation, body 

language, smile and pause. As a result they can be appreciated and enjoyed as interaction and 

not merely as raw data. 

Such an interactive paradigm was adequately reinforced by the interviews (which can, of 

course, be considered as interaction in their own right) where participants entered and 

sustained interactive mode. 

Selecting and Interviewing Participants 

Pivotal in this thesis is the understanding of interaction as ontologically, epistemologically, 

and methodologically privileged with respect to the movement, subtleties and intricacies 
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within doing authority dynamics. Even the interviews between a researcher and participants 

are interaction. As Foster & Bochner (2008) argue: 

It is important to understand that when interview participants are sharing stories with 

a researcher, their stories are being constructed interactively, and the teller is 

expressing social meanings to make sense of his or her experience. Even when these 

studies do not foreground the social, they still tend to reflect many of the working 

assumptions of social construction. (p. 95) 

Personal stories are not seen as properties of the interiority of participants. On the contrary, 

these narratives are ‘discursive actions’ (Gergen & Gergen, 2006, p. 118) whereby meanings 

are rendered visible by virtue of their place within social interactions. Gergen (1999a) rightly 

remarks here: “Agency too is neither ‘in here’ nor ‘out there’ but is realised within the doing 

of storytelling relations” (p.114). So, although stories from participants seem personal, they 

are narratively performed social enactments.  

Carroll and Levy refer to the “storying of social construction” to describe how the narrator 

becomes the subject of narratives (2010, p. 224). Cunliffe puts it another way when she 

claims that agents cannot remain isolated from the very processes of knowledge (2009). 

Similarly, Sparkes and Smith call this notion “narrative constructionism” (2008, p. 298) and 

further, “narratives never simply mirror some independent reality”, rather they “help to 

construct, within relationships, the very reality itself” (p. 299).  

As Koro-Ljungberg acknowledges, “Constructionist interviews are dialogical performances, 

social meaning-making acts, and cofacilitated knowledge exchanges” (2008, p. 430). It is 

essential also to note that “the subject is produced by and through the textual practices of the 

interview” (Prichard, 2000, p. 206), as the interview constructs identities and positioning of 

participants in its own right.  
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Carroll writes, the “interview is a complex interplay” of different “expectations, prejudices or 

pre-understandings, and even agendas” (2003, p. 130). Such interplays are so relevant to my 

own experience of interviewing that, in many ways, they represent the overall research 

inquiry of this thesis. I learned firsthand that rather than interviewers being “speaking 

questionnaires” (Potter & Wetherell, 1987, p. 165) and interviewees being passive listeners, 

they are active interactional agents. My decision to craft the interview as the site of 

interactional construction was heavily discourse-embedded, with a close focus on the 

vocabularies, metaphors, discourse markers, intensities, repetition, consistencies and 

inconsistencies of the language used by participants.  

The challenge then was to construct an approach to what can be termed ‘meaningful social 

action’. Alvesson (2011) discusses the problems with more mainstream, standardised 

interviews where language is understood as mirroring reality. Embracing the interview as 

‘meaningful social action’ requires another way of interviewing altogether, and it is not 

straightforward. As Potter and Wetherell have found, “people use their language to do things: 

to order and request, persuade and accuse” (1987, p. 32). Further, Mishler reminds us that 

interviewees’ “responses are not simply answers to questions but also a reflection of the 

interviewer’s assessment of whether a respondent has said ‘enough’ for the purpose at hand” 

(1991, p. 55).  

Perhaps the most constructive realisation for me was that the way the researcher positions 

themselves can encourage participants to think and talk more. That statement ‘think and talk 

more’ is hard to define, but taken to one extreme is the outcome of Potter and Wetherell’s 

‘interventionist’ strategy where the interview becomes “a much more interventionist and 

confrontative arena than is normal, dropping the formal procedures which act as a device to 

restrict variation in traditional interviews” (1987, p. 164). In addition, I experienced quite 

palpable anxiety at times over whether I was ‘dominating the conversation’, or ‘influencing 
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participants to respond in a way that confirmed my expectations’. In the hope of minimising, 

if not eliminating, my influence, I believe I succeeded in what Denzin and Lincoln call 

“polyphonic interviewing” (2000, p. 657), where participants’ voices are encouraged with 

minimal influence. This was reinforced by bringing together multiple perspectives from 

participants, and discussing their differences and problems rather than covering them up. In 

hindsight, I see that by viewing participants as partners rather than mere information sources, 

I gained a much richer understanding of both interviewing and research. 

The main role of the researcher in this kind of interviewing is to provide interviewees with 

adequate time, a relaxed and suitable environment that allows them to engage in dialogical 

activities. This is reflected in a tendency toward “repeated reformulations of questions and 

responses” where both actors “strive to arrive together at meanings that both can understand” 

(Mishler, 1991, p. 65). What I have also noted is that similar to Mishler, who explains that 

stories from respondents in this kind of interviews are usual and hence advises, “interviewer’s 

presence and form of involvement – how he or she listens, attends, encourages, interrupts, 

digresses, initiates topics, and terminates responses – is integral to a respondent’s account” 

(1991, p. 82). To allow this kind of tendencies, in other words, I had to be a good co-

participant in such activity. 

I listened to and appreciated their responses, sought supplementary details for parts of their 

responses, and encouraged other constructions that emerged during the process. Nearly all 

participants spontaneously discussed their understanding, attitudes and feelings toward the 

terms ‘doing authority’, and ‘managerial humour and response strategies’ and those 

unexpected responses form the subject of Chapter Six, providing an entry into the fluidity 

which became the dominant motif in relation to unfolding humorous interactions between 

managers and subordinates.  
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Further, interviews were unstructured not only in terms of ‘open-ended conversation’, but 

also in terms of timing. Interviews frequently took place along a broken timeline, thereby 

providing a reflective space for the participant. This reflective space was in itself a real and 

productive conversation. These frequent undertakings of interview helped me track the earlier 

research conversations and juxtapose them with actual interactions among participants, 

giving hidden and forgotten narratives an opportunity to emerge. In a sense, using such 

strategies allowed interviewees to take on the role of doing analysis, so giving “authentic 

voices” to the analysis and allowing the interview talk to “speak for itself” (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2008, p. 389). This continuous juxtaposition of observation and interview, and 

analytical and representational practice occurred throughout data collection procedure. We 

would discuss issues, thoughts, feelings and experiences associated with the preceding 

interviews and interactions. Such discussion is particularly important to a social 

constructionist philosophy, which seeks to involve participants in the interpretive processes 

and which acknowledges multiple interpretations. This continuous undertaking of 

interviewing ensured active participant roles in my research process. 

There are clear considerations in using such an interview methodology. Johnson views such 

continuous or frequent interviewing as a way to “get the ball rolling”, but cautions “not to 

move quickly into the issues” so as to “jeopardize intimate self-disclosure” (2002, p. 111). 

While this is true of all interviewing strategies, it is particularly evident in this kind of 

interview methodology. I had to consider my role in identifying the interaction actors to 

interview on an ongoing basis; these actors were selected for their knowledge and role in a 

specific setting. My silences, reactions, and remarks certainly had some role in both co-

constructing and reading these interactions. I see such interconnectedness and self-reflective 

tasks as particularly relevant to a researcher engaged in social constructionism. 
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Most of the time interviews were carried out after the conclusion of ‘participants’ 

interactions’, in order to make sense of their impact, the learning or insight they evoked, or 

the feelings and thoughts created by a subject (please see the Appendices for a fuller 

description of the planning and format regarding the interviews). The interviews consisted of 

the telling of those selected interactional moments. I drew on these interviews to bring the 

depth of critical reflexivity demanded by the topic of this inquiry.  

The workplace interactions and interviews were tape recorded, transcribed, translated and 

analyzed according to the social constructionist method discussed earlier in this chapter. To 

ensure clarity and avoid confusion, interview data are presented in boxes. There is value in 

combining observation of participant interactions and interviewing, where participant 

observation means “walk a mile in my shoes” and interviewing means “walk a mile in my 

head” (Patton, 2015, p. 503). The interviews and observations complemented each other 

(Alvesson & Karreman, 2011) and such a device enabled the interviewees to present their 

expressions in a way that they wanted to tell for whatever reason. It also became clear that in 

“oscillating between micro and macro levels of qualitative textual analysis” (Wodak, Kwon, 

& Clarke, 2011, p. 597), this iterative cycle acted to reconcile analysis of interaction extracts 

with the interviews. In another way, it can also be understood as ‘method triangulation’ to 

confirm, highlight, illustrate, and sophisticate the central concern of this thesis. Doing this 

kind of reciprocity between observation and interview ensures the credibility and 

confirmability of the very research undertaken. Consequently, these issues of reliability and 

validity require me to essentially prioritise reflexivity in this kind of social constructionist 

project. 
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Acknowledging and Evaluating the Researcher Role 

Addressing the changing role of the researcher, Alvesson and Deetz (2000, p. 37) cite Rorty 

who replaced the “mirror” metaphor with “lens”. While mirrors reflect, lenses capture. When 

looking through a lens one has to zoom the focus in and out, and adjust the holding distance 

of the lens from the object. Embracing the “lens metaphor helps us to think productively 

about theory choice. What do we want to pay attention to? What will help us attend to that? 

What are the consequences of attending to that?” (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000, p. 37). In seeking 

to answer these questions, this chapter has used social constructionism, interaction and theory 

to establish the focus of the lens on managers responding humorously to subordinates’ 

humour.   

This lens metaphor takes us a little further in a significant direction when we start 

interrogating ‘who is using this lens?’; ‘What is his/her background information?’; and ‘What 

drives him/her to focus on the particular subject?’ The ‘lens’ metaphor appears to perfectly 

match Holstein and Gubrium argument that “The constructionist impulse is to step back from 

that reality and describe how it is socially brought into being” (Holstein & Gubrium, 2008, p. 

375). In other words, they are evoking the notion of reflexivity.  

While researchers place different degrees of importance on reflexivity in their work 

depending upon their theoretical base, reflexivity is a very important and widely used concept 

in social constructionist projects (Fairhurst & Grant, 2010). This is because social 

constructionist projects consider language, interpretation, interactional and relational 

processes as their empirical domain, and these subjective issues are highly vulnerable to 

personal discretion. As Foster and Bochner assert, “We are within what we are studying” 

(2008, p. 100). Such an approach has major implications for the role of researcher. Alvesson 

and Karreman neatly highlight these implications, claiming that “The writing of a research 
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report is no longer a routine dispassionate account”; rather it is “now seen as being an equally 

critical focus of attention” (2000, p. 141). The positioning of researcher is under constant 

active co-construction with the research subject during the research processes. The fluidity of 

positioning as an outcome of the empirical material reading and analysis, combined with our 

response to that, suggests the need to reflexively address my own positioning in this thesis.  

As Tracy (2013) argues, the researcher’s background, values and beliefs significantly 

influence their perception and interpretation of the research scene. One aspect of reflexivity is 

that researcher’s “pre-understanding” (Bleicher, 1980, p. 2), “biases” (Herda, 1999, p. 90), or 

“prejudice, prejudgement or prior knowledge” (Klein & Myers, 1999, p. 76), and their “own 

history and biography” (Burr, 2003, p. 158) shape the research. Collectively, researchers need 

to reflect on and unsettle their assumptions and experiences so that they develop a deeper 

understanding and awareness of their positioning and partialities. Alvesson puts it, “the 

researcher is part of the social world that is studied and this calls for exploration and self-

examination” (2011, p. 106). Social constructionists argue that researchers should not 

predominantly lead research conversations, instead allow multiple voices to appear (Bryman 

& Bell, 2015) for which Burr (2003) termed this notion as ‘democratization of the research 

relationship’ (p. 154). While this should be true for all research; social constructionists make 

those biases and prejudices open rather than keeping them hidden. Thorpe (2008) reminds me 

here: 

…constructionists have argued that there is no escape from prejudice and that ignoring 

prejudice is itself a prejudice worthy of study in its own right. So rather than look for a 

perfect experience it is far better to accept it, warts and all. (p. 116) 

This is imperative because in a sense I am exploring my world and positioning in this thesis. I 

am a former college principal, married to the head of a communication department, son of an 

executive in the retail industry, son-in-law of an economic adviser and head of accounting, 
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and brother-in-law of departmental heads. Habituated to a humour-loving family culture, my 

world is embedded in the dynamics of senior level workforces. As a result, I am fascinated by 

people who are easy in humourous exchanges with their employees. As explained earlier in 

this chapter, this has certainly shaped my ‘preunderstanding’ of the research. 

As already discussed, my access to the organization was made possible through my personal 

contacts. It was however coincidental that the type of organization I investigated is similar to 

the organization where I used to work. My experiences in a similar kind of organization may 

have directly or indirectly influenced my research work. I am aware that although none of the 

participants had ever worked with me, they were all well informed about my background and 

the kind of work I used to do. In one way I take my own experience as one of the many 

voices that have informed this research. The glimpse into my experience presented in the 

prologue, and again in the impending conclusion, will be recognised in the analytical stance I 

take in the data chapters. Unsurprisingly, my personal demographic profile, including 

nationality, age, gender, class, ethnicity and education, and my paradigmatic inclinations, 

political ideologies and theoretical stance all inform my research accounts. However, I tried 

to remain impassive and immerse myself in the study workplace. I always took a silent corner 

and did my best not to show my participants that I was observing and recording. I believe all 

participants became used to my continuing everyday presence, and started seeing it as 

normal. But still my presence may have had direct or indirect influence on how they 

interacted. 

There are key implications for the evaluation of any interpretive research work (Riessman, 

1993; Thompson, 1981). The constructs of reliability and validity in social constructionist 

work have long been questioned (Kvale, 1995). The traditional criteria for validating, 

measuring and discovering the truth in scientific evidence are unlikely to apply to social 

constructionist projects because the realities are always socially constructed and thereby 
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contestable. The obvious measures for validating qualitative research, namely credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability seem less convincing, particularly in 

discourse oriented research such as this. However, the complexity of these validation 

processes should not discourage social constructionist researchers (Alvesson & Karreman, 

2011) in their rich constructions of empirical material. Kvale highlights that the complexities 

of validating social constructionist works should not be considered as “inherent weakness”; 

but rather as providing “extraordinary power to picture and to question the complexity of the 

social reality investigated” (1995, p. 30).  

In line with this thinking, Wood and Kroger (2000) suggest the plausibility of social 

constructionist projects is ensured by paying close attention to the participants’ use of 

language, alongside full awareness of the local and historical context of the interaction. In the 

interests of reinterpreting validity in a perhaps more usefully social constructionist manner, I 

now to turn to other theoretical approaches that have been discussed here, mainly within 

postmodernist perspectives. Kvale (1995) argues that a move from knowledge as mirroring 

reality to the communal construction of reality brings a corresponding change in the way we 

look at criteria and forms of validity. He outlines the following largely social science 

framework for interpretation: communicative validity (interpretation in a particular way by 

rejecting alternative interpretations), craftsmanship (theoretical issues with the social 

construction of reality), and transformation (ability to perform effective actions). 

What is striking to me, especially as we approach the conclusion of this chapter, is firstly 

Kvale’s concept of craftsmanship, which I prefer to call coherence. In taking a craftsmanship 

approach to validation, he suggests the emphasis is “moved from inspection at the end of the 

production line to quality control through the stages of knowledge production” (1995, p. 27). 

It is therefore essential that theoretical foundation, methodology, method, and analysis all 
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synchronise with one another and align together. This chapter has attempted to explicitly 

demonstrate that alignment. 

Secondly, I value the kind of argumentative discipline that Ricoeur (1971) suggests. Central 

to this kind of interpretive work are the discourses or texts that have been gathered, and must 

be evaluated on its features of complexity and multiplicity of those discourses with skill, 

textual and contextual knowledge and understanding. The beauty of such research is that it is 

always possible to interpret and reinterpret, confront and arbitrate, and argue for and against 

an interpretation (Ricoeur, 1971). If we cannot do so, we not only limit the scope of 

text/discourse usage, but also fail to achieve a broader and more sophisticated interpretation 

of text and discourse that can be valuable to the social sciences in general, and organizational 

studies in particular. 

Finally, there is the degree of transparency displayed in this research. I have included a large 

number and range of interactional episodes and interview materials, and have tried to make 

my textual tactics very open and explicit. As discussed, the same text can be read in different 

ways. Hence, I welcome different scholarly dialogues that demonstrate “intellectual integrity 

and lends considerable credibility” (Patton, 2015, p. 654). Indeed, similarly to Bochner 

(2002) and Rorty (1982), I suggest differences are to be lived with, not overlooked or 

resolved. I celebrate Sparke and Smiths’ assertion that “…differences are not 

absolute…coexistence is possible” (2008, p. 301). 

Conclusion 

This chapter opened with the claim that social constructionism offers an effective way of 

approaching interactional research. The major themes covered were: first, the development of 

theory integrating and deepening the relationship between interaction and humour; second, 

the role of discourse as constitutive rather than representational; and finally, that the 
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development of social constructionism has inspired contemporary discourse analysts to 

explore the taken for granted realities and paradoxes, order and disorder, intuitive and 

counterintuitive, complexity and ambiguity, and coherence and incoherence in interaction 

based research. 

The aim of this chapter has been to work on methodology and method from a theoretical 

foundation that significantly advances discursive views in organizational studies. The 

understanding that discourse analysis relates to embodiment of ‘language’ as the central 

focus, its distinctive and valuable ways of constructing the meaningfulness of social life, and 

its potential for provocative interrogations of these precarious meanings. This assertion will 

be tested in the coming three chapters, which combine a close reading of interactional and 

interview data with theory building, which this research argues is underdeveloped in terms of 

the managerial humour literature generally and, more specifically, managers’ humorous 

responses towards subordinates’ humour. 

The theory elements of this chapter have shown that social interactions are closely connected 

with ambiguity, contradiction and complexity dynamics. To quote Otsuji and Pennycook, 

these complexities address “dynamic ways of describing and understanding processes that 

move across, while becoming embedded in, the materiality of localities and social relations” 

(2010, p. 244). That notion “dynamic ways of describing and understanding processes that 

move across, while becoming embedded” suggests a more specific, but still comprehensive 

way of exploring social relations. Consequently, the next three chapters are characterised 

with the titles ‘doing authority’, ‘distancing authority’, and ‘fluidity’, as they present the 

essential activity of recognising, explaining, and critically evaluating these complexities. 
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Chapter Four: Managers’ Humorous Responses and Doing 
Authority 

 

Introduction 

Interaction is about reciprocating or exchanging ideas, information, feelings or talk, and is 

characterised by mutual concessions, shared benefits and cooperation. As this study focuses 

on workplace interaction, one would expect any interaction is full of give and take in the 

moment between people at different positional levels of an organization. Given this entire 

empirical chapter is interested in the movement and interplay of authority in humorous 

interactions, then the repertoire of options commonly associated with humour would appear 

on the surface of things to complicate the exercise of authority. Humour is a multi-faceted 

and ambiguous phenomenon (Collinson, 2002; Linstead, 1985), and doing and undoing of 

authority in such interactions are not always readily visible, particularly so in today’s context 

where non-hierarchical structures characterised by teamwork, decentralization, flexibility, 

networking, mutual adjustment and shared values are more prominent in workplaces.  

This chapter focuses on four themes of doing authority, the second data chapter focuses on 

four themes of distancing authority and the last data chapter focuses on three themes of 

fluidity. All of these themes emerged from the data. These themes are listed in the table 

below. 
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Table 1: Themes of authority and fluidity  

Doing Authority Distancing Authority Fluidity 

Cautioning 

Downplaying 

Evaluation 

Directing 

Escape 

Surrender 

Indecision 

Shielding 

Flow 

Unpredictability 

Slippage 

 

This chapter explores the different ways authority is communicated in a range of humorous 

interactions where the spontaneous and emergent nature of the interactions could put 

authority at risk. However, a close reading of these interactions in this chapter suggests that 

the one with positional authority in every single interaction not only protects that authority, 

but also exercises and communicates it in a myriad of ways through humour.  

This chapter explores managers’ humorous responses to subordinates’ humour and the 

authority dynamics embedded in this phenomenon. As the chapter unfolds, four themes in 

relation to different ways of constructing doing authority that evoke managerial control 

positioning in manager-subordinate interactions are explained. The themes are: cautioning, 

downplaying, evaluation and directing. 

The interesting aspect one should note in this data chapter is that humorous exchanges 

between participants seem extremely face challenging and aggressive. The actual words in 

the interactions and sometimes the interviews can seem very aggressive. However, the sense 

and tone of these is almost always collegial and lighter than one would expect. Members 

seem to exhibit some kinds of normative practice within this workplace about how they 
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communicate, negotiate and walk through the interaction, such as use of words, proverbs, and 

styles of humour or way of communicating, all of which are evidences of shared repertoire. 

The ways in which such humour practices are performed are seem to be within the acceptable 

group boundaries of this working environment or so called communities of practice (Eckert 

& McConnell-Ginet, 1992; Wenger, 1998). This understanding of communities of practice is 

important to being well informed about the established and specific ways that my participants 

enact while going through humorous interactions. 

Cautioning 

Like all the headings chosen for this chapter, ‘cautioning’ has multiple meanings, 

implications, and suggestions. Discourse dynamics that move around the notion of cautioning 

range from mere signaling about upcoming events to threatening. Possible meanings that 

move around dynamics of cautioning are informing, forscasting, advising, alarming, 

counselling, reprimanding and scolding. It is used here to indicate a form of advice that 

signals impending unwanted moments. Cautioning strongly references force and tends to 

indicate moments that are precarious, cautionary, and perceived with alarm. If one puts it 

beside more amorphous terms of advice such as instruction and opinion, then cautioning 

clearly is more immediate, distinctive, and related to a discourse of possible dangers. The 

cautionings that the participants talk about and construct are a blend of psychological and 

emotional aspects. At different times, cautionings are couched in terms of responsibility, 

opportunity, consequences, and cautionary. What they all do is both symbolise and 

characterise these dynamics. The participants’ construction and identification of cautioning in 

managerial humour is a surprisingly effective way of identifying critical points within 

manager-subordinate interactions. 
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The data discussed here represent the distinctive cautioning ‘types’, so to speak. Although all 

these interactions of cautioning discussed in this section are hardly a comprehensive analysis, 

they have been selected to represent the relationships between discourses of cautioning and 

doing authority. Typical of these commentaries is the one by Sam (Extract 1), who responds 

with humour that contains elements of cautioning and authority – all at the same time. 

Extract 1 

Context: In a staff meeting, Marcus, a discipline in-charge, asks Shona, the messenger, to 
provide a message which she was supposed to report in this meeting. Shona says she has 
already provided a message to Marcus. After saying this, Marcus tries to remember the 
message and everyone waits to hear from him. After some time, he remembers the message. 
Sam is the college’s principal and most senior member in the meeting. 

1. Marcus: Oh god. Save me from this hectic schedule. I am sorry. Did I leave my mind  
2. at home today?  
3. Laughter 
4. Sam: ehhh! You should order KFC for us today as fines for wasting our time 
5. Laughter 
6. Marcus: I don’t really mind but you know very well that doctors do not recommend  
7. KFC chicken. 
8. Laughter 
9. Sam: It’s okay to be naughty occasionally   
10. Laughter 
11. Sam: I am telling you. I am not going to free you from this. 
12. Laughter 

In Extract 1, Marcus has made an error, and the nature of the error is so public that there can 

be no hiding or cover up. Sam, the senior member of his team, teasingly suggests Marcus 

should treat the team as recompense. Sam’s seemingly throwaway comment, “You should 

order KFC for us today as fines for wasting our time” (line 4) acknowledges confirmation by 

Marcus that he has made a mistake and conveys Sam’s recognition that Marcus is at fault. In 

doing so, Sam lays the blame squarely at the feet of Marcus. Despite Marcus’s attempts to 

divert Sam’s tease in line 6, Sam holds this focus on blame and recompense throughout the 

interaction while maintaining a humorous frame that runs alongside a refusal to let Marcus 
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escape too lightly. For instance, ‘I am telling you. I am not going to free you from this.” (line 

11) appears to be some kind of cautioning to Marcus, that although things are out in the open, 

Marcus will not be immediately and lightly absolved. The humorous utterance ‘I am not 

going to free you’ directly underlines his authority over Marcus. 

From the beginning, Marcus is open and apologetic about his error which removed the need 

for Sam to be punitive or disciplinary. Sam, freed from such a role, then appears to be able to 

be expansive and generous (opening up a scenario where the team is treated to food by 

Marcus), while at the same time demonstrating firm control (“I am telling you”). Sam thereby 

comes out of this interaction looking firmly in charge, a benefactor to the team and a positive 

manager in spite of the error. It is important to note that none of this may have been 

accomplished had not Marcus immediately framed the incident using humour (“did I leave 

my mind at home today...”), thereby inviting his manager to reply in kind. In this sense then 

Sam is following Marcus’ lead and framing a way forward through humour. Cautioning here 

can be seen as a responsibility and consequence of Marcus’s failure to do his job properly. 

Although Sam’s cautioning could be seen as being face threatening to Marcus, the ways in 

which such humour are practiced seem to be within the boundaries of what is considered as 

acceptable behaviour within this working group or community of practice. The presence of 

joint laughter confirms that the issue is socially constructed as an act of jest rather than in 

earnest. Thus, Sam’s humorous utterance in line 11 can also be understood as a nipping 

strategy (Boxer & Cortés-Conde, 1997) where it indicates a cheerful biting. 

That mixture of responsibility and consequence takes on yet another kind of promise, this 

time within the context of identification of possible future threats, as constructed in the 

following episode. 
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Extract 2  

Context: Sandy, Robert, John and Mike are having a conversation about cleaning products. 
The college has been using expensive cleaning products because they believe that local 
cleaning products, although cheaper, are harmful. Mike is the supervisor of Sandy, Robert 
and John. 

1. Sandy: I am going to give you a million-dollar solution on how to reduce this  
2. college’s budget. 
3. Mike: and that is… 
4. Sandy: and that is…wait a minute…that has to come with a grand music… 
5. Laughter 
6. Sandy: and that is…okay that precious solution is…instead of using these chemicals  
7. of western countries, let’s use our own local products. 
8. Laughter 
9. Mike: This is a horrible horrible thing you said. What a joke. I excuse you for this one  
10. time. From today onwards, don’t ever think about that.    
11. Laughter 

In this interaction, Sandy appears to introduce a valuable solution for reducing the college’s 

expenditure. Before actually saying what it is, she seems to frame the idea as ground breaking 

in an exaggerated way by calling for a drum roll (“…that has to come with grand music”). 

However, when she does utter her idea in lines 6-7 (“…instead of using these chemicals of 

western countries, let’s use our own local products”), Mike immediately disagrees with it 

(line 9-10). Mike’s repetitive use of “horrible” stresses his disagreement with something 

Sandy saw as a “million-dollar solution”. This humorous utterance from Mike can be seen as 

a kind of cautioning that he has information about possible future losses to the college if 

Sandy’s suggestion is adopted. At the same time, this utterance sounds authoritative due to 

Mike’s use of direct statement: “…Don’t ever think about that.” Although Mike’s humorous 

response appears as face challenging to Sandy, a joint laughter together with her boss 

throughour the interaction indicates that the overall ambiance of the conversation seems to be 

pleasant and collegial. In this sequence, such an aggressive utterance feels no threat. Rather it 

seems to imply shared knowledge and mutual bondings. 
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This identification of possible future losses also represents an opportunity for managers in 

“making them aware they should correct their actions” (Box 1). ‘Them’ here refers to the 

subordinates. The “making them aware they should correct their actions” is one reason the 

interaction in this excerpt is strongly linked with cautioning dynamics. Extract 3 below shows 

Sam trying to get Marcus to question his behaviour towards Sam – his boss. 

Extract 3 

Context: In a middle of the meeting, Sam, the principal is actively listening to Roy, the head 
of accounting when Marcus, a discipline in-charge, opens the door and asks Sam for a half-
day’s leave.  

1. Sam: Why, where are you going? 
2. Marcus: My wife commanded me to go for a movie with her. 
3. Laughter 
4. Marcus: and I said yes, as that will make my life peaceful. 
5. Laughter 
6. Sam: You are such an obedient person. How can you do this? You should listen to  
7. the boss like me. You can’t be obedient to your wife like that.   
8. Do you get the point? 
9. Laughter  
10. Marcus: Mmm 

As a reaction to Marcus’s allegedly ‘polite’ behaviour towards his wife, Sam adopts a self-

enhancing strategy (lines 6-7) where he praises himself by claiming, “You should listen to the 

boss like me. You can’t be obedient to your wife like that..” Sam’s humorous utterances claim 

two important aspects here. On the one hand, he is pushing himself to the front by 

highlighting his identity (boss like me) and on the other, he is telling Marcus he should 

deliver a similar behaviour in the workplace to the way he behaves with his wife, as in being 

“obedient”. In other words, what Sam appears to imply with this humour is, ‘If you can 

display these behaviours to your wife, then why can’t you enact the same with me?’ Sam’s 

direct interrogations, “How can you do this?”, and “Do you get the point?” seem demanding 

and imply a cautioning that Sam expects the similar behaviour from Marcus in the future. 
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This kind of cautioning can be seen as Sam taking the opportunity to express drawbacks, 

complaints, or suggestions to his subordinate. Because this is humorous conversation, Sam’s 

cautioning may not be as severe as it appears. Sam’s humorous utterance seems explicitly 

arrogant and compelling, however, it reminds me of Boxer & Cortés-Conde (1997) who 

claim that “high risk teasing typically takes place among interlocutors who are intimates” (p. 

286). 

This interpretation is further supported by the explanations Sam made in an interview, “It is a 

bonding thing. This is something people should be proud of when their manager can humour 

them at this level. This shows our attachment and solidarity” (Box 13). Nadir evokes several 

instances of cautioning, both implied and stated, in his interview. 

Box 1 

Nadir (CEO) 

When I feel awkward in giving direct instruction to my people, which could be for various 
reasons, I normally take a different route by framing my comments jokingly in order to 
making them aware they should correct their actions. 

When they joke back at me, I take that as an opportunity for keeping them on track, as a 
form of check and balance, because through joking I advise them to beware of behaviours 
that I would not otherwise raise with them. 

Such should be the nature of managerial practices because it directs your people away from 
potential injury, losses or damages... 

More specifically, it will be more convincing, more recognition, and more acceptability… 

In other words, such humour can also be seen as threatening when it generates feelings of 
one’s esteem or status at risk of being diminished due to its power, force or strength. 

The phrase “keeping them on track” is used in this utterance alongside a very distinctive 

element in the heart of managerial discourses – “advise to beware”. Here the cautioning is 

characterised as “managerial practices” that alert “injury, losses or damages” if procedures 

are not followed. Presenting them through humour is “more convincing, more recognition, 

and more acceptability”, as subordinates cannot overlook such instructions. 
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Here, Nadir appears to evoke the notion of cautioning in terms of “threatening” discourses. 

While this involves “feeling one’s esteem or status at risk of being diminished” as manager 

by doing humour, the “risk of being diminished” can be related to the notion of aggressive 

humour evoked in this excerpt. The threatening “advise them to beware” is a representation 

of this aggression, not just in an emotional sense but also by managers showing their 

authority over their subordinates. This particular interview effectively represents managerial 

humour as using cautioning to show the managerial exercise of authority in a way that he 

characterises as “power, force, or strength”; that is psychological or emotional terms. 

Extract 4 is one such demonstration of a kind of aggression in managerial humour. This 

aggression toward achieving control, even temporarily, is a recurring theme across the 

episodes of interaction and in the interviews which signal the managers’ supremacy over their 

subordinates. The linking of cautioning and threatening that occurs in this interaction is an 

indicator of managerial ‘power, force or strength’. 

Extract 4 

Context: Mason, an IT officer, is talking about the latest software application. Karen is a front 
desk officer and Adam, a program director, is the most seniour participant in this 
conversation. 

1. Mason: If we could install that application in our college, then we would be the first  
2. one to have advanced software of that kind. 
3. Karen: I doubt board will approve this.  
4. Mason: I doubt too. They have not yet released budget for the maintenance of old  
5. ones. How foolish I am to even think about the new ones. 
6. Laughter 
7. Adam: What’s going on Mason? Can you tell me? You change your face so fast. Till  
8. this morning, you were saying that you had been so lucky to have a job here. You are  
9. risking your job now.  
10. Laughter 
11. Adam: In-built natural characteristics of employees. Go and wear CEO’s shoes. 
12. Laughter 
13. Mason: (smiles) 
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Mason is clearly expressing his displeasure towards college management in a sarcastic way 

(line 4-5), and in front of his supervisor, Adam. Adam then produces a responsive tease that 

sounds explicitly aggressive and looks to overshadow Mason’s humour (line 7). Here Mason 

is being reprimanded for his inconsistent views towards the college management (“…you 

change your face so fast”). This can also be viewed as the “advice to beware” representation 

discussed in preceding interview (Box 1). Adam’s uses of direct interrogation, “What’s going 

on Mason? Can you tell me?” seems challenging and references Mason’s negative thoughts 

about the college management. Cautioning is made visible by the “You are risking your job 

now” remark. The degree of aggression heightens in line 11 where Mason’s ‘employee’ status 

seems to be denigrated by Adam’s next playful utterance (In-built natural characteristics of 

employees). “Go and wear CEO’s shoes” is a humorously constructed line which does not 

seem to have literal meaning, but seems to be implying, ‘think from CEO’s perspective’. 

Here authority is made clearly visible by explicitly referring to Mason as the “employee” who 

needs to think from the “CEO” perspective. Manager’s humorous response can be seen as 

face threatening to Mason as he is being blamed for his inability to think from a higher-level 

perspective. Such dynamics of criticism, as framed here by Mason, seem to be inherently 

linked with managerial humour.  

The presence of laughter and strangely unusal remark “Go and wear CEO’s shoes” make 

Adam’s utterance humorously framed. Although this entire episode seems challenging and 

confrontational, the presence of laughter and humorous tone seem to mitigate the potential 

face threat. This utterance tells Mason that the speaker has some sense of wit and therefore 

has the potential of creating a bond. 
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Box 2 

Mason (IT Officer) 

Doing humour can sometimes seem more dangerous, in the sense of needing to say ‘Those 
pants don’t look good on you’, but instead saying ‘Hey! When did you manage to find 
time to rummage for those pants in the clothing bin?’ 

You can feel the difference in terms of degree of intensity and impact. I can best relate this to 
a chiming clock that periodically startles you with its sound. When you are on the verge of 
a testing situation, then that inner chime will frighten you. This is my whole point about 
humour, in the sense that a clock making its normal sound can be alarming to us. 

The participant, Mason, evokes this concept when he suggests that saying humorously “Hey! 

when did you manage to find time to rummage for those pants in the clothing bin?” sounds 

more threatening than “Those pants don’t look good on you”. A frequent feature of the 

dynamic around threatening humour is that it becomes more threatening or criticizing than is 

usual in the normal course of discourse. A whole range of threatening discourses was 

presented by Mason in subsequent interviews. One of these is captured through a metaphor of 

chiming clock: the chiming clock represents ‘periodic’ alerts that are characterised as acting 

to “frighten you”, especially “when you are on the verge of a testing situation”. Although it is 

just a “clock making its normal sound”, it can be “alarming”, and such feelings create 

emotional involvement. 

Extract 5 further demonstrates the ‘alarm’ dynamic described by Mason in Box 2. The 

interaction shows that, at times, humour proves a handy way for managers to present 

themselves in a ‘tough but gentle’ way, somewhat akin to Sam’s approach in the following 

interaction. 

Extract 5 

Context: In a regular staff meeting, Adam has requested a fuel allowance because he uses his 
own motorcycle to carry out work errands. These utterances followed on from his request: 

1. Roy: I use my own pen and ink to do accounting jobs of this college. I hope the  
2. college allocates a monthly stationery allowance for me too. 
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3. Laughter 
4. Sam: Why just about motorcycle and fuel? I think you should also get allowances for  
5. the food that you eat while you are at college, and the dresses and shoes that you wear 
6. while you are here. How about that? Let me put it in the minutes. I will fight for you  
7. but I cannot guarantee justice for you. 
8. Laughter 
9. Adam: I am not actually demanding. I am thinking broadly here. 

Roy’s utterance in line 1 frames Adam’s demand as ridiculously unrealistic. Further, in line 

Sam teases Adam for his unrealistic and unfair expectations of the College. He ironically 

suggests that Adam demands more. His line 6 utterance, “Let me put it in the minutes.” is a 

playful threat to formally record Adam’s request so that it will go further. Throughout Sam’s 

playful response (line 4-7), he is indirectly discouraging Adam’s desire for fuel allowances. 

His humorous tease, ‘I will fight for you’ indicates his higher ‘leader-like’ status and position 

of authority. Adam is quick to respond, “I am not actually demanding. I am thinking broadly 

here”, as he tries to defend himself. He seems to step back from his stance, demonstrating his 

anxiety and unwillingness to bring formal attention to his aspiration for allowances. Overall, 

rather than simply rejecting Adam’s demand, the collective construction of humour by Roy 

and Sam seems humiliating and challenging. 

Such are the ways that managerial humour is used to criticise or undermine the performance 

or behaviour of subordinates. There are further dimensions of threatening humour, or the 

“paradox of humour” as it is termed here by Mason (Box 3), and aggression, or the process 

by which you become “offensive to them”. One is the paradoxical dimension, expressed here 

as “humour is supposed to be fun, but no it can be horrible”, and the other as the “hostility”. 

Box 3 

Mason (IT Officer) 

This is what I think as the paradox of humour where humour is supposed to be fun but 
no, it can be horrible… 
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I had an expectation but in reality things are surprisingly different. What I was thinking 
and what I am seeing do not match. 
You know how people direct sarcasm at you and you can feel their hostility – as if you have 
are being offensive to them. 

This interviewee is essentially envisaging the dynamic of sarcastic humour. It would be fair 

to say that sarcasm of any type is passive aggressive with underlying interests and intentions 

(McDonald, 1999). Consequently, it is of no surprise to find it embedded in the achievement 

of implicit control, which is less direct and straightforward, and seen, to some degree, as a 

form of threatening by this interviewee. 

Sarcasm is characterised by sharp, bitter or cutting remarks delivered through humour. It can 

manifest as a hypocritical form of politeness that is intended to shame the recipient, while 

simultaneously possessing some comedic value (Holtgraves, 1997). Sarcasm is a less 

aggressive form of a critical comment (McDonald, 1999) that reduces the intensity of 

bitterness occurring within relationships; if the speaker was to directly express their 

frustration, the relationship between the speaker and recipient would be endangered. Based 

on this understanding, it might seem that sarcasm and doing authority are inversely related in 

that the use of sarcasm means taking a less direct approach. Being straightforward and 

explicitly using authority seems in no way related to the indirect sarcastic approach in 

managerial humour. 

Conversely, in another line of thought, some argue sarcasm expresses disapproval more 

severely (Toplak & Katz, 2000) than normal discourses of condemnation when the speaker 

comments directly on the issue. In this view, sarcasm is commonly interpreted very 

differently to its literal meaning; it is a sharp form of ironic taunt intended to hurt. Therefore, 

a closer look is required to gauge the ‘what and how’ in relation to the delivery of the 

sarcastic remark.  
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The participant, Adam, relates managerial sarcastic humour to authority dynamics by 

associating sarcastic remarks “asserting dominance”, “deceitful way of embarrassing their 

people”, “gentle threat” and “kindly pointing a gun at you”.  

Box 4 

Adam (Program Director) 

They say something sarcastic that usually serves the purpose of asserting dominance. I 
remember once my boss sarcastically belittled me in front of all my colleagues. Everybody in 
the room knew that it was for me. I blushed so bad that I felt so embarrassed all day. I would 
describe it is a manager’s deceitful way of embarrassing their people. 

It is a gentle threat, or kindly pointing a gun at you. It is pinching rather than punching. 
I know if I respond then they would ask, Why are you hurt? - It was not meant for you, and 
that makes things look even worse. If you respond, then you accept you are the victim of 
that sarcasm.  

The interesting thing to note here is that subordinates are seen to remain passively silent, 

despite being on the receiving end of sarcastic remarks because responding means “You 

accept you are the victim of that sarcasm” and hence, “things look even worse” as a result. 

Adam suggests he becomes helpless when his bosses direct sarcasm at him. If he counteracts, 

then “things look even worse” because when in situations where the sarcasm does not directly 

indicate the intended victim and the person reacts, then it confirms them as the culprit. This 

suggests listeners’ unwillingness to respond even when they sense that such indirect 

allegations are intended for them. 

In general, sarcasm would seem more likely to be associated with subordinates because it 

provides a safe way to present their dissatisfaction without having to directly confront 

managerial authority. Ironically, according to my participants it is managers who more 

frequently adopt sarcasm as a way of reinforcing their position of superiority. This finding of 

managerial use of sarcasm has implications in relation to less direct approaches for 

confronting their subordinates, which shows how power has become less explicit. 
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Extract 6 

Context: Mathew, the accounting assistant, has only recently returned to work after a long 
holiday. He had been supposed to be back at work the week before but he extended his leave 
for a further week. Roy, the accounting head and Shawn, a junior accounting assistant, had to 
cover for Mathew in his absence. The previous day Shawn had circulated some urgent emails 
to Roy and Mathew. Mathew has been copied in so has not read the emails yet.  

1. Shawn: I think you are not yet cooled down from your holiday hangover.  
2. Laughter 
3. Mathew: That’s better than saying I have not warmed up to the new pace yet. 
4. Laughter 
5. Roy: There are many people who work like a bull 24/7. That too in a closed boundary. 
6. But few people are so lucky in this organization. 
7. Laughter 
8. Roy: Those lucky ones should be penalized. 
9. Laughter 
10. Mathew: When is the faculty meeting scheduled? 

Roy’s sarcasm in lines 5–6 references Mathew’s extended leave and is intended to question 

Mathew’s commitment toward his work. He appears to refer to himself and Shawn who have 

been working hard to cover Mathew’s work as well as their own in his line 5 utterance 

(“There are many people who work like a bull 24/7…”). Roy’s reinforcing utterance “That 

too within a closed boundary…” implies an inflexible system, where there is no option other 

than to work. This statement seems a pointed and taunting reference to Mathew crossing the 

boundary by taking a long holiday – and then further extending it by one week. His highly 

sarcastic utterance in line 8 (“Those lucky ones should be penalized”) is commanding and 

indirectly criticises Mathew for taking extended leave. In presenting this humorous utterance, 

Roy does not directly state who the intended victim is, but the victim is left in no doubt that 

the sarcastic remark is directed at him. Roy can be seen as a disciplinarian who clearly shows 

his strong disapproval for Mathew’s extended leave. In responding to Mathew’s humour by 

attempting to humorously critiquing and by joining in with Mathew’s laughter (lines 7 and 8), 

Roy reinforces their interpersonal relationship by indicating that he and Mathew are close 

enough even to appreciate face threatening acts. For Norrick and Spitz (2008), such 
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confrontational humorous exchanges can be seen as “harmonious chatting rather than 

arguing” (p. 1662). 

Mathew’s subsequent sudden change of topic in line 10 (“When is the faculty meeting 

scheduled?”) confirms his submission because rather than defending, arguing and taking the 

issue further, he seems to be displaying his reluctant acceptance of Roy’s allegation. 

Mathew’s utterance also confirms Adam’s thoughts in his interview (Box 4): if you 

“respond” to the sarcasm, then “things look even worse”. 

Box 5 

Shona (Messenger) 

When supervisors cannot find appropriate ways to shout at us, they usually use sarcasm 
as the easy way out to express and show their frustration. I hate those who have ‘mouth filled 
with holy words but a pocket filled with knives’*. 
*Mouth filled with holy words but a pocket filled with a knife = a verbatim translation of Nepali proverb meaning a hypocritical person. 

Shona, a messenger, is drawing attention to managers’ use of sarcasm as an “easy way out” to 

express their frustrations when they as “supervisors can’t find appropriate ways to shout at” 

their subordinates. In the episode described above, management has approved Mathew’s 

extended leave. Therefore, it stands to reason that he followed the standard procedure for 

being granted an extended leave period. However, as his manager Roy has had to cover for 

him in his absence, this has possibly frustrated him. Roy was not entitled to explicitly warn 

Mathew for taking extended leave because he received approval from senior management. 

Instead, he seems to take a different route through sarcasm to make Mathew feel guilty. 

Here it is worth pondering the notion brought forward by Nadir, that sarcasm keeps listeners 

(subordinates) guessing about the different meanings in such managerial sarcastic remarks.  
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Box 6 

Nadir (CEO) 

Especially when high ranked people use sarcasm, it becomes so powerful that it can create 
massive differences out of thin air, and listeners start attributing meaning where there 
is none. 

I am not saying it is bad but rather, at times, we all have to do it… 

Nadir is claiming in his interview that sarcasm from higher authority “becomes so powerful 

that it creates massive differences out of thin air, and listeners start attributing meaning 

where there is none.” The following interaction and accompanying interview are the most apt 

examples to illustrate this notion.  

 Extract 7 

Context: Adam has several times noticed Karen, a front desk officer, spending time on 
Facebook while at work. This organization takes a strong position that using Facebook in 
working hours is not to be considered a normative working behaviour. She had been given 
the task of preparing a report the previous week, which she completed well before the 
deadline. Adam asks her if he needs to check the completed assignment.  

1. Karen: Not at all. I have done a fantastic job. After all I have been thoroughly trained   
2. by you. Mistakes are not possible at all. 
3. Laughter 
4. Adam: oh okay. How much time do we need to spend a day on Facebook so that we  
5. can be as smart as you? You should limit your Face-booking because we cannot 
6. handle people who are too smart  
7. Laughter 

Instead of receiving appreciation for finishing the task well before the deadline, Karen gets a 

sharp taunt from Adam. Adam’s responsive sarcasm, “…How much time do we need to spend 

a day on Facebook so that we can be as smart as you?...”. This can be seen as Adam’s 

attempt to let Karen know that her behaviour has not gone unnoticed. When later referring to 

this interaction, Karen assumes different meanings that Adam could be indicating. 

(“Probably he is just playing with me”, “I think he is acknowledging his lack of awareness on 
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today’s social networking sites”, and “I feel like he is throwing rocks at me”), hence 

confirming Nadir’s point in an earlier interview.  

Box 7 

Karen (Receptionist) 

I hate it when people use sarcasm because it makes you second guess what is behind the 
sarcasm. Probably he is just playing with me. I am sure he does not literally mean what he 
says.  I think he is acknowledging his lack of awareness on today’s social networking 
sites. However, I feel very bad; I feel like he is throwing rocks at me.  

As discussed, unless sarcasm is very directly targeted at a specific victim, subordinates do not 

seem to respond and stand up for themselves. However, at times managerial sarcasm is so 

direct and explicit that it almost equates to denigration and causes severe loss of face for the 

recipient. Extract 8 is one such exemplar.  

Extract 8 

Context: Roy, an accounting head, gets many visitors and it is well known that most of these 
visits are not work related and the visitors are in fact his personal guests. Sam is already well 
aware about Roy’s non-work related hosting of guests. 

1. Ron: You seem to be the busiest person in this organization. You get too many  
2. visitors.  
3. Roy: Yes. I know. 
4. Ron: and the irony is the nature of your job does not require that. 
5. Laughter 
6. Sam: I know you are contributing a lot to promoting our college. I have a good offer  
7. for you Roy. I will get a real big flat for you where you can receive as many visitors  
8. as you want. And if you could manage to set aside some time, then you can look after  
9. our accounting stuff - but only if you have time to spare. 
10. Laughter  

Ron makes fun of Roy’s habit of frequently inviting and hosting personal guests at the 

college (line 4). His work is to do the accounting. Because the nature of his job does not 

require interacting with visitors, the number of people passing through his office is 

suspicious. While Ron’s humorous utterance “and the irony is your nature of job does not 

demand that” appears as criticism to Roy. In comparison, Sam’s sarcasm in line 6–9 is a 
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heavy hammer which not only strongly condemns Roy’s unethical behaviour, but can also be 

seen as an alarm signaling to Roy that his behaviour has drawn attention. His sarcasm seems 

even more pointed in the sense that it unquestionably embarrasses Roy publicly. Although 

Sam seems explicitly harsh here, note that all humorous instances in empirical chapters are 

responded to in ways that are in tune with the interactive norms negotiated among members 

of participants’ communities of practice. In fact there is a playful intent in this sarcasm 

despite a bitterness intended to have a controlling effect on Roy. By mocking Roy and 

offering him “real big flat” for receiving his personal visitors, these coworkers are able to 

play with the Roy’s faults and to say some upsetting things.  

Such are the ways how managers seem to construct sarcasm that strongly reinforce their 

authoritative positions. The following episode shows a similar approach, but this time using 

ironic utterances that equally produce authority discourses.  

Extract 9 

Context: Shawn, a junior accounting assistant, mistakenly posted expenditures on the income 
side of the ledger. Mathew is an accounting assistant. Roy is an accounting head. 

1. Mathew: Shawn is getting better day by day. Today he proved how good he could be. 
2. Laughter 
3. Shawn: I am always good. This time I delivered an outstanding performance. If I keep 
4. on delivering such performances, I am sure I will attract the attention of everyone in  
5. this college. 
6. Laughter 
7. Roy: This could indeed have been a memorable error if we had not detected it. You  
8. would not only have caused the college to pay more tax, but this work could have  
9. been taken away from the college as well – truly an outstanding performance by you. 
10. Laughter  
11. Roy: It looks like you are on a mission. If you really have to make mistakes, then  
12. make them so big that they cost your job and your manager’s as well. 
13.  Laughter 

This interaction comprises a collaborative sequence of sarcastic utterances from all 

interlocutors. Shawn made a mistake where he wrongly posted expenditure to income side of 
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the spreadsheet. Mathew’s utterance in line 1 (“Shawn is getting better day by day. Today he 

proved how good he could be.”) sets the scene for the performance of sarcasm that resembles 

a kind of mild punch to Shawn for his mistakes. However rather than being apologetic, 

Shawn responds with ironic self-praise (“I am always good. This time I delivered an 

outstanding performance…”). His sarcastic utterance “…I am sure I will attract the attention 

of everyone in this college” (line 4-5) shows his playful way of acknowledging an error 

which manages to save his face. In response, Roy hammers home the serious implications of 

this kind of mistake (line 7–12). He further contributes to the ongoing pattern of ironic 

utterances in telling Shawn that his mistakes that could not only risk Shawn’s job, but also his 

job as well. Roy’s responsive sarcasm characterises intimidation and hints that Shawn should 

beware in the future.  

This entire episode can be seen as a good exemplar of showing collaborative sequence of 

humour performances. Although one can sense some kind of discomfort, intimidation and 

challenge in this interaction, speakers can be seen to demonstrate their collegiality and 

display “how finely tuned they are to each other” in humorous interactions (Davies, 2003, p. 

1362).  

Ironic taunts are generally indicated by the use of language that would normally signify the 

opposites, and are mostly used for humorous effect. Sarcasm are found to be frequently 

constructed through ironic taunt. Ironic taunts are often characterised as a way of exposing or 

revealing the hidden or unsayable. In doing so, they can create profound or thought 

provoking effects.  

Box 8 

Gary (Full-time Teacher) 

A kind cosy humour talk suddenly turns into reprimand…  
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The use of irony is more condemning than literal utterances. When things go wrong – let 
us say someone makes a mistake – then throwing ironic remarks on them is the politest way 
to show ferocity – and demonstrates your power over them in a different way.  

Gary calls it “the politest way” to show anger. “More condemning than literal utterances” is 

the theme that is already evoked by one of the participants in our earlier discussion. It appears 

to me that when issues are expressed using language that signifies the opposite, particularly 

in formal organizational talk, it hints at interpersonal tensions and struggles. Similarly, 

managers’ use of ironic taunts against their subordinates involves constructing the 

contradiction between what appears on the surface and what is actually intended.   

Each of these extracts and interviews constructs a different form of cautioning or threatening 

discourse. They were selected to begin this chapter because they not only introduce just doing 

authority (such as “…it becomes so powerful…” (Box 6)), but also some kind of threatening 

discourses that are significant to the exploration of authority in managerial humour. In broad 

terms these are the dynamics of control, influence, and direction achieved by virtue of being 

in managerial positions. What links all of these dynamics to cautioning discourses is the very 

specific, localised and recognised awareness of achieving and inhabiting such discourses that 

are highly significant for whatever reason. Many of the interactions we will encounter in this 

chapter will contain some kind of force in them, but the interactions in this section have been 

given prominence because they represent the kinds of cautionings central to the doing of 

authority through managerial humour.  

Downplaying 

There is certainly overlap between ‘cautioning’ and ‘downplaying’, and indeed the face 

challenging discourses in the previous section showed references to downplaying alongside 

cautioning. However, the term downplaying has a distinct meaning and associated set of 

connotations that extend beyond face challenging; accordingly the interactions selected for 
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this section are clearly of a different type to those discussed in the previous section. A look at 

a definitional discussion of downplaying raises issues of reputation, belittling, disrespect, 

disparagement, and detracting. This section understands downplaying as potentially 

challenging discourses that are humorously used by managers intended to defame their 

subordinates. What makes it different from face challenging is precisely its more explicit 

connotations of treating others as inferior. Indeed, many of these interactions illustrate that 

the construction of downplaying can happen through unsought means, but that the eventual 

recognition of downplaying has strategic implications that show hierarchical differences or 

power gaps between managers and subordinates. Thus, face challenging can certainly become 

downplaying, and when that happens, a new kind of discourse and positioning occurs in 

terms of manager-subordinate relationships. 

Disparaging someone with a seriously meant comment is clearly direct and explicit, whereas 

doing it through humour involves a “gray” dimension where verbal attacks are made in a 

disguised form. Managerial humour is frequently seen to “defame” and “belittle” 

subordinates.  

Box 9 

Mike (Operation Manager) 

When managers abuse people through humour, then it creates doubts in subordinates’ minds. 
It makes people think, “Does the manager really mean what he says?” So I think people do 
not understand it in black and white terms. In fact, it creates gray areas, but one thing for sure 
is that such abusive humour defames and belittles the target and cannot just be let go as light 
comments. It contains weighty stuff and the intention behind using such humour could 
indicate an underlying layer of anger or negative emotions sealed in insults, humiliations 
and put downs that are more frequently communicated through humour, and funnily enough 
even such heavy hammers play out deceptively through humour. 

As one of the participants Mike says, one can feel the “underlying layer of anger or negative 

emotions sealed” in such humour. Here I focus on managerial humour that downplays 
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noticeably and has a degrading effect on recipients. While in the process of constructing such 

downplaying humour, I examine the authority emerging within these moments.  

Indeed, one gets the impression that managers’ downplaying humour is inherently 

authoritative. This can be articulated in the sense that downplaying evokes the dynamics of 

force through some kinds of “insults, humiliations and put downs”. Although domination is 

not the prime indicator of authority, it can be seen as one way of creating an impression of 

the presence of authority. Mike understands such humour as “heavy hammers played out 

deceptively”. Here I draw attention to Radcliffe-Brown (1940) who asserts that the joking 

relationship is customarily designed in such a way that one is permitted to belittle and other is 

required to take no offence. Apparently, managers are often found to dwell in such a 

permitted or privileged position. Extract 10 displays a similar phenomenon.  

Extract 10 

Context: During a meeting, Roy, the accounting department head, has explained some 
accounting procedures. Karen usually underestimates Roy’s decisions. This time, Karen 
seems to agree with Roy. So Sam makes fun of Karen’s sudden trust in Roy. Karen is a 
receptionist and Sam is the principal. 

1. Karen: He has already proved himself so many times now. I don’t even want to test  
2. him every now and then. Now I am used to his style of working. 
3. Laughter 
4. Sam: so you already got accustomed to it, which is good. That makes my life easy.  
5. That means you can now be a good machine that runs efficiently under somebody’s  
6. finger tips.  
7. Laughter 

Karen produces a humorous remark, “He has already proved himself so many times now. I 

don’t want to test him every now and then…” (line 1–2) as if, in a way, she is a boss of Roy. 

In fact, Roy stands higher in the hierarchy than Karen. Therefore, Karen’s role-play as the 

boss of Roy seems to produce laughter. Sam’s responsive humour seems to override her 

humorous comment (“…That means you can now be a good machine that runs efficiently 
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under somebody’s finger tips.”). Here Sam’s humorous comment can be seen as flirtatious. 

Although it seems to be belittling Karen’s status, responsive laughter from Karen shows 

acknowledgment of Sam’s humorous utterance. She could be laughing because he is her boss 

and does not want to discomfort him by not laughing at his joke attempt. Also it can be 

interpreted in different way where Karen, by laughing, signals that she has understood that 

Sam’s comments are not meant seriously. This also signifies “permitted disrespect” 

(Radcliffe-Brown, 1940, p. 65) or “accommodated dissent” (Westwood & Johnston, 2012, p. 

15) that is just discussed above. 

Karen knows that Sam is “making fun of” her and “belittling” her but again holds “who 

cares” attitudes as she is habituated to face these kinds of situations. 

Box 10 

Karen (Receptionist) 

I know he is making fun of me and belittling me. This is all about the power game. The more 
they insult us, the funnier the humour becomes. But who cares. I am used to these kinds of 
situations. However, if I do not accept his statement, he would say it is just a joke and it 
makes me feel incompetent as his subordinate. 

Karen’s use of pronouns “us and they” and “I and he” clearly indicates the dichotomous and, 

more particularly, adversarial relationship, between managers and subordinates. What is 

striking in Karen’s statement is that, she knows opposing such remarks seems to act to further 

deteriorate their image as being “incompetent” by not going along with the humour and 

apparently, it is “just a joke”. 

Box 11 

Sandy (Cleaner) 

Although you know you are put down by your managers through humour, it seems 
inappropriate to walk away because first they are your bosses, and second you will be 
continuously told that you lack a sense of humour, that you are over-sensitive and need to 
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learn to be more tolerant and open-minded and keep your feet strong to this kind of 
humour. 

                                    *keep your feet strong – verbatim translation of Nepali proverb meaning stay strong despite feeling low and depressed 

Neither can they just ignore such humour or “walk away”. I am thinking of Sandy’s 

suggestion here that as a subordinate one needs to “learn to be tolerant, open-minded and 

keep feet strong” in receiving such humour, otherwise they will be “continuously told” they 

“lack a sense of humour” and are “over-sensitive”. More importantly, it is not clear for 

subordinates whether such humour is actually derogatory. 

Box 12 

Mason (IT Officer) 

Throwing tantrums and making fun of us is just a day-to-day business for them. It is no big 
issue for them – it is a fabric of everyday conversation. This is quite unfair but looking 
other way around I think it’s a kind of intimacy and comfortability between us.  

Although Mason finds it “unfair” to demean someone through humour, he also feels that it is 

because of the strong relational bonding, i.e., “intimacy and comfortability” that managers 

produce such humour. Here I draw attention to Plester and Sayers (2007) who suggest that 

contentious topics can be the subject of workplace humour and indicate inclusiveness; even 

when seeming to be demeaning. 

The next extract shows a similar contribution. In this case downplaying is presented in the 

form of a direct and confrontational question: “Are you already drunk?”  

Extract 11 

Context: Mason, an IT officer, forgets to change a title of a document leading Adam, a 
program director, to think he gets the wrong document. Karen is a front desk officer. 

1. Mason: I sent you the right one. 
2. Karen: Yes he sent the right one. He means to say, it’s just you have to ignore the  
3. title. The rest is all fine.  
4. Laughter 
5. Adam: Are you already drunk or what? But your eyes look okay. 
6. Laughter 
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Although the document which Mason sent is the right one, he forgets to change the title. 

Karen’s playful advice to Adam to “ignore the title” is characterised by ambiguity as she 

constructs this utterance in such a way that it is difficult for one to know whether she is 

defending Mason, or indirectly making fun of him for his mistake. Adam’s response is 

noteworthy. Adam clearly knows Mason is not drunk. Despite this, his accusation, “Are you 

already drunk or what?” in line 5 can be seen as challenging humour as drinking alcohol 

while working is frowned upon as unethical in Nepalese culture. This utterance potentially 

downplays Mason’s honesty and dedication for the organization. However, it also indicates 

that Mason and Adam’s relationship, although being mainly professional, is close and 

intimate enough so that his downplaying humour does not risk their relationships but in fact 

strengthens the relationship they share. This interpretation is further reinforced by Mason’s 

subsequent laughter and supporting Adam’s comment. Mason clearly does not mind being 

teased by Adam.  

It is clearly evident from this interaction that managers are in a privileged position and free to 

regularly use humorous remarks on subordinates. They consider the use of downplaying 

humour as a normal discourse in “day-to-day business”, as “no big issue” and as part of the 

“fabric of everyday conversation” (Box 12).  

In all the interactions in this section, the managers appear to be demonstrating their authority 

by humorously downplaying interactions with subordinates. While managers can be seen as 

hostile, they however, seem to enact humour practices within communities of practice where 

subordinates take it in a friendly spirit. This understanding of downplaying appears highly 

significant to the doing of authority in managerial humour, as authority becomes explicit in 

such humour. However, a slightly more subtle and uncritical downplaying of what was once 

an energizing and invigorating dynamism can equally become a discourse of feedback, 
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evaluation and even constructive criticism. Such a discourse within managerial humour 

indicates the importance of the next element in the chapter, that of evaluation which, as could 

be expected, manifests differently from downplaying.  

Evaluation 

Although they are certainly evoked in the space that lies between and beyond cautioning and 

downplaying, evaluations are more difficult to sense than both cautioning and downplaying. 

Evaluations are appraising, diagnosing, determining, and rating of situations. Our language 

around them conveys the dynamic of judging so as to ‘evaluate someone’s performances’ and 

‘evaluate something with respect to its worth’. The evaluation dynamic appears to have a 

natural tendency toward defining differences, not only in terms of actual and standard 

behaviour, but also in terms of position and status of people (who is evaluating – and who is 

being evaluated). Evaluation is generally understood as being done by someone in a 

privileged or higher position to assess people in lower positions, although it is not uncommon 

for higher-level positions to be evaluated by lower levels, such as evaluations of teachers by 

students. From this description, one can also infer that evaluation is intimately related to 

authority. The ability or right to evaluate seems to emerge from having the authority to do so. 

For instance, doctors evaluating patients’ health, teachers’ evaluating students’ academic 

performance, lawyers evaluating their clients’ cases, trainers evaluating trainees’ learning 

curves, and managers evaluating subordinates’ performances. In this section evaluation is 

identified in managerial responsive humour. It symbolises the concepts of feedback, opinion, 

and grading that necessarily seem to be incumbent upon superior positions. 

The participant, Sam’s characterisation of humour as a way to “communicate failures, 

drawbacks and possibilities” is worth pondering here. Humour is presented here as an 

effective strategy to hold the position of ‘balance’ between providing negative feedback 
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(“…make them feel that I am not happy”) and maintaining motivation (“….at the same time 

not at the cost of demotivating them”).  

Box 13 

Sam (Principal) 

Unless things are of the utmost importance, I use humourous remarks to my people when I 
have to communicate their failures, drawbacks and possibilities. This is because I am 
worried they may feel frustrated if I become dead serious about it. The beauty of doing 
humour is that I can still make them feel that I am not happy with them but at the same 
time not at the cost of demotivating them badly. Monitoring job performance is done 
pretty well in this college. For that one should be able to do sensible humour that is you are 
still exercising control to meet the college’s expected performance. 

This kind of approach is excellent when giving feedback, particularly awkward ones. This 
will make them reflect in a much more constructive ways about their behaviour and I 
am sure they will take it in a friendly spirit. 
I sometimes feel it is like wearing a funny mask but giving them serious feedback which 
means they don’t care who is giving the feedback, i.e. mask or actual person who is 
wearing a mask. 

Sam, as the Principal of the college, is charged with constructing and implementing a kind of 

evaluation for his employees. He chooses “sensible humour” as the best way to express 

opinions about employee performances in his efforts to exercise “control” in bringing them 

up to “college’s expected performance”. The intention is to give feedback for “particularly 

awkward ones” in such a way that “they take it in a friendly spirit” and “reflect in much more 

constructive ways about their behaviour”. The “mask” metaphor is used by Sam to highlight 

the complexity and choice in the constructive nature of feedback. He relates ‘giving feedback 

through humour’ to “wearing a funny mask but giving them serious feedback”, whereby they 

take the comment seriously but do not concern themselves too much with “who is giving the 

feedback”. The focus here is on ‘learning’, ‘development’ and ‘competence’, which suggests 

the feedback should be seen by subordinates as a great opportunity to grow. This interview is 

evocative of what I have termed evaluation in this section; it suggests something exploratory 
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and constructive that is quite different to the findings for cautioning and downplaying evident 

in the interactions and interviews earlier in this chapter. 

Adam’s ongoing responsive tease in the following extract can be interpreted as a manager 

giving feedback on his subordinate’s behaviour. Adam, a program director is asking Charlie, 

a counselor to retrieve a file from Roy’s office, which is located just next to Adam’s office. 

Charlie is known for his habit of overly concentrating on minute details. Mathew is an 

accounting assistant. 

Extract 12 

1. Mathew: It’s just on Roy’s desk. You will easily find it.  
2. Charlie: I will phone you if I can’t. 
3. Laughter  
4. Adam: See it’s pretty simple. First you stand up from the place where you are sitting  
5. now, then you take …ahhh….five steps to reach the door. After that, you slowly pull  
6. down the door handle. 
7. Laughter 
8. Adam: Then you pull open the door, take about five steps and stop at Roy’s office.  
9. Laughter 
10. Adam: This time you push the door and of course after pulling down the door handle. 
11. Laughter 
12. Adam: And just in front of the door, you will see a huge table. For your further  
13. information, there is just one table. So do not get confused. 
14. Laughter 
15. Adam: And finally I hope you will see an A4 size white sheet of paper printed with  
16. Times New Roman font. 
17. Laughter 

Adam (the most senior member present) is mocking Charlie’s pedantic behaviour (series of 

playful teases from line 4 through to line 16). He takes five consecutive turns (lines 4, 8, 10, 

12 and 15) in response to Charlie’s humour in line 2. Each turn seems to carry on from the 

preceding turn. All his turns read as commands. For instance, “You stand up from the place 

where you are sitting now” (line 4–5), “You pull open the door, take about five steps and stop 

at Roy’s office” (Line 8), and “You push the door” (line 10). These teasing remarks seem 
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critical of Charlie who is notorious for his slow working pace. Adam is relentlessly and 

irritatingly pedantic as he gives Charlie minutely detailed instructions while continuing to 

mocks him (“And just in front of the door, you will see a huge table. For your further 

information, there is just one table. So do not get confused” (line 12-13); “… you will see an 

A4 size white sheet of paper printed with Times New Roman font” (line 15-16). However, 

nobody disrupts his sequence of utterances despite the irritation factor, which also indirectly 

hints at Adam’s position of authority. Here Adam appears to be throwing some kind of 

drawn-out tantrum (which is of course concealed in this series of teasing remarks) directed at 

Charlie. His humorous remarks can be understood as what Ron terms ‘tit for tat’ tactics 

adopted by Adam to reprimand Charlie for his impractical concern with accuracy and the 

precision of every minute detail. One can also look at this exchange from an evaluative 

perspective, whereby Adam is giving feedback to Charlie to correct his pedantic behaviour. 

In his interview, Ron, also seems prepared to adopt teasing as a “tit for tat” counterattack to 

offensive humour from subordinates. He sees it as one way to make subordinates realise that 

joking really “hurts and cannot always be taken for granted”. 

Box 14 

Ron (Academic Advisor) 

If they can play humour at us, then they should expect we can appear tougher in that 
language too because we are where we are today as a result of moving through the stages 
they are currently at… 

If my people target humour at me and I don’t like it, I have two options; tell them upfront 
seriously, or use tit for tat tactics to show them it hurts and cannot always be taken for 
granted. 
These people have somewhat short term memories and need to be reminded about boundaries 
repeatedly. So telling them through humour could be a nice strategy to remind them about the 
same old roles and responsibilities. It is just like ticking the boxes. 

Note Ron’s choice of the pronominal “we” and “they” in his narrative would seem to indicate 

a distinction and gap between himself as a supervisor and his subordinates. The key phrases 
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here are “if they can play humour at us” and “we can appear tougher in that language too”, 

which convey the sense that, ‘if their humour is tough on us, then ours will be tougher to 

them’. Managers’ humour is indicated as dominating or overriding subordinates’ humour. 

These kinds of humour appear to communicate authority confidently and accessibly. 

Perhaps not surprisingly, moving into evaluation can be associated overwhelmingly with the 

right to control (supported by the organization), advise and mentor, all of which describe 

discourses of authoritative positioning. There were frequent displays by most participants of 

information dissemination or role re-orientating tasks such as described by Dennis below. 

Extract 13 is a perfect example of managerial humour containing the mentoring element and 

reminding subordinates of “the same old roles and responsibilities”.  

Extract 13 

Context: Dennis is telling Andrew how to deal with visiting guests who could be potential 
future students for the college. This interaction occurs just after Dennis has advised Andrew 
of his faulty performance. 

1. Dennis: When students come to see us, drop everything else. Engage with them 
2. fully. Listen to them, answer them, ask them, advise them… 
3. Andrew: and play basketball with them 
4. Laughter 
5. Dennis: Yes, play basketball with them, break rules, injure them and show them how  
6. irresponsible you are… 
7. Laughter 
8. Dennis: What I mean here is understand the rules before you actually play game, the  
9. more you practice those rules, the more you will understand; the more you understand  
10. and practice, then the more perfect you will become; the more you become perfect, 
11. then the more you will be wanted; and the more you are wanted, then the more you  
12. become wanted, the more…. 
13. Laughter 

Here Dennis is clearly demonstrating his mentoring role as he tells (or teaches) his 

subordinate how to deal with students. Andrew seems to suddenly introduce humour into the 

conversational frame in line 3, where he imagines a hypothetical situation of playing 

basketball with visiting candidates who could be prospective students. In response to the shift 
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to a humourous frame, Dennis uses the same ‘basketball’ metaphor as he challenges Andrew 

over his flawed way of doing things (“…break rules, injure them and show them how 

irresponsible you are”). Although he frames this utterance in a humorous way, the actual 

meaning inferred from this cannot be overlooked as “just a joke” (Box 10). In line 8, Dennis 

is clearly playing a mentoring role and so this utterance can be seen as forming the central 

theme of this interaction, where he is advising Andrew how to actually do a good job of 

dealing with students. While he does so, he appears to put it in a humorous mode when he 

keeps on repeating ‘…more you, then…’. 

But mentoring aside, the evaluation perspective is evident in David’s articulation below of 

needing to tell “who you actually are”, and thereby “give an opportunity for reflection”.  

Box 15 

David (Legal Service) 

This is the best way to communicate with your subordinates about who you actually are and 
this certainly gives an opportunity for reflection. So your role as a mentor here is that you 
actually develop that collaborative ambiance. Though it is not easy being joker and 
mentor at the same time, it is definitely worthwhile. 

Mentoring eventually gives way to modification and by doing it through humour, “you 

actually develop that collaborative ambiance” with subordinates which would otherwise be 

less easy to create. Being both “joker and mentor” was seen by the participant as requiring 

the balancing of these roles in order to avoid inclining to one extreme, and for that reason I 

have included this interview as data for evaluation. 

The participant Dennis shows the expansive scope of the mentoring position and that doing it 

through humour is not simply about showing “your confidence” in the area, but also about the 

“relationship” that is created which “seems to be unwritten rules of organization”.   
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Box 16 

Dennis (Enrolment and Recruitment) 

Doing humour while you mentor shows your confidence in the area and, in so doing, you 
create a relationship that seems to be unwritten rules of organization. This means that 
mentoring can be reconfigured in different ways, such that it gives them a better 
opportunity to catch up with me and empowers them to share their feelings or whatever 

Doing humour does not mean that you lose your credibility as a mentor, but rather you 
gain it more. They perceive you as a more effective, smart and witty. 

His understanding seems to involve unwritten rules about the right kind of relationship for 

this firm. Here interaction created with humour is a kind of dynamic that one can be “re-

configured” in multiple ways. The fundamental options range from the manager being a 

teacher and a resource person, through to a counselor and a guide. Humour “gives them a 

better opportunity to catch up with me” and “empowers them to share their feelings or 

whatever”. These phrases give an insight into the authority that a mentor possesses, and that 

“doing humour does not mean that you lose your credibility as a mentor, but rather you gain 

more” because “they perceive you as a more effective, smart and witty” manager. 

What these narratives present is the authority and power in mentorship. The discussion on 

cautioning and downplaying focuses on points of threatening in some degree, but this 

discussion on evaluation, in contrast, focuses on points of nicety and encouragement 

inhabiting a different way of doing authority. What this narrative teaches us, however, is 

firstly that the exploration into evaluation discourses is inevitable in manager-subordinate 

interactions unless one truly believes in highly bureaucratic relations that focuses on 

threatening discourses, and secondly one’s practice of evaluation brings together a whole 

range of states from creativity, to growth to despair. It seems clear that managers’ humour 

while doing evaluation work in interactions, by virtue of the ambiguity and ambivalence that 

are generated, is likely to be interpreted in multiple ways. A discourse of evaluation, as in this 
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narrative, suggests the positivity and potentiality that appear to increase when manager 

presents humour in collaborative ways. 

Directing 

Bringing together cautioning, downplaying, and evaluation into some kind of dynamic are the 

dimensions of directing that make up these different components. Having a sense of these 

directing discourses is crucial in managerial humour, as directing conveys a sense of 

authority in terms of order, command, regulation, leading, and imposing. The excerpts and 

interviews in this final section of the chapter depict how managerial humour evokes a sense 

of doing authority through all the different dynamics in directing the work apparent in these 

ongoing interactions in the workplace. 

Directing in ongoing interactions can take various forms, including: urging someone to move 

toward a certain path; not allowing deviation from a certain path; avoiding compromise; and 

giving instructions for work related activity. Below, Nadir highlights humour as a good way 

to do the job of “directing”, particularly when the situation is socially “awkward”.   

Box 17 

Nadir (CEO) 

When situations become awkward, I don’t have that liberty to stay back. You can see the 
chart, which forms a neatly top-down pointed arrow. So I have to do the directing job, 
saying to them do this, do that, don’t do it that way, or whatever – and in such cases I think 
humour becomes very handy. 

Sometimes subordinates do humour at you. In such cases, counterattacking through humour 
is the best possible option, i.e. being in tune with their rhythm and producing authoritative 
instructions through that medium. I have experienced this and I have worked it out well. 

By being well attuned to subordinates’ humorous utterances or “in tune with their rhythm”, 

managers seem able to comfortably produce “authoritative instructions” successfully 

(worked it out well). His statement that managers can grab opportunities for moments of 
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humour that they can then successfully employ for ‘directing’ is thought provoking. Extract 

14 makes this notion explicit.  

Extract 14 

Context: Ron, Sarah and Max are discussing an email they have been sent by Sam, the 
principal. Sarah, an examination officer and Max, an international officer are subordinate to 
the Ron, an academic director. Ron has been asked to submit the latest academic performance 
report on students. However, Ron and Sarah have not yet seen the email. 

1. Sarah: What is there in the email? 
2. Max: It’s about the academic performance report. The deadline is very near for the 
3. submission, so enjoy some relaxation to the fullest before you read it. 
4. Laughter 
5. Ron: (referring to Max) So you have already read the email. You do not have enough  
6. work. You have a plenty of time. Wait till you’re promoted. 
7. Laughter 
8. Ron: You take the responsibility of this academic report stuff. We will assist you. 

Max constructs the humorous frame in line 3 where he suggests relaxing before reading the 

email message as it contains the principal’s request for submitting the academic performance 

report and, on top of that, the deadline for submission is at hand. Despite Ron acknowledging 

Max for reading the email and letting them know about the deadline, he gives a face 

threatening response (line 5). Ron’s tease “So you have already read the email. You do not 

have enough work” hints at Max’s workload being increased. Ron indirectly connotes the 

magnitude of his workload by implying that he could not even manage the time to read the 

email, when he says “You have a plenty of time”. Here Max’s humorous utterance produced 

in line 3 is completely dominated by the Ron’s short and witty response. His humorous 

remark “Wait till you’re promoted” clearly constructs the gap between himself as supervisor 

and Max as subordinate. Ron’s abrupt order in line 8, “You take the responsibility of this 

academic report stuff”, is constructed within the sequence of teasing utterances.  

Ron’s production of “directives” through teasing, not only confirms his senior position, but 

also shows the exercise of his authority over Max. This perhaps implies that producing 
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teasing remarks was entirely an intentional, strategic, and thought out positioning. As 

illuminated in the following narratives, it seems that being in a superior position allows one 

to throw out teasing remarks in such a confident manner that it can almost appear that such 

phenomena are their prerogative.  

Box 18 

Adam (Program Director) 

That’s the gift and beauty of being in the authoritative position where you can 
unhesitatingly deliver teasing remarks to your people. As a supervisor, one can do 
lots of productive things for your organization through teasing. You sometimes come 
to know what is hidden there. So for me it’s also a kind of audit…a relationship audit… 

Sam: Because teasing involves some kind of provocation, my people might feel 
unsafe to target me. However, I do not feel the same way. 

The participant, Adam, seems to be claiming rights and ownership of teasing by calling it the 

managers’ “gift” to use freely anytime they wish to “unhesitatingly deliver teasing remarks to 

your people”. This notion of teasing as associated with seniority in position is further 

elaborated by one of the senior managers Sam, who explains “Because teasing involves some 

kind of provocation, my people might feel unsafe to target me. However, I don’t feel the same 

way.” This indicates that from a senior level perspective, teasing is seen as something that is 

very common and closely associated with positive outcomes (“…one can do lots of 

productive things for your organization through teasing.”).  

The phenomenon of teasing is one that will have resonance for most of us, in a range of 

family, educational and peer contexts. Little would seem to be at risk in teasing, as long as 

the teasers stay within well-established relationships such as peer to peer or manager to 

subordinate. Managerial teases appearing in different forms in different contexts mean 

different things. No wonder perhaps that the managers in these interactions seem skilled and 

confident in their own teasing, and ability to be teased back.  Teasing interactions, if 
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accomplished with skill, do not appear to disrupt positional or asymmetrical boundaries. In 

fact, they emphasise and confirm such boundaries in visible and audible ways that appear to 

consolidate the authority of managers. 

From this subordinate’s perspective, teasing one’s supervisor is unthinkable (“…I cannot 

even think of that.”) and considered “weird and disrespectful”.  

Box 19 

Shona (Messenger) 

Oh, that is something which I have never thought of. I mean how could I tease my boss. I 
do not know. Because it is disrespectful and I think it is belittling one’s own dignity. It is 
totally weird. How others would evaluate if somebody hears me teasing my own boss. 
Definitely and positively not. I cannot even think of that. It is just like hitting a hammer 
on your own legs*.  

 *hitting hammer on your own legs = verbatim translation of Nepali proverb meaning hurting yourself with your own misconduct 

Shona, a messenger and subordinate to Adam, states hesitantly “I do not know”, “It is totally 

weird”, and “Oh that’s something which I have never thought” in indicating that subordinates 

teasing of their supervisors are highly unusual, and not the wise thing to do; in fact it is the 

equivalent of “hitting a hammer on your own legs”. More importantly, teasing directed at 

one’s supervisor is seen as having negative connotations for subordinates, as it implies 

“belittling one’s own dignity” in the workplace environment. Hence, all these participants, 

Sam, Adam and Shona seem to be suggesting that teasing is more associated with supervisors 

than subordinates. 

Teasing, although far subtler and more nuanced than derogatory humour, still appears to be 

associated with authority figures. The implication here is that managers, depending on the 

situations and degree of control required, attempt to characterise humour in their need to be a 

boss, mentor, teacher, guide, and role model all at the same time. For instance, in Extract 15 

we can see how Mike teases Robert by explicitly self-praising.  
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Extract 15 

Context: Robert, a technician fails despite many attempts to fix the broken water pipeline. 
Mike, an operations manager has been telling Robert not to take any chances if he is not sure 
of the problem. 

1. Robert: One of those rare moments of failure. 
2. Max: It won’t be rare if your breakups with girlfriends are counted. 
3. Laughter 
4. Robert: It depends whom you are comparing. If you compare with Western societies,  
5. then my breakups are still rare instances. 
6. Max: But you live in this society. 
7. Laughter 
8. Mike: I know creative people do not do what they are told to. But always 
9. remember. You will never be in trouble, if you follow your boss. Even if you think he  
10. is saying something wrong, follow him. Boss is boss and he is always right. 
11. Laughter 
12. Robert: smiles 

In this case, his directing work displays some kind of arrogance. Mikes explicit use of the 

word “Boss” (rather than I or we) to represent himself in front of subordinates sounds 

arrogant, and gives a sense of the ‘power’ linked with being a boss. Max’s responsive tease is 

worded with ‘Boss’ several times which certainly provides a sense of greater authority.  

Box 20 

Max (International Affairs) 

I don’t know why people at senior levels use ‘Boss’ all the time to indicate themselves as 
if they have a superpower. I know Mike is a very loving person but when he says ‘Boss’ 
to boastfully claim his identity, then it looks he is a tough guy. He is such a down to earth 
person that if he says ‘Listen to me’, then it sounds beautiful to his personality. ‘Boss is 
always right’ does not match him because it is autocratically toned. 

Max understands the explicit use of the term ‘Boss’ connotes someone as a “tough guy”. 

Rather than saying, “Listen to me”, saying the “boss is always right” has different 

connotations that are understood or at least attempt to present a higher-level image of the 

privilege of having power. This sounds “autocratically toned”. 
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This appears to be an attempt to prioritise self through humour. While the joker is 

characterised by such humour, s/he ensures that they feel good about themselves and they get 

a laugh by enhancing themselves in a joking conversation. Shona gives an incisive statement 

about managerial humour when she proposes that managers only know two ways to do 

humour; one by making fun of subordinates in negative ways or by “disparaging us”, and the 

other is by placing themselves in a superior position, or “promoting themselves up”.  

Box 21 

Shona (Messenger) 

I think managers know only two languages of humour. First by disparaging us and second 
by promoting themselves up… 

What do you mean managers’ humour? I believe authority is a gap between them and us. 
The higher the gap, the more likely it is that you can feel the presence of authority. 

Shona here refers to the doing of authority as a “gap between them and us” and the “higher 

the gap, the more likely it is that you can feel the presence of authority”. Shona’s statement 

suggests the authority or gap is maintained and reinforced by either ‘pressing down’ lower 

ranked employees (derogatory humour) or by ‘pulling themselves up’ (self-enriching 

humour). Extract 16 is one such exemplar where directing work is done through self-

enrichment. 

Extract 16 

Context: Adam, a program director, has just shared the wrong information with one of the 
visiting parents. He realises it after the parent has left his office. Adam goes to Sam’s office 
to inform him and get advice. Nadir, the CEO is also present in Sam’s office. 

1. Sam: Do not worry. Mistakes are bound to happen when you work. The most  
2. important thing is you should learn and do not repeat the same mistake again. Unlike  
3. our politicians. 
4. Laughter 
5. Nadir: Although we may not tell you what to do for success, we definitely can tell you 
6. what not to do for the failure. We are very experienced in this sector now. You can 
7. blindly follow us. 
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8. Laughter 

Adam, a program director, has made a mistake and asks his managers, Sam and Nadir, to 

advise him on the issue. In response, Sam consoles him and suggests not repeating the 

mistake. Immediately after Sam, Nadir produces some self-enriching humour (“…we 

definitely can tell you what not to do for the failure. We are very experienced in this sector 

now. You can blindly follow us.”). While not utterly authoritative, this utterance boastfully 

presents the management of the organization as a supreme source which employees can trust 

without any cynicism whatsoever. 

Directing in this section ranges from the simple immediacy of the ‘order’ discourses, to the 

self-presentation of arrogance through humour. A focus on direction provides an insight into 

the controlling and commanding dynamics and complexity of doing authority. Thus, the way 

we speak language or discourse is not only reflective, but also constitutive, of the way we 

characterise positioning. The participants represented in this chapter, and the humorous 

discourses they produce, indicate new ways to acknowledge, characterise, and express doing 

authority dynamics. I submit that one reason for adopting such humour practices is precisely 

because of their reliance on positional power to influence subordinates. 

Conclusion 

This chapter sets out to construct the nature of managerial humour through evoking themes of 

cautioning, downplaying, evaluation and directing. As with all themes, this results in 

something representational, and it is the crucial nature of that representation that I have 

examined here. The subtleties and nuances of managerial humour discussed here direct our 

attention to certain trends and tendencies in authority. Like all themes tend to do, this can 

inform one to some identical ideas and signal some of the features. 
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What is distinctive about cautioning is the depth of feeling that accompanies such dynamics. 

As one participant Gary puts it, “A kind cosy humour talk suddenly turns into reprimand” 

(Box 8). Participants demonstrated a cautioning humour and their encountering and 

achievement of it clearly distinguish it from the rest of the themes. Cautionings are accepted 

as and considered mild, whereas downplaying humour invariably signals a dramatic increase 

in intensity. Downplaying humour, whether sought or not, makes interpersonal tensions 

visible, but also presents inclusiveness and bondings.  

The characterisations of cautioning and downplaying had a kind of competitive feel to them, 

whereas evaluation, although broad, has some rewarding and welcoming dynamics associated 

with it. There are thus interesting relational dynamics associated with how humour is 

constructed within manager-subordinate interactions. Such dynamics go some way in 

signaling the dynamics of directing, a core element associated with authority dynamics. 

Directing is characterised by the different intensities of order, command, and control, both 

explicit and implicit.  

I have positioned this discussion of authority in this chapter because the patterns and themes 

provide substantive ‘evidences’ that my data is going to represent new kind of managerial 

authority in managerial humour. There are several ways this chapter gives insight into how 

authority is communicated. What comes through is the unevenness in the way authority is 

communicated. Managers are skillful in setting themselves up in terms of their 

responsibilities, yet creative and strategic in their positioning of themselves in different types 

of testing situations. This naturally triggers the questions: Does managers’ humour always 

demonstrate authority dynamics in manager-subordinate interactions?; Is managers’ humour 

bound to exhibit force and domination?; and Is their humour always competing, 

confrontational and challenging? 
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The next chapter attempts to address these interrogations in critical ways. The data presented 

next reveal the paradoxical nature of managerial humour, in that the identities and positioning 

displayed seem contrary to those discussed in this chapter. While they do appear ‘contrary’, I 

would rather see these paradoxes as an extension of the themes described in this chapter. The 

next chapter will focus on the distancing strategies characterised through managerial 

responsive humour. 
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Chapter Five: Managers’ Humorous Responses and Distancing    
Authority 

 

Introduction 

The personal and group identities which make up an individual’s persona are not static, 

but rather can be activated or called on to different degrees depending on the situation. 

(Meyerhoff & Niedzielski, 1994, p. 319) 

In the preceding chapter managers were seen to maintain or reinforce their positional 

differences in humorous exchanges with subordinates. It was strikingly evident that managers 

were seeking to create some kind of force in such interactions. This chapter explores the other 

side of managerial humour, that is, managers characterising humour in a sense that hints at 

submissiveness. There are moments in humorous interactions where, to “different degrees 

depending on the situation” (as cited above) managers tend to deliberately undermine their 

own authority; they appear to hold themselves back from exercising authority. 

There seem to be various precursors that can lead to such deliberate deviation from imposing 

of authority, including: conversational topics that do not generate much interest and energy to 

managers; topics that do not lie within the managerial obligation; issues that managers do not 

have any solution or answer to and attempt to escape this lack through humour; issues of 

topic already addressed; and where talking more about an existing topic may generate some 

losses for managers, and so on. Irrespective of the precursor, the underlying dynamic here is 

that managers disengage from such topics and, in doing so, frequently use the mode of 

humour that characterises diversion through ‘change in topic’. 

Topic is a central theme in any interaction. Watson and Potter (1962) assert, “Every episode 

of conversation has a focus of attention; it is a talk about something” (p. 251). Topic is 

collectively achieved. According to Sacks, Schegloff and Jefferson (1974) an interaction 
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actor frequently displays understanding of a prior topic in contributing to a current turn-at-

talk. Although interaction actors more frequently display understanding of the prior topics, at 

times they produce utterances which are not related, or do not fit to the prior topic (Maynard, 

1980). Such topic changes can be seen as a deliberate attempt by interaction actor/s to move 

from one topic to another. 

Topic changes, particularly when triggered by managers, appear inherently distancing from 

authority; they can seem unresponsive to or ignorant of the preceding topic and when such 

topic changes are accompanied by a humorous tone, then it adds to the apparent distancing 

effect from their roles, positioning, identities or duties. The most senior management 

participant in this study certainly sees humour as an “easy way out” (Box 5) when confronted 

with subordinates’ humour, particularly when such humour belittles his managerial position 

in some way or another. 

Box 22 

Nadir (CEO) 

Subordinates do their office-talk through humour and as a manager, if you do not have a 
proper answer, take the humour element and bypass the literal meaning associated with 
it. I know it looks offbeat and like stepping off with a low appeal and strength. But you 
have to do it sometimes to survive the moments. 

I have done some in-depth thinking on how managerial humour diminishes authority. I 
cannot always attack thinking that I have a superpower. Sometimes I need to be defensive. 

Sometimes when I do not have proper answer, then my humour seems more as if it is 
reinforcing my indecision. This looks unresponsive and such humour has a lack of 
enforceability. 

When I am feeling at a disadvantage in interactions, it is wise to defend through humour 
rather than pushing hard and severely face attacking my people because at times we, as 
managers, can barely save face. 

…forget about chiding them, I just thank god I save my face. 
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Nadir is talking explicitly about ‘topic change’, in saying “if you do not have a proper 

answer, take the humour element and bypass the literal meaning associated with it”. This 

participant is hinting at managers’ responses in kind (humorous) as reflective of their 

reluctance, and a deliberate ploy, to deviate from issues at the core of humorous utterances. 

Such responsive humour can look ‘offbeat’ in the sequential flow of interaction. Although 

their position imbue managers with a sense of potential authority, this apparent authority 

appears to be lost/diminish for an instant, simply by how they produce this responsive 

humour. Nadir suggests ‘the degree of impact’ or “appeal and strength” can be clearly traced 

in how managers respond to humour. Nadir in fact has “done some in-depth thinking on how 

managerial humour diminishes authority” and seems to have figured out three dimensions to 

it: 1) “lack of enforceability”; 2) “defensiveness”; and 3) “indecision or unresponsiveness”, 

all of which reflect that managerial authority is at stake. Nadir brings a different dimension to 

the apparent diminishing of managerial authority when he proposes that at times 

subordinates’ humour is “pushing hard and severely face attacking” to managers, and 

correspondingly managers can “barely save face”. Nadir’s heartfelt “… forget about chiding 

them, I just thank god I can save my face.” shows it is managerial humour rather than the 

imposition of power that is characterised as saving face in such interactional moments. 

As discussed, a closer look at empirical material suggests the discourses of ‘escape’, 

‘indecision’, ‘shielding’ and ‘surrender’ in managerial responsive humour, all reflecting 

managerial ‘setback’ positions. The chapter continues the work of the preceding chapter, in 

further establishing the distinctive nature of managerial humour. 
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Escape 

Establishing escape dynamics through humour, as indicated by the research participants, 

requires “shifting the attention to a different topic” (Box 23) in a multitude of ways, but 

primarily in their direct responses to subordinates’ humour. Thus, participants most certainly 

are familiar with the different facets of humour. By commencing this chapter with a focus on 

escape, this segment serves as a foundation for understanding what we will see as rather 

typically different definitions of, and attitudes to, distancing on the part of managers.    

Escape in this context means managers withdrawing from the ongoing topic of interaction. 

The themes escape, departure and disappearance were frequent and significant in the 

interactional and interview data. Managers were seen to show a deliberate departure from the 

preceding topic and move onto completely new ones. I am fascinated by Adam’s 

understanding of one of the dimensions of humour as escape strategy or what is termed here 

“suddenly makes a joke and changes the whole interactional context” as some kind of 

strategy for managers to disconnect themselves from ongoing topic in interactions.  

Box 23 

Adam (Program Director) 

I consider humour as god-gifted to me. This is because even if I stuck up at the helpless 
situation or someone finds themselves in a position where you need to make a choice 
between the morality and the duty, I can get away through the artful use of jokes, shifting 
the attention to a different topic. I try to avoid it. It’s better for me not to involve myself 
in the issue. 

I was about to blame him, but he suddenly makes a joke and changes the whole 
interactional context. 

Adam’s reading is explicitly about being able to “get away” with it. In this context ‘getting 

away with it’ is demonstrated as a strategic and achieved constructions that have to be 

learned. It appears to me that managers are in the blissful position of being allowed to create 



146 
 

humour in interactions as freely as they want to. Adam considers this “god-gifted” permission 

as coming with the superior position. Managers often seem to find themselves trapped in an 

ethical dilemma, or having to make a choice between “the morality and the duty”. However, 

one of the advantages of being in such superior positions is then being able to use humour to 

engineer a harmless exit from these “stuck” or “helpless” situations. I opened with Adam’s 

reading because it not only does explain the active, constructed nature of escape dynamics, it 

also shows the clear association between managerial humour and distancing strategies. 

The active construction of escape is present in all the data excerpts used in this section. Not 

only in the scenarios of ethical dilemmas that we discussed in Adam’s reading, more often 

such strategies are seen when managers do not have answers to subordinates’ questions, or 

even if they do have answers, the managers know these potential answers will not satisfy 

their subordinates, but rather exacerbate anger and frustration. Extract 17 provides one such 

exemplar.   

Extract 17 

Context: The college management has decided to open the college on Sundays as well. For 
the last three years they have been closed on Sundays. This means employees will be working 
longer hours and having to come in on Sundays as well. Marcus is the head of the discipline, 
Roy is an accounting head and Sam is the principal of the college. 

1. Marcus: Why do you have to open on Sundays?  My Sundays belong to someone else. 
2. I have surrendered all of me to her for all the Sundays of my life. 
3. Laughter 
4. Sam: Lucky you. It’s just for Sundays. Or else men have to surrender themselves  
5. entirely for all the days of their life. What an understanding wife you have. 
6. Laughter 
7. Roy: I always tell him how lucky he is to have such an understanding wife. 

Marcus’s humorous utterance in line 1 elicits a humorous response from Sam. The central 

issue in this interaction is the ‘opening of college on Sundays’. Marcus seems unhappy with 

management’s decision to run the college on Sundays. He playfully raises the issue of 
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Sunday openings. Sam teases Marcus back, however his response does not address the central 

issue; rather, he diverts the exchange onto a different topic. Marcus’s direct interrogation in 

line 1, “Why do you have to open on Sundays?” appears almost accusing, although he then 

immediately switches back to humourous mode (“…I have surrendered all of me to her for 

all the Sundays of my life”). Sam is totally ‘unresponsive’ to Marcus’s primary concern of 

‘Sunday openings’ as he is seen completely ignoring the question. Rather, Sam responds only 

to the secondary issue broached by Marcus, that is the personal relationship between himself 

and his partner. He diverts attention from Marcus’s main concern to something entirely 

unrelated and unimportant at that moment (“…or else men have to surrender themselves 

entirely for all the days of their life. What an understanding wife you have”). Immediately 

following Sam’s response, Roy contributes his utterance to the diverted topic (line 7). Hence, 

Sam seems to have succeeded in his attempt to shift the major issue of the interaction.  

Topic diversion is a frequently characterised phenomenon in humorous interactions whereby 

managers not only engineer a harmless exit, but the new topic they introduce acts to reinforce 

their escape strategy. In the above interaction there is a clear sense that the manager doesn’t 

want to talk any more about ‘Sunday openings’, and he is seen to deliberately change the 

topic. The following interaction shows how a change in topic appears to buttress the initial 

escape strategy.   

Extract 18 

Context: Peter, the ECA officer, is taking students for a mini trek the following day. Peter 
asks his supervisor, Marcus, if he is able to join them. Barry is a security person. 
 

1. Peter: Could you please honour us with your glorifying presence? We would feel  
2. completeness in our lives if you favour us with your precious company. 
3. Laughter 
4. Marcus: Completeness of life can be achieved by giving up all those materialistic  
5. things. 
6. Laughter 
7. Barry: I cannot understand these spiritual things. I mean how can one be complete  
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8. leaving everything. 

Peter’s humorous utterance in line 1, requests Marcus to join them in a day tour where he 

produces unreasonable exaggerative statement for a request (“Could you please honor us with 

your glorifying presence…favor us with your precious company.”). In response, Marcus 

maintains the humorous frame constructed by Peter (line 4); however, he diverts the topic 

from ‘joining a day tour’ to ‘spirituality’. Marcus associates spirituality with quitting all 

materialistic things (“…by giving up all those materialistic things”).  

One can speculate that this humorous utterance indirectly indicates his denial of Peter’s 

request. What is striking to me here is Marcus’s use of a sarcastic reply to deny his 

subordinate’s request; his answer shows hesitation and reflects a lack of enforceability. Note 

that the change in topic, in some way, acts to reinforce Marcus’s decision not to join his 

subordinates. “As completeness of life can be achieved by giving up all those materialistic 

things”, which seems not only impractical but also disingenuous as Marcus obviously does 

not look as if is about to give up worldly things. Instead Marcus is cleverly adopting an 

escape strategy by skewing the topic diversion in his own favour.   

Doing humour in workplace interactions implies light conversation characterised by fun and 

play. In such situations, interaction actors freely broach different issues and topics in a single 

interaction. In normal conversation sudden topic shifts appear unusual, whereas in humorous 

exchanges interlocutors are seen to frequently change the topics without any hesitation. This 

is perhaps because humour itself is understood in terms of inconsistencies and incongruities 

in that it “allows you to do weird things”.  

Box 24 

Shona (Messenger) 

Being a joker allows you to do weird things, without running the risk of being challenged or 
questioned. That is why I always tell my colleagues not to bring dead serious issues into the 
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middle of humorous interchanges with your bosses. They can easily turnaround, take a 
cheap flight and avoid without any hesitation. How easy it is for them. They may feel free 
from the obligation and responsibility, free from being answerable to ones below and 
taking people to a dream world that is neither true nor achievable. 

I am not talking about only managers here. Even subordinates, with the use of humour, may 
try to avoid being accountable to ones above. 

This explains why the participant Shona advises “not to bring dead serious issues” up during 

humorous exchanges, because doing so allows the interaction actor/s concerned to 

comfortably “turnaround” from being answerable to such issues. Apart from “turnaround”, 

note the other terms used, “cheap flight” and “avoid without any hesitation”, both of which 

signify managerial escape strategies through humour. Shona’s choice of words, “cheap” and 

“without any hesitation”, creates an intensifying effect. The term “cheap” suggests not much 

harm or cost to managers when they adopt humour to turnaround subordinates’ concerns, and 

“without any hesitation” indicates humour as providing the perfect easy outlet for managers. 

I note the new subjects emerging in characterising escape strategies. Both interactions above 

(Extract 17 and 18) evoke types of hypothetical scenario; men surrendering all the days of 

their lives to women in Extract 17, and sacrificing/eschewing all materialistic things in 

Extract 18. Instead of changing the topic to something practical and real, managers adopt 

‘talk about fantasies’ as an escape strategy. In Shona’s narrative, this managerial fantasy 

humour is expressed as “taking people to a dream world that is neither true nor achievable” 

and by doing they are seen by Shona to become “free from being answerable”.   

Managers are frequently found using fantasy humour as an escape strategy because, as 

discussed above, fantasy humour gains them a “cheap flight” and they are able to avoid 

contentious topics “without any hesitation”. Fantasising an impossible occurrence is seen as 

an attempt to remain ‘free from the obligation and responsibility’ at least temporarily, if not 

for longer. The following extract provides insight into the evocation of this notion of fantasy. 
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Extract 19 

Context: The college management has recently made a decision to cut food allowances to the 
staff during the admission phase when new students are enrolling for their academic courses. 
Previously staff members were provided breakfast and lunch but now the college contributes 
only 100 rupees toward lunch and breakfast; expenditure in excess of this amount must be 
covered by the staff themselves. Roy is an accounting head, Mike is an operations manager 
and Sam is the principal. 
 

1. Roy: Those happy days are gone now where we used to eat like princes. 
2. Laughter 
3. Mike: Now we are obliged to eat like beggars. 
4. Laughter 
5. Roy: I am wondering what could be the motive behind this decision. 
6. Mike: It may be your belly. They could not tolerate your exponential growth. 
7. Laughter 
8. Sam: How many months along are you?  
9. Laughter 
10. Roy: Probably two months less than Mike. 
11. Laughter 

Roy initiates a humorous frame when he recalls the ecstasy of college’s unlimited food 

allowances. Mike playfully accuses Roy’s growing belly as the reason for the cut (line 6). 

The central issue of this interaction is the reduced food allowance. In line 8, Sam responds in 

kind to Mike’s humorous utterance in line 6; Sam’s humour here seems to form part of a 

collaborative sequence with Mike. Sam’s playful reference to Roy’s belly, ‘How many 

months along are you?’ clearly indicates his avoidance of the central issue of the interaction. 

Rather than answering Roy’s concern about the food allowances, Sam intentionally diverts 

the conversation by introducing the unlikely topic of male pregnancy, seemingly as a way to 

distance himself from becoming entangled with the issue. Roy’s witty reply “Probably two 

months less than Mike” in line 10 ensures the realisation of Sam’s attempt at topic shift; Roy, 

who introduced the issue of food allowances, now appears to take up the diverted topic.  

The fantasy humour constructed in the above interaction first appears as a one-liner (how 

many months along are you?) – a short witty remark. Fantasy humour more frequently 

unfolds in a series of utterances where the degree of unreality intensifies as the humorous 
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sequence develops. As Shona explains, such humour “gradually” takes us (subordinates) to 

“the heights of a fanciful world” that makes the interaction actors forget “what were we 

talking about in the beginning”.  

Box 25 

Shona (Messenger) 

These managers regularly take us to a hypothetical situation through humour. I would 
describe it as unrealistic world. They gradually lift us up to the heights of a fanciful world 
and we reach to such a height that we have trouble recalling and thinking about what we 
were talking about in the beginning. 

Shona’s use of all these three terms “gradually”, “the heights of a fanciful world” and “what 

were we talking about in the beginning” are key phrases for managerial escape strategies by 

use of fantasy humour. The use of the term “gradually” indicates that the series of fanciful 

utterances develops the fantasy slowly, the term “heights of a fanciful world” indicates 

managers taking the subordinates deep into the world of the imagination and, finally, the term 

“what we were talking about in the beginning” shows the accomplishment of managerial 

escape strategy as subordinates forget what the actual issue was. Another series of fanciful 

utterances are presented in following extract. 

Extract 20 

Context: Marcus, a head of discipline, is inviting Sam, a principal to join in a friendly 
football match between teachers and students. Chris, one of the students, has been chided by 
Sam that morning for bad behaviour. 

1. Peter: we will definitely win if you play with us. Not because you are skilled at it, 
2. but because your presence will undermine the confidence of the students. 
3. Laughter 
4. Marcus: It’s just a friendly match not a grand million-dollar international competition. 
5. Peter: But still they will be overly cautious when kicking the ball. They will want to 
6. make sure every hell of a time they hit the ball not to injure you. 
7. Laughter 
8. Sam: Imagine Chris exploding all his anger in a kick directed at me. How  
9. ridiculous would that be if I have to take weeks and weeks of bed rest just because  
10. of that. What would teachers, staff and students be saying about me in my  
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11. absence…that I did not come because Chris hit me. 
12. Laughter 
13. Marcus: Oh god. That would be ridiculous. 

Marcus and Peter wish Sam to join in the teachers versus students football match. Peter 

playfully suggests that Sam joining the match will ensure victory for the teachers because it 

“will undermine the confidence of the students”. Because Sam is the principal, the highest 

authority figure, students will be very conscious when kicking the ball “to make sure not to 

injure” their principal. In response, Sam turns to fantasy humour in line 8. His fantasy 

humour is linked to one of the students, Chris, whom he chided that very morning for his bad 

behaviour. His fantasy humour “gradually” develops in a stepwise fashion. First, “Imagine 

Chris exploding all his anger in a kick directed at me”; second, “…if I have to take weeks 

and weeks of bed rest”; and finally, “…What would the teachers, staff and students be saying 

about me in my absence?”  

Note that the interaction starts with the core issue of subordinates requesting their supervisor 

to join the match. The interaction ends with the hypothetical situation where all teachers, staff 

and students are talking about Sam’s absence due to an injury caused by one of the students. 

The journey between “what we were talking about in the beginning” and “the heights of a 

fanciful world” (Box 25) is covered in the sequence of fantasy humour characterised by Sam 

in his utterances in lines 8 through to 11. Although we cannot conclude from this interaction 

whether Sam intends to join the match, Sam’s accomplishment of topic diversion and 

tendency to lack enforceability against his subordinates are apparent.  

I draw attention here to Shona’s statement, “How they kiss you and get rid of the flaw” as the 

equivalent of a manager saying, ‘I don’t want to enter this topic’. Shona unveils the 

helplessness of subordinates as they see the manager or “culprit” gradually moving out of 

range (“disappearing over the horizon”) and “you just see it”. 
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Box 26 

Shona (Messenger) 

How they kiss you and get rid of the flaw. They are advantageously placed so that they can 
do that. 

Any mistakes made, the culprits are easily flown away, disappearing over the horizon and 
you just see it. So I can confirm that the Boss is not always right. 

The final phrase “you just see it” suggests the feeling of helplessness because, as a 

subordinate, you do not have any other choice than to allow managers to free themselves 

from their liability. In all the above interactions, the construction of fanciful humour can be 

seen as roundabout, indirect or less noticeable ways of escaping.  

However, at other times managers are seen as taking a direct and explicit approach to escape. 

Managers become explicitly vocal about their disinterest to enter and talk further on a 

specific topic. The next episode, for instance, characterises managerial escape strategy by 

being explicit in their humour.  

Extract 21 

Context: The college gets a delivery of sports equipment from XYZ supplier. However, the 
delivery of cricket balls is short of the number required. When the invoice is checked, it 
becomes clear that Marcus has ordered a lesser quantity of cricket balls. XYZ, the authorized 
supplier of sports equipment for the college, only take orders once every two months. 
Because of this shortfall, Peter, an ECA officer has to listen to and deal with the students 
frustrated by not enough cricket balls to go round. 

1. Peter: In this last one month, my body weight must have decreased by half. 
2. Marcus: why is that? 
3. Peter: Cricket balls. They quarrel with me all the time. See my hair is falling out. 
4. Laughter 
5. Marcus: You are awesome. Please don’t talk about this anymore. I am losing more  
6. weight and hair than you because of this. 
7. Laughter 

Peter’s indirectly blames Marcus for the short order of cricket balls by humorously referring 

to his physical suffering (losing hair and weight) in lines 1 and 3. In response, Marcus 
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produces the explicit and humorous utterance, “Please don’t talk about this anymore. I am 

losing more weight and hair than you because of this”, indicating a deliberate effort to shift 

the topic. Here Marcus attempts to ‘escape’ by being vocal about changing the topic. Note the 

appreciative “You are awesome” from Marcus to praise Peter for his tolerance of the 

students’ quarrels. This takes us back to Shona’s earlier statement, “How they kiss you and 

get rid of the flaw” (Box 26). 

The diversion strategies of managers are firmly embedded in the data presented in this 

section. The central focus in all these data is in the process of distancing, which in every case 

takes the form of an acquired construction involving a prompt and witty response and, in the 

case of fantasy humour, a fairly sequential and gradual process. Some of the participants 

seem to be proud of their ability to characterise humour as escape strategies, while others see 

it as a survival tool in confrontational situations. These are stories of diversion, 

unresponsiveness, unaccountability, and withdrawal. It must be said, however, that managers 

do not always appear to accomplish their ‘escape strategy’ through humour. At times, 

subordinates’ humour is so confrontational that managers cannot escape and have to face it. 

There are interactional moments where managers find themselves at an impasse where they 

surrender to accusations and aggression from subordinates. The interesting thing to note here 

is managers’ brilliant use of humorous responses to cope with such surrender. The next 

section explores dimensions of ‘surrender’ from managers in confronting humour from 

subordinates. 

Surrender 

I have titled this section ‘surrender’ because the following data are illustrative of managerial 

acquiescence in manager-subordinate interactions, where managers seem to be overtaken, 

outdone, or undermined by subordinates. ‘Surrender’ seems an appropriate descriptor as the 
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research participants are seen allowing themselves to become the victims of the humour. The 

discourse of surrender traces the dynamics, ‘giving up’, defeat, submission, downfall, 

acquiescence, acceptance and so on. What is significant here is the unusual managerial 

positioning and identities evident. In contrast with the data in the previous escape section 

where managers demonstrated tactical retreat strategies, in this section managers are seen to 

let their subordinates win over them. 

Managers are often found displaying humour to “save face”. Ron, an academic director, 

suggests humour can function to make a defeat look trivial, as if “nothing serious has 

happened”. 

Box 27 

Ron (Academic Advisor) 

When my ideas are tending toward defeat or not working, then I give way. Doing humour in 
such situations mean, I am adopting the position that nothing serious has happened. I would 
say it acts as a savior against being embarrassed.  

I am not autocratic; I value relationships so I never believe in imposing force to make the 
untrue into the true. So I give away. 

In this business world where hierarchy is not just limited to the organizational chart, I 
make sure I am not tough to them. 

More particularly, when managers are facing their downfall in the interaction, then humour is 

characterised as a “savior against being embarrassed” in front of peers and junior colleagues. 

There are incidents in manager-subordinate interactions where managers agree they are 

wrong and their subordinates are right. They are often then found to acquiesce, rather than 

pushing hard to validate their views, or “imposing force to make the untrue into the true”.  

What comes through in these narratives, primarily through the repetition of “give away”, is 

the act of surrender by managers. Extract 22 makes all of this explicit.  
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Extract 22 

Context: While the admissions phase is ongoing, Mike, an operations manager, is asking 
John, the gardener, to keep the gardens updated and attractive.  

1. Mike: I need varieties of decorative flowers and plants right in the garden in front of 
2. the lounge. 
3. John: This is just a college. Not a place where you conduct wedding ceremonies. 
4. Laughter 
5. Mike: Wedding ceremonies…hahaha…who are the brides and bridegrooms then… 
6. Laughter 
7. Mike: You are funny  

Mike commands John to decorate the lounge garden with decorative varieties of flowers and 

plants. The utterance is made commanding by the use of the word “need” in line 1, as it 

signifies something ‘necessarily required rather than desired’. Surprisingly John responds 

with resistive humour: “This is just a college. Not a place where you conduct wedding 

ceremonies”, indicating his direct rejection of the command directed at him and clear 

disapproval of the idea of having different varieties of flowers and plants. Rather than 

applying counter-force to his subordinate, Mike seems to surrender and accept John’s view. 

Mike adds humorous effect to the phase initiated by John’s reference to “wedding 

ceremonies” and extends it with the witty remark, “Who are brides and bridegrooms then”. 

Unlike the previous section where managers are seen to divert the topic as an escape ploy, 

here Mike is seen to engage in the same topic (wedding ceremony) raised by John.  The 

surrender is further confirmed in line 7, “You are funny”, which shows Mike’s appreciation 

toward John despite being challenged to him.    

A closer look at John’s utterance in line 2, “This is just a college. Not a place where you 

conduct wedding ceremonies”, is worthwhile here. The statement appears explicitly defiant as 

he mocks his supervisor’s command. This brings me to introduce Charlie’s use of the phrase 

“Gravity-defying” whereby subordinates characterise humour as a medium for overruling 

directives from their supervisors, and supervisors are seen to silently or passively take this 
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ridiculing without showing any intention to assert their authority and overrule their 

subordinates. 

Box 28 

Charlie (Counselor) 

I joke fairly well with my supervisors. In fact, I would say joking is the most beautiful way of 
daring to put your views – and it is sometimes gravity-defying. 

My supervisors take my words seriously and try to adopt them and give my words more 
priority than their own. My supervisor does it for two reasons; one they save face and two 
they seem open-hearted. 

The thing is I do it through different ways like warning and influence. My colleague 
frequently does it through producing challenging utterances that contain aggression. They 
seem to be down to earth and why not; the entire world is moving towards more 
egalitarian, open and democratic practices. 

This participant explores two positionings of managers while surrendering through humour: 

firstly, “they save face” and secondly, “they seem open-hearted” in letting their subordinates 

dominate them. Whatever the positioning, the striking thing for me is the different ways 

subordinates display their ‘gravity defying’ humour in interactions; namely through 

“warning, challenge, aggression and influence”. This narrative evokes the accomplishment 

of ‘gravity defying’ humour as relying on at least one of these four dynamics. Irrespective of 

the kinds of humour created by subordinates in an attempt to defy gravity, our concern here is 

how managers respond to such humour. In the following extract, the subordinate displays 

“gravity defying” humour through signaling warning. It is interesting to see how Nadir 

responds to such warning humour.  

Extract 23 

Context: Nadir, the CEO and Sam, the principal are talking about downsizing the workforce. 

1. Nadir: what do you think about downsizing our human resources? We will kindly, in  
2. fact super kindly request our people to volunteer for layoff. 
3. Laughter 
4. Sam: You will find all 206 bones of your body scattered all over the place. 
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5. Laughter 
6. Nadir: Oh! I don’t dare to talk about this anymore then. I want all my bones rightly 
7. located. 
8. Laughter 

The subordinate explicitly rejects his supervisor’s idea and in turn, the supervisor is seen as 

compliant to the subordinate. Nadir’s seemingly foolish-sounding suggestion (lines 1–2) is 

teasingly responded to by Sam (subordinate to Nadir) with the warning, “You will find all 206 

bones of your body scattered all over the place”. Nadir in response produces a humour 

statement which confirms his acceptance of Sam’s warning and his change of mind in 

promising not to broach the issue again (“Oh! I don’t dare to talk about this anymore then. I 

want all my bones rightly located”). Sam is clearly seen producing humour that disparages 

his boss, Nadir. In response, Nadir instead of overriding such humour from his subordinate, 

Nadir seems acquiescent and, further, produces humour that is compliant with Sam’s humour, 

which connotes, ‘I agree with what you said’, or ‘I appreciate your humour’, or “I am 

convinced”. 

In this example, Nadir is seen to produce further dimensions of surrender, or “I am 

convinced” as it is termed here; the basis for ‘being convinced’ is a view of subordinates as 

“people of substance”. This interviewee is envisaging the concept of ‘subordinates as capable 

of being right’, and strongly discouraging the arrogant ‘Boss is always right’ discussed in 

Box 23. Nadir suggests one should appreciate subordinates’ challenging humour, which has 

much less intensifying effects than if subordinates were to become aggressive or “direct”. 

Consequently, it is no surprise to find that this participant raises the notion of the egalitarian 

approach where subordinates can equally rule against their managers’ decisions.    
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Box 29 

Nadir (CEO) 

I am convinced that my people are people of substance. So I follow them equally as much 
as they follow me. 

Subordinates being direct through humour is good because at least they save their 
supervisor’s blushes. I appreciate and encourage them to be open and for that I can’t go far 
enough. 

It’s letting your subordinates grow and as long as they are taking charge of your 
activities, I don’t mind being defeated. 

The CEO of the hospital who is in management field can’t teach his subordinate doctors 
how to operate. Not at all…absolutely not. When they do things through humour, it does 
not bother me. 

There is an art in how you defer to them. I surrender for the collective victory. 

Related to egalitarian approach is “letting your subordinates grow” and at times “take in 

charge of your activities” which is evident in CEO Nadir’s interview excerpt. This “take in 

charge of your activities” is one reason behind the strong sense of submission, even when 

subordinates use mildly aggressive or even aggressive humour toward supervisors, as they 

(subordinates) know what they are doing: “The CEO of the hospital who is from the 

management field can’t teach his subordinate doctors how to operate”. The use of the 

phrases “Not at all” and “absolutely not” conveys the sense that using humour to make 

supervisors “do things” does not “bother” them. More important is the “art” that managers 

display as they humorously “surrender for the collective victory”. 

Note the term “collective victory” here. Sam’s use of Nepali idiom “winning by giving up” is 

noteworthy here. This narrative is framed by language that reflects the highest degree of 

commitment to one’s work or organization.  
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Box 30 

Sam (Principal) 

Winning by giving up…If we all can win by my defeat, then I do not really care about 
my downfall. It is showing your big heart and identity as a good team player…Not 
always being in front of the crowd, rather sometimes taking a backseat… 

The definition of management is getting things done through other people. If the joke 
makes the subordinates feel motivated, then this is the best thing that can happen to a 
manager, I just need to take it. I truly don’t care. 

In this narrative, Sam evokes the sense that “If we all can win by my defeat, then I do not 

really care about my downfall”, with the central concern being that of a “collective victory”. 

It seems that in most cases when humour is directed at a supervisor who is part of the 

ongoing interaction, the supervisor will find nothing unusual in being mocked by their 

subordinates. Taking a step back for the collective good displays a “big heart” and in fact 

displays an “identity as a good team player”.  The interviewee suggests being “…not always 

in front of the crowd, rather sometimes taking a backseat”. 

A whole range of themes in relation to ‘submissive managers’ is evident in the interviews, 

including “they seem to be down to earth” (Box 28); “in this business world where hierarchy 

is just limited to the organizational chart” (Box 27); the “boss is not always right” (Box 26); 

and the “entire world is moving towards more egalitarian, open and democratic practices” 

(Box 28). One of these themes is very persuasively captured in the following statement by 

Sam: “If the joke makes the subordinates feel motivated, then this is the best thing that can 

happen to a manager, I just need to take it”. This represents managerial surrender, and taking 

the opportunity to promote oneself as a manager who “truly cares” about the relationships 

and organizational values. 

The emergence of this connection to ‘surrender’ in managerial humour has given me pause 

for thought. There is something about privileged and powerful members of a community, in 
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this case managers, adopting an identification with the often less privileged and powerful in 

that community which creates unorthodox and unconventional organizational practices. 

Further, there is no lack of substance or authenticity in these readings. Such positioning 

appears to reinforce their awareness, and even affection for their subordinates’ humour. 

A participant Shona’s reading may seem quite cynical of such managerial awareness, as she 

appears to consider managerial humour as inherently negative. While surrendering, managers 

are seen to be artfully characterising humour in such a way that they look powerlessness in 

acquiescing, but still appear to manage to leave a hint of aggression.  

Box 31 

Shona (Messenger) 

Boss is boss. How can they be defeated? Even though they know they are bound to fail; they 
do not want to look small. Such is the superiority complex they have. 

Shona designates the nature of this apparent acquiescence as “boss is boss” who never wants 

to “look small” in front of their subordinates. Her narrative hints at a “superiority complex” 

that managers hold despite at times knowing their ideas are “bound to fail”. This dynamic is 

illustrated in the following example. 

Extract 24  

Context: Sam asks Adam to join a faculty meeting. However, Adam is busy scheduling the 
examination timetable. 

1. Adam: I wonder that I am so loved in this college that everybody wants me to  
2. feel that they are nothing without me. 
3. Laughter 
4. Sam: okay then I will get someone to help me who is less loved. 
5. Laughter 

Adam adroitly rejects Sam’s offer to join faculty meeting through a sarcastic remark: “I 

wonder that I am so loved in this college that everybody wants me to feel that they are 

nothing without me”. This remark causes as a face loss to Sam for his overdependence on 
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Adam for every trivial issue. Sam responds in kind: “Okay then I will get someone to help me 

who is less loved” which indicates he accepts Adam’s turning down the request to join the 

faculty meeting. However, while he acquiesces, he presents a trace of arrogance or challenge 

to Adam in implying ‘you are not the only one available here, there are many others who are 

deserving’. 

This episode introduces the idea that surrender can be characterised in at least two different 

ways. It can be presented as “gravity defying” (Box 28) or, alternatively, be constructed in a 

way that the surrender reveals a hint of discontent, frustration, and anger. It is of no surprise 

then that the dynamics of surrender clearly include the ‘winning’ of the subordinate and 

‘acceptance of losing’ in one way or another by the supervisor. The interaction has a concrete 

result that clearly indicates a managerial loss in that particular interactional moment. 

However, at times managerial humour displays ambiguity through its characterisation of 

confusion and indecision whereby managers do not seem to display the concrete response. 

The next section explores how managerial humour characterises distancing authority through 

the dynamics of ‘indecision’. 

Indecision 

The data in this section hint at discourses of indecision by characterising the dynamics of 

‘confusion’, ‘reluctance’, ‘doubtfulness’, ‘hesitation’, ‘uncertainty’ or ‘ambivalence’. To a 

considerable number of participants, indecision is a strategic and well thought out activity. 

What is striking about indecision is the degree of clarity and awareness that participants show 

in constructing this dynamic and being able to operate quite contentedly within it. I have 

titled this section ‘indecision’ because the empirical data are illustrative of the vacillation that 

interaction actors create in these data: managerial responsive humour appears to produce a 

scenario that aims to characterise indefiniteness and managers are seem to lack concrete 



163 
 

views on the subject matter. Significant here in relation to managerial responsive humour is 

the sense of a vacuum and the inability to understand what managers really want to achieve, 

or say or do through their humorous utterances.    

This section begins with the finance manager George’s narrative as he broaches the concept 

of indecision, for what he termed as “when I do not have readily available solutions”. The 

narrative records a series of quite deliberate efforts to establish an ‘indecision strategy’ for 

managers. 

Box 32 

George (Finance Manager) 

Humour serves me best when I do not have readily available solutions. There are incidents 
where you do not know what to say but you have to say something when the situation 
demands answers in yes or no or in black and white. In those times, I joke around and I 
think this is the best medium. It looks okay to not answer the questions…Also more 
frequently, it is like not wanting to go beyond my formal rights to answer… 

Management is not objectively calculating; I believe there are too many subjective issues, 
tiny things, sensitive issues, subtleties and intricacies. 

He attempts to characterise humour as a way of strengthening the complexities and 

ambiguities where there is no perfect “yes or no” response or way of clarifying intentions and 

ideas in “black and white” terms. Significantly George says, “It looks okay to not answer the 

questions” in humorous conversation. The key phrases here are “when I do not have readily 

available solutions”, “yes or no”, “black and white”, and “it looks okay not to answer the 

questions”, all of which trace the dynamics of indecision. George’s view that doing 

management is not “objectively calculating” is worth considering here. There is a great deal 

of subjectivities facilitating the “subtleties and intricacies” that hover all over the place 

within the organization. Thus, managerial humour is more often demonstrated in ways that 

embrace these subtleties, leading to indecision being characterised in a variety of ways. 

Extract 25 is one such exemplar. 
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Extract 25 

Context: College starts at 6.30 AM. Robert lives far from the college and says it takes more 
than an hour to get to the college. Because of some lighting problems in the classroom, Mike, 
an operations manager, asks Robert to come early to fix the lighting problems so that classes 
won’t be disturbed when they start at 6.30 AM. Robert is a technician who looks after 
electricity, plumbing and other technical things. 

1. Robert: When I leave home in the morning, it is so dark. Is it possible for me to  
2. come at a regular time and fix it? Anyway I always reach here at 6.15 AM. 
3. Mike: What if you cannot fix it in 15 minutes? 
4. Robert: Sir. I am very quick at fixing these things. This will be a piece of cake.  
5. Laughter 
6. Mike: I am wondering why this government did not hire you to stop this nation’s  
7. load shedding problem. How proud you would make us. Then we might have to  
8. make an appointment to see you. Wow. Wouldn’t that be fantastic? 
9. Laughter 
10. Robert: that’s why this nation is not progressing. 
11. Mike: Laughs 

Mike, an operations manager asks Robert, a technician, to be at college early the next day to 

fix the electricity problem. However, Robert indicates his reluctance to come early; he utters 

in humorous mode (“…I am very quick at fixing these things. This is just a piece of cake”). 

This humorous utterance indicates his confidence in his own technical expertise. Robert’s 

reluctance to get to college before his official start time elicits a humorous response from his 

supervisor, Mike. Mike comes up with some fantasy humour whereby he imagines a 

hypothetical situation where Robert is hired as the chief officer in the national electricity 

department and how it would be difficult to get his appointment (“I am wondering why this 

government did not hire you…Wouldn’t that be fantastic?”). 

This humorous utterance from Mike can be interpreted in different ways, which leads to the 

ambiguity that characterises indecision. The intended meaning of his utterance is unclear. Is 

Mike using sarcasm to let Robert know that he is being overconfident?; Is Mike indirectly 

placing a request to make Robert come to the college early the next day?; Is Mike attempting 

to show Robert that he rates himself more highly that he deserves?; or Is Mike taking another 
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way round to reprimanding Robert for resisting his request, particularly as Mike is senior to 

Robert? A closer look at this humorous utterance shows indecision in the sense that it neither 

carries the weight of enforcement (i.e. Robert has to come early the next day), or lets the 

issue go (Mike does not seem satisfied with Robert’s denial). Hence, the core issue remains 

unsettled and it seems to be left up to Robert to agree or not agree his supervisor. 

Irrespective of what Robert will do the next day, the humour can be understood as Mike’s 

coping strategy. Mike does not have any sorts of right to ask his subordinate Robert to come 

early the next day because this would fall outside Robert’s working hours. Perhaps this is 

why Robert is not interested in agreeing to Mike’s proposal. If we look from Mike’s 

perspective, Robert’s refusal to take up his idea can be interpreted as disrespect from a 

subordinate, which questions his position and credibility as a supervisor. However, Robert’s 

denial here is gracefully addressed through Mike’s humour, which reinforces the indecision 

in the interaction. 

When one responds with humorous remarks instead of a direct response, the reply will not be 

clear-cut or concrete. The supporting elements in managerial humour that reinforce 

indecision can be presented in various ways. One is, “not wanting to go beyond my formal 

rights to answer” (Box 32) as manager. Extract 26 shows how managers display indecision 

through their use of humour when they are not in a position to address questions from 

subordinates. 

Extract 26 
 
Context: The College has been providing lunch allowances since the promotional campaign 
kicked off. Such allowances have to be formally approved by the board of directors. 

 
1. Marcus: Lunch allowances are not enough to satisfy our hunger considering the time  
2. we are spending here. It’s just like cumin seed in elephant’s mouth*. 
3. Laughter 
4. Sam: HAHAHA…Elephant and You 
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5. Laughter 

*Cumin seed in elephant’s mouth = verbatim translation of nepali proverb meaning inadequate supply. 

Marcus is complaining about the inadequacy of the lunch allowances. He mocks the college’s 

provision of lunch as falling far short of what is required (“…cumin seed in elephant’s 

mouth”). Sam playfully responds with the exaggerated “HAHAHA” indicating his 

appreciation of Marcus’s humour and he then equates Marcus with the elephant, which 

sounds comical. However, Sam’s humorous utterance does not address Marcus’s concerns 

over the lunch allowance in any concrete way. Perhaps this topic of discussion does not fall 

within Sam’s responsibility, or perhaps he does not have rights to make an executive decision 

to approve any increase. From Marcus’s perspective, Sam’s utterance in line 4 is limited to 

humorous effect only, and does not indicate Sam’s actual thoughts about Marcus’s concerns. 

Similarly, the inability to respond concretely is also reflected in the following extract, but this 

time with more rigour and strategy.  

Extract 27 

Context: The annual sport events are coming up. Peter (extra-curricular activities officer) 
recently received a list of sports equipment from the student representative. Peter, Marcus 
(discipline-in-charge) and Sam, the principal, are at the scene of this recording. 

1. Marcus: I think they are right. We need to replace all our outdated equipment. I mean, 
2. except for a few, all the equipment is antique now. 
3. Laughter 
4. Peter: Time to take them to the Museum. Hope they pay at least a nominal price. 
5. Laughter 
6. Marcus: We should not expect pay. It should be donation to the museum. But still I  
7. doubt museum may take those even free of charge. 
8. Laughter 
9. Sam: Then why don’t we expand one more product line as a sports museum centre  
10. here only. 
11. Laughter 

Marcus suggests replacing the existing sports equipment, as it is all outdated (“antique 

pieces”). Peter further degrades the equipment, saying that it may not even be wanted by a 

museum (“…But still I doubt museum may take those even at free of cost”). Marcus considers 



167 
 

the sport equipment to no value at all (“We should not expect pay. It should be donation to 

the museum…”). These humorous utterances appear as somewhat insulting to the college 

management for failing to update their existing equipment. In response, comes Sam’s 

humorous utterance “Then why don’t we expand into one more product line as a sports 

museum centre here only”; his suggestion appears to reflect the dynamic of indecision. On 

the one hand, Sam appears to be supporting Marcus and Peter’s view on the poor quality of 

sports equipment, by saying the sports equipment could be used to set up a sports museum 

centre. Conversely, he appears to be challenging their view that the equipment should be 

thrown away because it is a valuable resource that could be used to generate revenue, if 

handled judiciously (one more product line). Overall, the outcome of Peter and Marcus’s 

concerns about replacing the sports equipment remains undecided. 

Such indecision reflects managers either genuinely not knowing what to do and how to react 

to the issues being talked about, or it could be characterised as being deliberately used to 

prevent confidential or sensitive information from being revealed. At this point, seeing 

‘indecision’ as confusion, doubt, or uncertainty becomes constraining; indecision can also be 

an intentional, strategic and well thought-out managerial process. This leads on to the 

assertion below that “I have to protect the confidential information” and the seeming 

cherishing such “state of confusion” generated from the hiding of confidential information 

(“being indecisive is a good place to be at”). 

Box 33 

George (Finance Manager) 

I know when I use humour in situations involving dilemma it makes me comfortable in 
times I have to protect confidential information and my people want me to share such 
information. If I say yes, then I am crossing boundaries as a responsible member and if I 
don’t say yes, it looks like I am being untrue to my dear people. 
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Sometimes being indecisive is a good place to be as the state of confusion is bound to be 
solved through hassles and darkness. Those creations of ambiguity are their own rather 
than commanded. Such ambiguities are created and recreated until they settle down at 
some point. 

The participant, George, highlights the ethical “dilemma” in situation where answering with 

‘Yes’ means “I am crossing boundaries”, and saying ‘No’ means “I am being untrue to my 

dear people”. Managerial humour comes into play here in attempting to make people 

“comfortable” in such conflicting situations.  Extract 28 is a perfect example of the same. 

Extract 28 

Context: Ron, an academic director, Adam, a program director and George, a finance 
manager are at the scene. 

1. Adam: We heard that next year our salary is going to increase more than expected. Is  
2. that true? It’s better if we know early. 
3. George: Why? 
4. Adam: I am thinking of expanding my family. As you know it does not happen  
5. overnight. It takes nine months. 
6. Laughter 
7. George: ahhhh…. well…. we are all here at the will of the god, and that does not  
8. happen just because somebody wants it to happen. 
9. Laughter 

Adam asks George if his salary is going to increase more than expected next year. He 

playfully produces a humorous utterance in line 4 signifying the importance of knowing the 

information early (“I am thinking of expanding my family. As you know it does not happen 

overnight. It takes nine months”). In response, George appears to divert Adam’s question to 

the issue of life and death and god’s will. This humorous utterance clearly does not address 

Adam’s question. If we look from Adam’s perspective, his query is not answered. Unlike 

extract 26 where Sam does not have right to increase the lunch allowance, here although 

George is entitled to disseminate the information about the salary increment, he appears 

hesitant to do so (ahhhh…well…). His hesitation reflects the sensitivity and confidentiality of 

the information, and hence clearly indicates indecision. 
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George, highlights the bright side of being indecisive in describing the situation as taking its 

own course, or flowing through “hassles and darkness” (Box 33) until it reaches the perfect 

destination, a destination that is achieved on its “own rather than commanded” (Box 33). 

George seems philosophical here in his belief that “ambiguities are created and recreated 

until it settles down at some point” (Box 33); he does not aim to resolve confusion and doubt 

as managers would normally do. Rather he seems to accept confusion and ambiguity. 

Managerial humour, then, seems to reinforce those hassles and darkness which subordinates 

must navigate their own way through.  

Box 34 

George (Finance Manager) 

The middle levels are always sandwiched between the two. Sometimes higher levels tell us 
to remain indecisive. Even they seem unsure and say this is what it is and urge us to present 
ourselves in such ways while we deal with our subordinates. 

He explains managers as awkwardly placed in the positional hierarchy, in that they are 

“sandwiched” between the board of directors and their immediate subordinates. Often 

subordinates express their dissatisfaction through resistive humour and, although managers 

are fully aware of their frustrations, they do not have “readily available solutions” (Box 32) 

to their problems. They are either told by the board that “this is what it is”, or they are given a 

directive to “remain indecisive” in such situations. A closer look at all the above interactions 

shows that although subordinates appear to produce humour which is confrontational, the 

treatment it receives from managers seems to be non-confrontational. George appears to 

embrace humour as a place to enact indecision.  

A more critical reading of these indecision data would note the constant implication of 

pressure in shaping managerial positioning. In the first reading by George, such pressure 

comes from not knowing how to respond, as there are “no readily available solutions” (Box 
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32). In his second reading (Box 33), the pressure appears to be generated from the dilemma 

of the situation, and in his third reading (Box 34) the pressure is very much structural in terms 

of the awkward positioning of managers. Put together, these data suggest far more intricate 

dimensions of choice in individual performance and how they are constructed. 

There are places in the interactional moments where managers characterise humour as a 

shielding strategy rather than being used to remain indecisive. Nadir calls the ability to use 

humour as a shielding an “art” (Box 29). Shielding connotes attempting to protect oneself 

against attack. Thus, managers’ ability to use shielding humour when someone attacks are 

enacted in unique ways in the unfolding conversation. The next section explores managerial 

humour as a shielding strategy in humorous interactions. 

Shielding  

To date, this chapter has explored the stepping back strategies of managers in manager-

subordinate interactions reflected in escape, surrender and indecision strategies. Such a focus 

has meant that this chapter has been interested in the characterisation of managerial humour 

with respect to the distancing of their authority. Unsurprisingly, this final section also 

investigates how managers distance or diminish the application of their authority through 

humour. This time I have titled the section “shielding” because managers through their 

humour look to defend themselves from subordinates’ offensive humorous utterances. 

Shielding is different from the other three themes discussed and carries a sense of managers 

holding their positions through evidence, allegation, experimentation and emotion. 

The dynamics of shielding, protection and resistance are frequent and significant in this 

managerial humour. Also, important in this section is how shielding specifically unfolds in 

interactions. Important to that discussion is recognising that attacks have been made that need 
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to be countered. This section explores that kind of counter dynamisms and focus on what 

energises, endures and drives managers to seek this shielding that is clearly so vital to them. 

Nadir, the CEO, makes the striking statement: “Humour helps to survive under hard 

condition, otherwise we would all have committed suicide”.  

Box 35 

Nadir (CEO) 

Humour helps to survive under hard condition; otherwise, we would all have committed 
suicide. One needs a good laugh to keep away from crying as it still keep us in the 
battleground. 

As already discussed, subordinates frequently appear to enact finger-pointing at managers 

through humour. In such cases, managers have few options available in such interactional 

moments; either they enforce their power over their subordinates by vocally discouraging 

them, or they respond humorously to survive such interactions, using humour as a ‘shield to 

confront uncomfortable situation’, or as “laugh to keep away from crying”. Extract 29 shows 

how Marcus’s playful response for his mistake attempts to save face and defend his guilt. 

Extract 29 

Context: Marcus mistakenly orders a certain quantity of footballs which turns out to be far 
more than required by the sports club. Peter is ECA officer and subordinate to Marcus. Nadir, 
the CEO, is always saying that the sports club should restrict the expenditures. 

1. Peter: I think we should deliver all the excess as a gift for Nadir’s birthday. He will 
2. be very happy to see our department using the budget judiciously. 
3. Laughter 
4. Marcus: Oh god! What did I do? Who made this system of marriage? I would kill  
5. him. 
6. Laughter 

Marcus wrongly orders more footballs than required. Peter’s foolish suggestion of gifting the 

extra balls to the CEO who keeps on complaining about their (sports club) uncontrolled 

expenditure (“I think we should deliver all in excess as a gift for Nadir’s birthday.  He will be 
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very happy to see our department using the budget judiciously”) appears to be indirectly 

accusing Marcus. Marcus accepts his mistake (“oh god! What did I do?”). Immediately after 

his admission, he justifies his mistake by blaming his own married life (“…who made this 

system of marriage? I would kill him”). This implies that Marcus was certainly not in a good 

mood due to some tensions between him and his wife while he made an order. 

The interesting thing to note here is a manager trying to justify his mistakes. While he does it 

humorously, Marcus appears to provide some logic, reason and argument to confront the face 

attacks and accusations from his subordinates. A similar kind of shielding can be seen in the 

following extract, but this time with more humour effects and confidence in the manager’s 

utterance.  

Extract 30 

Context: Ron, an academic director, Sarah, an exam officer and Max, international relations 
officer are discussing plans and strategies for the upcoming exams. Gary is a faculty member. 
 

1. Sarah: This time we need two invigilators in every exam hall. Last time almost all  
2. invigilators complained about having just a single invigilator in the hall. Gary was  
3. telling me, he had to hold his pee so badly that he was helpless.  
4. Laughter 
5. Ron: So sorry to hear that. Even I was as helpless as Gary. But not in a sense of  
6. holding a pee, I had different things going…a real complex thing. 
7. Laughter 

 

Sarah’s frustration is clearly visible in lines 1–3 where she advocates for two invigilators in 

every exam hall instead of just one. Her utterance has a humorous effect when she broaches 

Gary’s difficulty in wanting to pee but not being able to leave the exam hall. In response, Ron 

produces a defensive humour with a clear indication of ‘apology’ (“so sorry to hear that”). 

The thing to note here is the production of justification (“Even I was as helpless as Gary”), 

indicating the consequences he also had to face due to the bad decision of having just one 
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invigilator. Ron appears to be defending his own decision, because he also faced painful 

consequences.  

A closer look at this interaction shows that while Ron provides justification, he also indirectly 

shifts the blame to others. The utterance “Even I was as helpless as Gary” indicates the 

decision he made in the last exam was something that was not under his control. He seems to 

be implicitly indicating college management as making the wrong decision in having just one 

invigilator. This is how managerial humour is often characterised as a shielding strategy 

because it clearly redirects the subordinates’ attack toward another person or object. Taking a 

different perspective on this interaction gives a sense of the ‘escape strategy’ discussed at the 

very beginning of the chapter. However, unlike the escape strategy which acts to change the 

topic, here the manager holds on to the ongoing topic of the talk. 

The majority of participants talked about defence strategy in terms of bringing something or 

someone to use against attackers in order to save themselves. Karen compares this to warriors 

using a “shield” in the battleground to block attacks made against them.  

Box 36 
 
Karen (Receptionist) 
 
Humour is a shield. I am saying this in a way that when people at war need to defend, they 
use it. I believe this happens in our daily doings as well. When people attack you, you try to 
save by blaming some other persons or things. 

Karen confirms the notion of redirecting the attack onto someone or something else. Such 

redirecting strategies are accomplished in a variety of ways. Apart from the ones already 

discussed in the interactions above, sometimes a manager will praise a subordinate in an 

attempt to compensate for their own faults or errors. For instance,  
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Extract 31 

Context: Roy, an accounting head, makes a mistake in one of the accounting reports. Even 
after many revisions, Mathew, an accounting assistant and Roy could not detect the error. 
Suddenly, Shawn, a junior accountant spots the error. 
 

1. Shawn: What a silly mistake? And the silliest is you could not detect it despite so  
2. much of repeated checks. 
3. Laughter 
4. Roy: You are too good. You are a superhuman. I think I should hire you as my  
5. personal accountant. It always shows a deficit. Hopefully you will be able to find  
6. where the error is. 
7. Laughter 

Shawn playfully disparages his boss, Roy for committing a “silly mistake” and then not being 

able to “…detect it despite so much of repeated checks”. In defending himself, Roy attempts 

to counteract by exaggeratedly praising Shawn (“You are too good. You are a superhuman. I 

think I should hire you as my personal accountant…”). This appreciation from Roy, although 

seeming fake, helps to compensate for his mistakes. The final statement, “It always shows a 

deficit. Hopefully you will be able to find where the error is” brings a humorous effect to his 

utterance; he is implying that he is such a spendthrift that his personal expenses are always 

more than what he earns and so the only reason for the deficit in his personal account. Hiring 

Shawn will not solve this problem unless Roy monitors his earning and spending patterns. 

What seems to be happening here is that Roy attempts to extenuate his mistakes by providing 

humour in his utterances. 

It is worth bringing in Nadir’s narrative here. The keywords here are “compensation” and 

“self-esteem”, as compensation evokes recompensing subordinates for the damage done by 

managers, but in a way that saves them from losing their “self-esteem”. 
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Box 37 

Nadir (CEO) 

To hide your own mistakes, when you praise others, then it is a compensation that saves 
your face and most importantly, your self-esteem. By doing this, the focus moves from 
our mistakes to subordinates praise. 

These responses are used by managers “to hide your own mistakes” and shift the focus from 

“our mistakes” to “subordinates’ praise”.  

Overall, I have worked to avoid too simplistic characterisation of managerial humour as 

response strategies. The data in this section present a dynamic and at times very nuanced and 

subtle web of relational configurations. Hence, shielding has been featured across the data as 

lacking counter-attacking force, while subordinates’ humour has been articulated as 

overwhelming, criticising, and offensive.  

Conclusion 

While ‘escape’, ‘surrender’, ‘indecision’, and ‘shielding’ have been demonstrated in this 

chapter as different ways of negotiating and moving, they share similarities as well. They all 

enable one to see the different worlds existing in different kinds of relational dynamics, and 

also meet different positioning requirements. They all are ways of articulating and defining 

the complexity of managerial positioning as they respond to subordinates’ humour. 

If one adds to this, distancing strategies are also presented in numerous ways, so managers 

constantly have to be aware and reflect on how they stand in relationship to their 

subordinates. For this reason then, while distancing seems a more linear construction of 

managerial positioning, I would still argue that it has a dynamic element to it. 

What we can sense in all these interactions is that managers have a repertoire of ways to 

communicate their authority; by ‘stepping back’ from imposing authority, ‘defending’ their 
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positions’ or ‘turning back from the responsibilities’. Managerial humour in the above 

episodes reflects the dynamics of powerlessness that keep managerial authority at stake. 

Through their humour, managers are seen to use subtle underminers when they do not seem 

to have faith in their own power and are indirectly asking for approval. I draw attention to 

Sam, who frequently finds himself powerless as his authority “seems completely vanished” 

while doing humour with subordinates. 

Box 38 

Sam (Principal): Frequently I find that my power as superior seems completely vanished 
and especially in those situations as more frequently happen in humour… reconciling 
hierarchical inequalities and collegiality. 

Nadir (CEO): I do not concentrate on small things; rather I look the broader picture. 
My momentary defeat is not that important. What is important is the winning of the 
organization. 

Sam hints that accepting humorous remarks from subordinates and providing humorous 

remarks in kind as “reconciling hierarchical inequalities and collegiality”. 

When asked about managers’ stepping back, Nadir responds that they tend to produce 

discourses that are ‘larger than life’ or ‘broader picture’. As Nadir states, “I do not 

concentrate on small things, rather I look the broader picture. My momentary defeat is not 

that important. What is important is the winning of the organization.”  

Chapters Four and Chapter Five have focused on the short humorous interactions that were 

selected and isolated from ongoing and unfolding humorous interactions. These humorous 

events appear as one-time activities and also specific in terms of what is needed to develop an 

analytical story. However, in reality, interaction tends to be unfolding and humorous 

interactions in particular tend to be moving, proceeding or developing in a sequence. When 

we take a closer look, the unfolding humorous interactions are characterised by fluidity and 

movement between stepping ahead of (Chapter Four) and back from authority (Chapter Five). 
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It not only indicates the strong hold of authority, but rather the continuous slippage of 

authority. So when one puts ‘doing authority’ works done in Chapter Four together with 

‘distancing authority’ of this chapter, one is in a position to emphasise on how the managers 

function from such a complex construction, and so the last empirical material chapter 

explores the positioning of managers. 
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Chapter Six: Fluidity of Authority-in-Interaction 

 

Introduction 

It is important not to construe fixity and fluidity as dichotomous, or even as opposite 

ends of a spectrum, but rather to view them as symbiotically (re)constituting each other. 

(Otsuji & Pennycook, 2010, p. 244) 

The preceding two chapters have given a sense of both ‘fixity’ and the ‘dichotomous’ in the 

working of authority, while this chapter repeatedly (although at times incidentally) evokes the 

notion of ‘fluidity’. It is precisely the paradoxical nature of these authority movements that 

has directed me to look for a new language of multiple positioning through fluidity, rather 

than using more widespread understandings such as functionality and structuralism. This 

chapter now enters a more critical territory than preceding chapters in seeking to explore the 

complementarity, contradiction and sequentiality of doing and distancing authority. This 

chapter comprises a discussion of such tendencies as a way of investigating the significance 

of the participants’ evocation of fluidity in depicting the continuous shifts and movements of 

managerial authority work. 

Allusions to movement, reciprocity, continuity, and flexibility have come to make up the very 

essence of this chapter (and thesis), which continues the theorising heavily embedded in 

concepts of fluidity, as already seen in the fluid sense of the humour phenomenon emerging 

in Chapter Two. It has not been difficult to see the fluidity phenomenon in this inquiry, but 

what I had not expected was the frequent evocations of fluidity which became evident as 

participants (unknowingly) traced the multiple manifestations of their roles and positioning 

through humour. In their reflections and conversations, my research participants portrayed 

the fleeting nature of authority, instability of their identities, flow and interconnectedness. 

Fluidity, and by implication fixity, as suggested above by Otsuji and Pennycook (2010), 
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capture the complexity and connection between the different manifestations of position 

re/constructed within unfolding interactions. Thus, this chapter is about fluidity: the fluidity 

generated between doing and distancing authority or, in Otsuji and Pennycook’s words, the 

“push and pull between fixity and fluidity” (2010, p. 249). 

The empirical material in this chapter offers a preliminary endorsement of both that literature 

understanding and the complexity that characterises managerial positioning through humour 

already evident in Chapters Four and Five. Categorising empirical material into doing 

authority (Chapter Four) and distancing authority (Chapter Five) may reflect relationships as 

conflictual or mutually exclusive ways, however, the description of that opposition seems to 

be too unsophisticated and insufficient when looked from holistic approach (i.e., long 

sequenced humorous interactions). Similar to many classifications, such distinctions in some 

way or the other integrate and flow into each other at a certain time giving a sense that the 

relationship between doing and distancing authority can be best understood as both mutually 

reinforcing and paradoxical. Also, the way my participants interacted and contextualized this 

opposition certainly captured what might be represented as a simple polarization, in far more 

complex and multifaceted ways. This chapter works very closely with both these preceding 

chapters in investigating the shifts and movement of the power and positioning of managers 

within ongoing humorous interactions. 

While the interactional data discussed in Chapters Four and Five provided initial readings of 

doing/distancing tendencies and methodology, they do not in themselves create a way of 

identifying and presenting the specific fluidity dimensions of managerial authority works. 

However, those chapters in fact have led the way of framing, organising, and reinforcing the 

concepts around fluidity presented in this chapter. In those chapters I concluded that, 

although authority works are presented in separate, opposing, and contradictory terms, they 

become inevitably integrated when considered as part of the longer sequences of humorous 
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interaction. It is also important to note here that this thinking in isolation is quite considerably 

outnumbered by participants’ exploration of authority works as complementary and 

paradoxical. The analysis of fluidity presented in this chapter outlines some of the rationales 

behind this conclusion, as managers in humorous interactions, rather than seeking a stable 

place, are proven more inclined to fragility, edginess and vulnerability.  

The unpredictability and paradoxical nature of managerial positioning in humorous 

interactions presented in the previous chapters have led directly to this chapter which aims to 

extend such inferences on the movement and fluidity of managerial authority in response to 

subordinates’ humour. To be precise, this chapter avoids the simple dichotomy of imposing 

managerial authority and distancing from it. Rather it explores how managerial humour 

functions discursively by embracing both. This chapter addresses the paradoxical nature of 

managerial humour, whereby at times it characterises some kind of force, while at other times 

it characterises a lack of enforceability – and even escape from subordinates humour. Thus, 

the analysis of empirical material in this chapter builds toward articulating managerial 

responsive humour and authority in a fluid, mutable fashion that would make it inappropriate 

to categorically isolate them. 

So far the interwoven and shifting nature of managerial responsive humour in an unfolding 

conversation has remained elusive. It is here in this chapter that the work of connecting those 

two preceding chapters takes place. Nadir’s phrase “throw stones and leave the room” 

references the inappropriateness of trying to understand the functionality of humour through 

stand-alone or segregated excerpts; rather it is important to see “what comes next” in such 

humorous interactions.  
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Box 39 

Nadir (CEO) 

As interactions move on, one becomes carried away with the flow. It is not that managers 
throw stones and leave the room. In reality the manager stays in the room to see what 
comes next…the hurtful reactions of subordinates.  

It does not stop there. Subordinates’ reactions are still to come and it is interesting to see 
how they frame their utterances, and then how I react to this utterance. So in that way it is 
ongoing and I don’t know how I present myself because each sequence of interaction is 
different and progresses ahead. Hence, my position is volatile and it changes in every 
moment of interaction. 

I have been given the authority over my people here, and I know very well that I cannot 
be better than them all the time. So I always tell them, “If I do well, help me; and if I 
don’t go well, then please take over from me”. The most important thing is; this boat 
must sail ahead. After all, we all are in the same boat.  

A sense of flow dynamics is very evident in particular phrases of Nadir’s reading, such as “As 

interactions move on”, “carried away with the flow”, “see what comes next”, “it does not stop 

there”, “still to come”, “it is ongoing”, “progressing/moving ahead”, and “this boat must sail 

ahead”. Nadir draws attention to what happens when managers respond humorously to 

subordinates humour: “It does not stop there” as “subordinates’ reactions are still to come”. 

It is the way the humorous interaction gradually unfolds or “progresses ahead” which makes 

the positions of the interlocutors highly prone to constant movement. “As interactions move 

on,” is the central theme here as it reflects that managers do not or cannot always hold power 

in ongoing interactions; rather they could well be seen as distancing from it as “one becomes 

carried away with the flow”. As the interaction unfolds, individual identities are re/shaped 

again and again. 

The term ‘fluidity’ gives a sense in a number of different ways and associations which form 

the basis for this chapter. A very basic meaning associated with fluidity describes the quality 

of being changeable. Alternatively, it can indicate a particular orientation towards transience 

– or even disappearing. It can also indicate a state of sensitivity, unpredictability or 
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vulnerability. Fluidity in this chapter refers to all these attributes of managerial authority in 

ongoing humorous interactions. 

This chapter explores all this through three kinds of fluidity: flow, unpredictability and 

slippage. Each of these captures one of the various interpretations of fluidity. Flow represents 

movement, change and transference of something from one place, position, or status to new 

ones. Unpredictability refers to lacking universality, certainty and predictability. Slippage 

traces the movement, decline or diminution of power through managerial responsive humour 

towards something smaller or lower. Taken together flow, unpredictability and slippage 

construct the fluidity of managerial responsive humour in relation to authority in unfolding 

interactions. 

Flow 

It is the flow that brings together the themes evident in and moving through the unfolding 

interactions of doing and distancing authority (such as cautioning, downplaying, escape, 

indecision and so on). Having a sense of flow is important to understanding fluidity because 

it conveys patterns of movements, such as ongoing, sequential and unfolding. It indicates a 

repertoire of themes like rise and fall, beyond the control, and effortless progression that 

moves along with such tendency as in the manner characteristic of a fluid. Our language 

around them conveys ‘Go with the flow’ or ‘Don’t interrupt the flow’ or ‘Move along with 

the flow’ or ‘flow is out of control’. This final data chapter will explore a different 

understanding of the relationship between managerial humour and doing authority/distancing 

authority – a dynamic that both brings them together and also separates and breaks them 

down. In essence, this section is about managers and their actions, and the consequences that 

flow from such action. 
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Much of the flow described and discussed by participants can be associated with the “roller 

coaster” image used by participant Adam, who also sees managerial authority in humorous 

interactions as in a “constant state of change”.  

Box 40 

Adam (Program Director) 

Doing humour with my people makes me feel that my authority fades away and again 
suddenly I feel - no it isn’t. Whatever the state is, it is in a constant state of change as the 
tide does in ebb and flow pattern. My authority seems so transient – appearing and 
disappearing again and again like a roller coaster. 

Most instantly evident in Adam’s interview data is the flow and movement in his definitions 

and characterisations of humorous interaction between managers and subordinates. 

Managerial authority in such interactions seems so fluid that it “fades away” and then 

reappears. The phrases “fades away” and “suddenly I feel - no it isn’t” also insinuates the 

constant re/positioning constructed by Adam as he flows with the interaction. This narrative 

creates a picture of tidal “ebb and flow” in manager-subordinate interactions. Key here is the 

“transient” and fleeting nature of authority as it comes and goes in humorous interactions.  

IT officer, Mason, in an unusual manner uses a different metaphor in a lengthy description of 

the flow that Adam is struggling with. His sense of flow is reflected in the image of ‘driving a 

car with friends’ on a long journey. He points out that it is not always the manager (driver) 

who decides where to go. Even though the car is under his/her control at times – or rather 

most of the time – his/her subordinates (friends) can influence him/her to take a particular 

direction.  
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Box 41 

Mason (IT Officer) 

When you drive with your friends on a tour, then the things you care about are reaching your 
destination and making the journey pleasant. One just goes on. You do not care about who is 
more powerful, whom should I obey and whom I should not. These are just very tiny negative 
things. You need to be open and broad enough so that you make a journey beautiful. At the 
end of the day all you need is continuous driving. So you make adjustments in order to 
smoothen the driving. Those randomly displayed desires from your friends in the car are 
not the big issues to contemplate. 

Think from a larger than life perspective. When you consider this whole universe, you and 
your problems are infinitely small. So complying with your subordinates or trying to escape 
from their dominance is not something I am worried about. What I am worried about is the 
performance of the whole team…Naturally beyond personal interest; beyond the wall. 

Naturally humorous interaction goes on over a long. There is big space for everyone to fit 
in. There are cycles of success and failure; you get what you give in an inevitable series of 
winning and losing. 

Mason uses a metaphor of “car” to represent an organization where it is not always 

managerial authority that decides the direction of work; rather at times subordinates influence 

their supervisors to take different courses of action. Mason’s choices of phrase, “continuous 

driving”, “adjustments in order to smoothen the driving” and “randomly displayed desires”, 

highlight the flow that we are discussing here. In this view, ‘who is taking the lead’ is 

relatively unimportant; the real role of the manager lies in making the “journey beautiful” and 

focusing on destination and the processes required to reach it. 

Mason evokes a ‘larger than life’ perspective, whereby humorous interactions are part of the 

cycle of “success and failure” or “winning and losing” and to keep life happening and 

moving forward managers need to work with others through give and take. According to 

Mason, life is a flow that one adjusts to, adopts and moves along with. Mason associates the 

never-ending processes of life’s ups and downs with the “cycles of success and failure”, “you 

get what you give”, and “inevitable series of winning and losing” flowing through the 

interactions between managers and subordinates. The repetition of the terms “goes on” and 
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“naturally” suggest the very nature of humorous interaction that seems unfolding. The 

repeated use of word “beyond” in Mason’s narrative also captures the spirit of the movement. 

As well as being the team leader, the manager is also part of a team whose prime motivation 

is to get the job done. It is all about moving ahead and pushing ‘beyond’ boundaries.    

The statement “Naturally humorous interaction goes on over long” is significant here, and 

requires further explanation. Humorous conversation is relatively longer in the sense that it 

tends to develop with every utterance. As clearly and confidently acknowledged by Mason, 

the degree of responsiveness of the interaction actors in this kind of conversation seems 

relatively high. The continuous playing and downplaying of managerial authority is 

represented in the storylines presented throughout this chapter.  

Sarah is drawing attention to “the process of humorous exchanges”, where one sees “a lot of 

unsayables continuously being spoken by subordinates”. ‘Flow’ is signified by the words 

“process”, “a lot of” and “continuously”. Without getting too calculative, we can envisage 

this as a tendency of moving along with the flow. 

Box 42 

Sarah (Exam Officer) 

Sometimes I feel that in the process of humorous exchanges you and your people move out 
of their comfort zone and this is the time when you see a lot of unsayables continuously 
being spoken by subordinates – and sometimes with prevailing voices – and as a manager, 
you see yourself taking at step back. You see a real face and in another way it is a test for 
your patience, tolerance and open-mindedness.  

In a way it is a swing, a pendulum that moves to and fro. It is going and going and going… 
a dialogue where no one intentionally displays their authority because when my manager 
directs humour at or shares it with me, then it becomes awkward not to respond back 
unless one intentionally wants to ignore it. 

She also characterises humorous exchanges as taking participants “out of their comfort zone” 

where you get to know the “real face” of subordinates and for managers, it is a test of 
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“patience”, “tolerance” and “open-mindedness”. Again, this narrative shows ‘collaborative 

humorous exchanges’ which represents a higher degree of fluidity in terms of managerial 

authority as for the best movement of the “swing”, one has to equally apply force towards 

both directions. In other words, if the manager is playing with swing, then s/he should not 

only push but also pull with same interest and energy for the best effect. Further, in terms of 

manager subordinates relations this means that managers should not always apply force on 

subordinates, but rather they should accept or allow the force applied to them by their 

subordinates. 

Note that Sarah uses the term “dialogue” to describe the interchanges between manager and 

subordinate which runs counter to the exchanges in more rigid hierarchical structures where 

managers are supposed to give orders and subordinates receive them. Dialogue refers to a less 

hierarchical concept where manager and subordinates share opinion and ideas to reach a 

conclusion. It is more of a ‘discussion’ type where all the interaction actors focus exclusively 

on the topic. Sarah observes that rather than handing down decisions, dialectical concepts are 

associated with the concepts that “no one intentionally displays their authority” to influence 

the flow of interaction. Manager-subordinate humorous interactions are inherently 

‘dialectical’; when someone does humour with you, “it becomes awkward not to respond 

back unless one intentionally wants to ignore it” – and hence it goes on and on. The 

expression here is supported by a pattern of interaction where it is actually understood as 

“going and going and going”. This key expression captures the essence of the energy and 

interest around flow that occurs in humorous interaction. 

Nadir makes a similar representation of flow but he is far more descriptive in that he presents 

it in a story style. 
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Box 43 

Nadir (CEO) 

I take it as playing music. To make a nice sound, different musical instruments join in at 
different times in a single play. At times guitar is the focus, while at other times vocals get 
the attention. Similarly in some parts of the score, drums seem to take the lead. It is just like 
that…a combination of high and low notes… 

I would like to recount a very popular story of the rabbit and the tortoise where they are 
required to reach a set destination. To reach a destination, they need to travel the road and 
then they need to cross the river. The best way to both reach the finish line is for the rabbit to 
carry the tortoise on its back while traveling the road, and the tortoise to carry the rabbit 
while traveling through a river. 

First, Nadir draws a striking comparison with “music” to capture the ‘flow’ dynamics. The 

music blends “high and low notes” in the flow of the tune. Different musical instruments play 

different parts of a single piece and each particular musical instrument has a range of notes 

and sounds. 

Certain musical instruments are sidelined when high notes are called for but their turn comes 

when the low notes are played. It is a continuous act within a single play, and because of this 

synchronisation the music sounds beautiful. These continual switches or shifts in prominence 

between the different interaction actors have important implications for this thesis. Such 

positioning could be theorized as a significant feature of what we discussed as dialectical and 

postmodern theory. It evokes an understanding of humorous conversation as dynamic, 

mutually reinforcing, and always ongoing.  

Nadir then uses the popular ‘rabbit and tortoise’ story (Box 43) to explain the flow of power 

in the relationships between managers and subordinates. Finishing the race requires traveling 

by road and then crossing a river, so the rabbit and tortoise must coordinate with each other to 

overcome these hurdles. Similarly, in the workplace, one has to metaphorically travel long 

distances down roads and over rivers and, depending on the expertise or experience required 

by the changing situation, managers and subordinates will take the lead at different times. 
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Adam emphasises that the prime motivation of a manager is to “move ahead”. He evokes the 

movement in his role with “gets going” and “reciprocal influences”. We can envisage that if 

a relationship is rigid and always one-sided, then moving ahead becomes difficult. 

Box 44 

Adam (Program Director) 

I am confused now. I am not sure. As a supervisor, I think responding humorously to 
subordinates’ humour is just like using an elastic rubber band – one can use it to bind things 
up in order to strongly hold them or loosen it to set them free. I say elastic rubber band 
instead of normal rope because it is stretchable. It can be extended for different uses whereas 
rope of the same size cannot do this. 

The target keeps on changing in interactions. Humour is a way of addressing the change 
and movement in interactions. It gets going and then reciprocal influences keep it going. In 
my last interaction, Shona used humour on me. I knew she was actually talking about the 
delayed salary payments but I was helpless because it would look as if the college was going 
through a difficult financial phase. Rather than challenging Shona and creating open conflict, 
I took her humour in a positive way and just let it go. In the end, we have to work and move 
ahead. 

So, managers push and then allow their subordinates to push back if it helps things to move 

ahead – and clearly moving ahead requires a departure from the preceding state and 

movement toward some kind of new state. And our emphasise is to explore the pathways 

between states that characterise continual movements around departing and searching new 

positioning.  

The narratives of flow in this section have been chosen to exemplify a range of flow themes; 

and the continual, serial, and aimless movement of managerial authority within humorous 

interactions. The use of metaphors such as swing, car, roller coaster, tide, music and rabbit 

and tortoise story appear highly significant to the ongoing trajectory of managerial 

positioning. All these metaphors were synergistically linked with the dynamics of dialogue, 

responsiveness, and cycles of success and failure, winning and losing, ebb and flow, and 

appearing and disappearing; all of which feature equally in the terrain of flow, continuity and 
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movement. What emerges from the data in this section is the sheer difficulty of capturing 

humour-in-interaction as a discrete activity. What amazes as most prominent in this section is 

buildup and layering of demands and utterances – one on top of the other – that 

persuades/compels managers to continuously shift and reconstruct their positioning and 

match them to new demands on them. I have chosen to begin this chapter with ‘flow’ as it 

connects the doing and distancing of authority; further, every movement in the flow of 

manager-subordinate interactions indicates a reconfiguration of authority relationships. This 

reconfiguration will be illustrated in the supporting empirical material in the next section/s. 

Unpredictability 

The unpredictability, recognised and articulated by the participants in this section, forms a 

rocky image around which managerial positioning becomes unstable, difficult and uncertain. 

In general, the unpredictability found in this section reflects the dynamics of interpersonal 

friction, experimentation, and struggle. However, it is important not to see this 

unpredictability as somewhat haphazard or chaotic, which are themselves intriguing 

dynamics, but as dynamic, insightful, and mutable attributes in terms of managerial 

positioning terms. 

This section works closely with the previous flow section. If one were to imagine these two 

sections visually, then the flow section represents the continuing, moving ahead, unstoppable, 

and ongoing nature of humour and authority works, while this section on unpredictability 

portrays the difficulties, challenges, and inconsistencies within such flows. What is striking, 

however, is that unpredictability seems to be the stimulus for sustaining the flow of 

interactions. 

Discourses of unpredictability, fluctuation, complexity and volatility were frequently 

characterised by participants while addressing managerial humour. Stepping on and off 
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authority can be seen seesawing randomly through different moments of humorous 

interaction in ongoing workplace interactions. Also significant is the way unpredictability in 

particular builds on the doing and distancing from authority discourses in the two preceding 

data chapters. This chapter explores that kind of unpredictability in managerial responsive 

humour with a focus on the reciprocity and movement of authority dynamics through that 

humour. 

Unpredictability is a significant concept in interactional humour discussed here and is 

essentially conveyed through the ongoing configuration and reconfiguration of authority 

work apparent in manager-subordinate interactions. The unpredictability between doing and 

distancing authority is dynamic; it moves, fluctuates, and evolves. Further, and surprisingly, 

such unpredictability seems more appropriate than any fixed or linear relationship. Thus, in 

this section, unpredictability refers primarily to the unpredictability and uncertainty of 

authority movements in manager-subordinate humorous interactions. Since such movements 

in authority are invariably present in the dynamics of flow, as discussed in the previous 

section, these reconfigurations between doing and distancing authority are depicted as 

markers of unpredictability.  

What initially emerges from viewing interactions and interviews through the lens of 

unpredictability is an often ambiguous and shapeless characterising of managerial authority. 

While participants endeavoured to characterise doing and distancing authority separately, 

they also tried to understand them together. So, data in this section move from a relatively 

simple portrayal of flow and movement, to now include the complexity and changeability 

existing between managerial humour and authority work. 

Very evident were the wide range of connotations and links by which participants related the 

‘fuzziness’ between managerial humour and authority. I highlight a popular Nepali proverb 
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here used here by Sarah: ‘Words and mud can be shaped in many ways’. Just as a semi-fluid 

material like mud can be shaped in many ways to suit different purposes, so too can words be 

used in different forms and ways – as required or desired in a particular circumstance. 

Box 45 

Sarah (Exam Officer) 

Just as they say, words and mud can be shaped in many ways; my supervisor knows this 
proverb very well. I find him using humour not only for getting things in control but also for 
freeing things up. It is not universal. 

Usually humour is known for deviating from the topic but no – it is equally applied to 
holding the topic. I can find no straightforward answer to the question of how humour 
from my supervisor relates to his/her doing of authority. Right from the beginning, it is 
unpredictable as at times such humour has a strong sense of authority, while at some other 
times it looks quite the opposite.  

The relationship tends to be shifting from one end to other end frequently and randomly. 
I can’t assume and have to adjust my behaviour frequently while they do humour because 
it is never easy to work out what it means. Understanding the situation is very important I 
guess. They do lots of office talk through humour and I do the same. 

    *words and mud can be shaped in many ways – verbatim translation of Nepali proverb meaning words can be expressed in anyway one 
wants 

Similarly, managerial humour can be characterised as indicating (too) many different, and 

even oppositional, meanings. There is a continuous oscillation between “getting things in 

control” and “holding the topic” versus “freeing things up” and “deviating from the topic”. 

When asked about managerial humour and its relation to authority, participant Sarah 

responses were expressed in terms of “shifting from one end to other end frequently and 

randomly”, “unpredictable”, “never easy to work out what it means”, “no straightforward 

answer” and not being able to “assume” and having to “adjust…frequently”. Sarah’s 

responses confirm that she certainly is very familiar with the unpredictability that develops 

“right from the beginning” of such interactions.  
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Adam evoked the “elastic rubber band” metaphor in Box 47 in presenting a view of humour 

as being used to both tighten and “strongly hold” on to topics, and also loosen and “set them 

free”. Adam deliberately used the term “elastic rubber band” rather than “normal rope” to 

indicate the stretch-ability of managerial humour. A similar sort of elasticity is presented by 

Nadir (Box 48), although in a far more subtle way. Here he tells a story about flexibility and 

how managers use it to their advantage. The job of the managers is to get “the balance” right 

to which end they continuously indulge in “holding a clutch tight” or “releasing it with a 

gesture of harmony”. Extract 32 makes all of this explicit.  

Extract 32 

Context: The College fair (open day) has just been held. All team members are now collating 
and organising the personal information collected from potential future students into a 
database. After organising these data, emails will be sent out to all prospective students. 

1. Adam: I think this year we collected more than last year. 
2. Marcus: Hopefully we will get more students this year. 
3. Peter: More students means more funding, more resources, more space and of course  
4. more raises in our salary. (eye wink) 
5. Laughter 
6. Roy: and more salary means more fun, more dedication and more commitment. 
7. Laughter 
8. Sam: How many forms do you think we collected this year? I will dance like crazy 
9. if the number of forms crosses two thousand. 
10. Laughter 
11. Adam: I have not yet counted but looking at the volume, it looks more than before. 
12. ((Lines omitted)) 
13. Sam: This time we should keep the attention grabbing subject line.  
14. Or else they will delete it. 
15. Roy: thinking its junk. 
16. Peter: how the big things in someone’s life become junk for others… 
17. Laughter 
18. Sam: I have never heard Peter speak this way. It’s great. 
19. Laughter 
20. Marcus: He keeps on telling us this. It’s just we do not hear. He keeps on telling this 
21. to himself. 
22. Laughter 
23. Sam: Why just Peter? I have not even heard you (Marcus) saying this. 
24. Laughter 
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25. Marcus: It’s just I don’t think we need to show off with this. It’s understood. I have a 
26. huge patriotic feeling for my workplace. You don’t know how huge it is. You know  
27. how really really huge (ridiculing tone). 
28. Laughter 
29. Sam: Patriotic means love for your country. I think you should say collegiotic  
30. feelings – love for your college. 
31. Laughter 

The interaction occurs after the completion of the education fair. During the fair, the college 

team were able to collect information forms from many prospective students – they had not 

expected they would receive such a large number of forms. Because of this, Marcus hopes the 

college will gain more admissions in the coming year. Peter, an ECA officer, playfully claims 

that the salaries of staff will be rise as the number of admitted students goes up. Roy, further, 

extends the humorous sequence in line 6 (“and more salary means more fun, more dedication 

and more commitment”). In response Sam, a principal and the most senior member of the 

team, suddenly changes the topic in line 8 (“How many forms do you think we collected this 

year?”). Here it can be clearly seen that Sam’s responsive humour does not address the 

preceding utterances constructed by Peter and Roy. Their focus is on the possibility of a pay 

rise. Rather than responding to the salary issue, Sam diverts attention to the “number of 

forms” and the joy he will feel “if the number of forms crosses two thousand”. Therefore, the 

main issue remains un-addressed and unanswered, thereby characterising a moment of 

‘indecision’ in the interaction. Further, Sam can be seen as deviating from the issues and 

shows no sign at all of enforcing his authority here. 

Later, in line 13, Sam shows his concern that the subject line has to be in catchy words as 

otherwise people would delete emails thinking they are junk emails. Peter responds playfully 

with  “How the big things in someone’s life become junk for others…”, indicating the 

importance of the dedicated work put into the fair and collecting the personal information 

forms. Sam’s apparently sarcastic response, “I have never heard Peter speak this way. It’s 

great” can be seen as Sam admonishing Peter for not previously verbalising his loyalty 
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towards his workplace. Sam’s pointed responsive humour seems to directly target Peter. 

Marcus attempts to defend Peter immediately following Sam’s accusation (“He keeps on 

telling this. It’s just we do not hear. He keeps on telling this to himself”), although still in a 

humorous mode. Sam again produces responsive humour, but this time he targets Marcus. 

Sam raises the same issue about Marcus not being vocal about his loyalty to the college. 

Sam’s responsive humour (lines 18 and 23) can be seen as face threatening to Peter and 

Marcus respectively, and hence Sam appears here to be displaying some kind of a tough boss 

image. 

Marcus attempts to save face by counter attacking Sam in lines 25–27, where he not only 

defends himself (“…I don’t think we need to show off with this. It’s understood. I have a 

huge patriotic feeling for my workplace.”), but also indirectly accuses Sam of not being able 

to see his love and commitment for the college (“… You don’t know how huge it is”). 

Marcus’s lines characterise humour in two ways. Marcus utters “You know really really 

huge” in a ridiculing tone and then his use of the term “patriotic” to denote the love for 

college generates laughter as ‘patriotic’ is used to indicate the love for one’s country. Sam 

then corrects Marcus for using the wrong word and instead advises him to use the made-up 

term “collegiotic” to indicate his love for college. Sam’s invention of new terminology 

creates further laughter among the interlocutors. Again it can be seen that Sam does not 

respond directly to Marcus’s accusation that he is not able to see his subordinates’ love for 

the college. Rather, at that moment, Sam diverts the issue to something unimportant (his 

invention of the new word ‘collegiotic’), and thereby seems to be trying to escape or ignore 

the accusation.  

In this episode, managerial responsive humour fluctuates in terms of authority work. In the 

beginning, the dynamic of ‘indecision’ in managerial responsive humour becomes apparent 

as the manager is seen to strategically change the topic, thereby distancing himself from 
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exercising authority (line 8). In line 18 and 23, managerial responsive humour is 

characterised as ‘face threatening’ in that authority is seen to be loud and noticeable; and in 

line 29–30, such humour again seems to provide distance from applying authority as the 

manager evokes trivial issues as the discussion is getting more and more intense. 

At this point, trying to see managerial responsive humour as independent, separate and 

isolating becomes restraining. Although in particular interactional moments managerial 

responsive humour can enhance authority or distance from it, the ongoing interaction is 

dynamic, changing and moving; it is not a monolithic phenomenon. The central issue is that it 

is hard to explain it in “universal” (Box 45) terms without considering the flow of interaction 

between managers and subordinates. Both the imposing of authority and distancing from it 

are understood as fluid, and emerging patterns tend to ebb and flow across time, space and 

context.  

What strikes me in terms of the relational opposition delineated in this section is the potential 

to muddle attachment and detachment. Nadir talks explicitly about the “random” nature of 

managerial humour in exchanges between managers and subordinates. What is interesting 

about this unpredictability is that it is presented here in terms of understanding the ability and 

talents of subordinates. Nadir seems “ready to give in” if he thinks that his subordinate is 

more capable than himself, whereas he “obviously…can’t go with that” if he thinks the 

subordinate is not capable – or on the “same page”. Nadir also brings in the metaphor of 

“toolkit” to explain managerial humour. Just as toolkits contain numerous hand tools and 

inserts, there is a whole range of ways for managers to adopt humour.  
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Box 46 

Nadir (CEO) 

For me, humour is a toolkit for use in confronting subordinates’ humour. By toolkit I mean in 
the sense that depending upon the job, different tools from the same toolkit can be used to 
fasten or unfasten the things. So it is a multifunctional. 

It is really a random thing. You know that this guy knows more than you know. So, you are 
ready to ‘give in’? Sometimes it is like this guy is not on the same page, so obviously you 
can’t go with that. 

We can see how different tools from the same toolkit can be used to both tighten or loosen 

attachments, or “fasten or unfasten the things” as described by Nadir. Here he is 

conceptualising managerial humour as a ‘toolkit’ in that it can be used as per the situation. 

The metaphor of ‘toolkit’ also signifies the multi-functionality of humour; managers can use 

it as the situation demands. Here unpredictability is consciously constructed and, it is implied, 

essential for one to master.  

These narratives around ‘elastic rubber band’, ‘flexibility’ and ‘multifunctionality’ 

characterise managerial responsive humour as fluid and shifting – it is not used in the same 

way all the time as “the target keeps on changing” (Box 44). Note that the manager in this 

case is well aware of the “changing” (Box 44) targets and scenarios. 

The way Roy (Box 47) presents doing and distancing authority as mutually exclusive 

concepts is very interesting to me.  

Box 47 

Roy (Accounting Head) 

If I want things to be serious and remain on track, my humour fits with that intention, 
whereas if things can be allowed to go off track, I play with them. It is a handy thing that 
fits to virtually any sorts of managerial situations. So it can be viewed as tools that have 
double benefits of controlling and defending. 
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Note the word “whereas” which signifies the performance of one should be accompanied by 

the complete reduction or absence of other. The concept of mutual exclusivity presented here 

suggests doing and distancing authority are in a conflicting relationship. This may appear true 

when we see managerial responsive humour in isolation at the moment of a particular 

utterance. However, when we look more closely at an extended series of utterances like the 

one in Extract 33, managerial responsive humour can be seen to oscillate continuously 

between imposing authority and distancing from it. It seems there are no standard rules for 

humour and authority works. When I pressed participants to explain how they saw 

managerial humour as related to authority dynamics, they ended up being so “confused” (Box 

44), and used moderating words like “I think” (Box 44), “I am not sure” (Box 44), “I doubt” 

(Box 48), and “looks fuzzy” (Box 48).  

Box 48 

Nadir (CEO) 

Humour unlike other forms of discourse is flexible in terms of its use and effects. Sometimes 
you use it to bring the hidden things forward into visibility and get control of them, while at 
other times you use it to conceal these things and get rid of them. I am conscious about the 
balance required in this approach. I do not see it as merely holding a clutch tight, but also as 
releasing it with a gesture of harmony. I doubt normal discourses have these same effects 
as humour does… 

The relationship looks fuzzy. See human being are I think most the vulnerable and insecure 
creatures that exist. And I think it is just not possible for us as professionals to leave them to 
it. At a very young age, I have discovered that you are their counsellor, their guide, their 
therapist, their friend, their everything. So you know what’s happening in their personal 
lives and that, as a result, it is going to impact you professionally. In the morning when they 
come, you know the baggage they carrying in and what they are not… what insecurities they 
have in that moment in relation to another colleague, and in their personal life. Sometimes 
you have to lie, sometimes you have to be overtly effusive, sometimes you have to 
purposely play it down because you know that you have to balance it out somewhere. 

The implication here is that managerial responsive humour is a fluid phenomenon that  – 

depending on the context – can equally characterise authority and diversion. I am struck by 

this manager’s desire to establish multiple kinds of relationships, termed here as “you are 
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their counsellor, their guide, their therapist, their friend, their everything”, as a foundation 

for understanding these ambiguous relationships. According to Nadir’s interpretation, 

managers (and subordinates) are “vulnerable and insecure creatures”. This understanding 

further illustrates the unpredictability we are discussing here. 

The issue of vulnerability is present in all of Nadir’s storylines. Subordinates are understood 

as having their own personal lives which relates to the kinds of baggage they carry before 

they come to work. What comes through clearly is the impact of this on managers. These 

relationships are seen by Nadir as mobile and mutable, or as he terms it “the insecurities they 

have in that moment”. Consequently, “Sometimes you have to lie, sometimes you have to be 

overtly effusive, sometimes you have to purposely play it down because you know that you 

have to balance it out somewhere”. The repeated use of “sometimes” indicates indeterminate 

points of time, which further evokes the notion of unpredictability.  

Such dynamics are ideally suited to the positioning of managers in humorous interactions. 

Nadir perfectly embodies that sense of managers as somehow being simultaneously involved 

with different characters and so not being able to confine themselves to any one character. 

This certainly leaves the impression that this can be a tricky place for managers as each 

character comes with different dynamics of authority work.  

Another participant, Sandy, reiterates the ambiguity of humour as being “difficult to predict”. 

She explores the unpredictability of her managers’ humour which she clearly divides into 

humour that “threatens” and other humour that “skips”.  

Box 49 

Sandy (Cleaner) 

My boss is difficult to predict. I would say his humour is very hard to understand. 
Sometimes he threatens us through humour. I have a sense of punishment and emotional 
repression which makes me fearful about questioning him further. Surprisingly he 
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sometimes plays safe through humour. I remember last year when we used satire around the 
same issue he skipped the situation very easily through humour. 

Sandy assesses managerial humour as authoritative when it contains the threat of 

“punishment” and as causing “emotional repression” at these times, while simultaneously 

being exercised consciously to downplay authority and ‘skip the issue. This reflects the 

somewhat multifaceted and volatile nature of humour that managers can embrace while 

interacting with subordinates.   

Imposing and distancing from authority are so highly embedded in humorous interaction that 

it becomes almost impossible for participants to talk about one without referring to the other. 

That impossibility is represented by the participant Roy who is well aware that using humour 

is “not a one-way traffic”. 

Box 50 

Roy (Accounting Head) 

How can I say that managerial humour just means pointing a finger at my people? How 
about when I use humour to devalue or hide my wrongs and mistakes…Just as I reprimand 
my people through humour, I equally allow my people to attack me through humour ... and it 
is not a one-way traffic, it is used virtually by all the people in this organization.  

In the process of interaction, one becomes surrounded with many different sorts of situation – 
in which the people involved are continuously working on their identities as they at the same 
time move ahead or step back. I will go in pretending that it’s a very minor instruction, but I 
am actually saying you are really messing up, I think you can do this better…and you know 
what - it makes all the difference. 

With subordinates who are already very experienced and qualified, you have to do it even 
more because they feel that their intelligence is at issue. I think that you have to handle 
them with kid gloves. 

If managers use it as a “pointing finger”, then equally it can be used by subordinates to 

counter “attack” managers. When subordinates use attacking humour, then managers at times 

display the ability to “step back” from imposing authority; this “move ahead” and “step back” 

are ongoing processes in manager-subordinate interactions. This seems to be not simply a 
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struggle for power and control, but also about maintaining dignity and presenting 

opportunities. Roy’s language appears overtly tricky here. He reports using humour in the 

pretense that he is giving a very minor instruction, but the actual message is “you are messing 

up”. When managers are positioned as less experienced and qualified than a subordinate in a 

particular situation, then they will use humour differently, otherwise “they feel that their 

intelligence is at issue”.     

For Nadir, such constant interplay is nothing out of the ordinary, as signified by his repertoire 

of words describing “flow”, “moves”, “like a pendulum”, and “interconnectedness” in the 

constant interplay of “punching and getting a punch”.  

Box 51 

Nadir (CEO) 

In the flow of playing around, it is quite obvious that there is constant exchange of punching 
and getting a punch. I think my power moves like a pendulum. Going for it or distancing 
from it because there is an interconnectedness. As a manager, one is entangled… 

So depends on how I want my humour to be received by my people. It is about engaging and 
adapting to subordinates’ humour – and in relation to authority, it can go back and forth 
during the application of authority. It might sound strange but sometimes you find us 
suspending our power. 

The manager “flows” with the back and forth movement of humorous interaction and is so 

deeply “entangled” that even at times when they are on the receiving end of offensive 

humour from their subordinates, they will be seen “suspending” their power. Managers are 

seen as doing humour work by “engaging and adapting” in these interactional moments. 

While they do “engage and adapt”, their application of authority or distancing from it become 

chracterised by spontaneity. The crucial thing, as Nadir realises, is “the back-and-

forth…application of authority” while responding to subordinates’ humour.  
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Frictions in manager-subordinate relationships are not uncommon. And “nowhere is it 

written” that managers will always exhibit authoritative humour and subordinates always be 

the victims of it.  

Box 52 

Roy (Accounting Head) 

I entirely disagree that managers always use humour to show their power. I think this is a 
misconception. There is nowhere is it written like this. I have experienced powerful humour 
from my subordinates – so becoming the victim of such humour myself. So I see it as a 
random thing, rather than calculated adjustments. Things can go haphazardly 
everywhere. It does not have direction. 

Rather it can go completely in the opposite direction, where subordinates use ‘powerful 

humour’ and the manager becomes the “victim” of such humour. Here Roy strongly opposes 

the customary adversarial relationship and “entirely disagrees” with the concept that 

managers always rule and subordinates always are ruled. Rather Roy indicates random 

enactments where “things can go haphazardly everywhere” by denying that “calculated 

adjustments” are occurring within the everyday processes of organizations. 

Adam further articulates and extends this conceptualisation of the unpredictability of doing of 

authority, describing it as distributed among and between organizational members.  

Box 53 

Adam (Program Director) 

There are no prototypes or particular forms of humour for managers and 
subordinates…Okay this type is for higher people and this type for lower. In today’s 
increasingly collaborative business world, the notion that superior keeps on giving out orders 
and subordinates continue to react passively and helplessly is fast becoming outdated. 

Adam emphasises that “there are no prototypes or particular forms of humour for managers 

and subordinates”. Rather it is a multidirectional concept, where all forms of humour can be 

used by any of the actors to victimise any of the other actors. For example: 
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Extract 33 

Context: Admissions are underway – and it seems all staff are busy receiving visitors and 
providing information to them. Roy is well known for receiving too many visits from people 
not related to his work. 

1. Roy: She will kill me today. Nineteen missed calls. I don’t know about other things  
2. but this promotion phase will definitely ruin my relationships.  
3. Laughter 
4. Sam: Why don’t you call your wife to join you? Besides you always receive all your  
5. friends and relatives here. 
6. Laughter 
7. Roy: I have no clue why you call them my relatives. If they are my relatives, then all 
8. these students are my nephews and nieces. 
9. Laughter 
10. Sam: I sometimes feel weird about all the parents having to visit so regularly.  
11. At least it would be nice if we didn’t have to see them all in this promotional phase. 
12. Laughter  
13. Ron: Thank you for telling us this. Now we are free to say anything. 
14. Laughter 
15. Sam: I have been telling the Canteen guy for ages to repair the floor. Sadly, he is the  
16. one who slipped today. 
17. Laughter 
18. Roy: He will definitely make that a priority now. 

Roy’s utterance in line 1 is an attempt to show how busy he has been at work during this 

promotional phase by displaying apprehension that his married life will be in trouble. This 

humorous utterance can also be interpreted as Roy wanting his supervisor, Sam, to appreciate 

the hard work Roy has put into this promotional phase. In response, Sam suggests that Roy 

asks his wife to join him at the office. Sam goes on, “Besides you always receive all your 

friends and relatives here” which sounds like an allegation. Here Sam is attempting to refer 

to Roy’s undesired workplace behaviour in that he routinely gets too many visitors who have 

nothing to do with college affairs. Sam’s humorous utterance clearly and strongly 

communicates his authority here, as he is both challenging Roy’s complaint and making him 

aware his undesirable behaviour has been noticed.  
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Immediately after Sam’s turn, Roy playfully retaliates against Sam for accusing him of 

unprofessional behaviour. Roy says humorously, “If they are my relatives, then all these 

students are my nephews and nieces” – so indicating that his visitors are the parents and 

guardians of college students and not his personal guests. This humorous utterance from Roy 

can be seen as a remarkably strong response to Sam’s preceding controlling humour. Sam 

then takes a back step here through his humour in line 10. Because he is the principal, what 

Sam says in line 10, contradicts his position and hence it is open to being mocked. The way 

he utters, “I sometimes feel weird about all the parents having to visit so regularly. At least it 

would be nice if we didn’t see them in this promotional phase.” is a face-saving act to defend 

himself from Roy’s attacking humour. While his intention seems to be defending himself 

with his responsive humour, Ron then takes it as an opportunity to make Sam realise he is at 

fault, as the college staff should welcome the parents of students any time and not be irritated 

by their visits. Because Sam is the principal, such comments are clearly self-defeating. 

Ron joins the conversation in line 13 and satirises Sam’s utterance in line 10 (“Thank you for 

telling us this”) which seems to be a face attack toward Sam as his words are disrespectful 

and reflect badly on his own position. By speaking unethically, Sam further undermines his 

position, as reflected in Ron’s comment “Now we are free to say anything”. He is making the 

point that Sam cannot expect his subordinates to remain within the ‘boundary’ and enforce 

others to behave ethically when he himself has strayed outside the boundary. Although the 

utterance is constructed in a humorous frame, it appears to threaten and challenge Sam. In 

response, Sam suddenly changes the topic in a seemingly deliberate and strategic way (“I 

have been telling the Canteen guy for ages to repair the floor. Sadly, he is the one who 

slipped today”) to avoid responding to or defending himself against Ron’s humorous 

challenge. The humorous response constructed by Sam makes it looks as though he is saving 

his face – and so adapting in the flow of interaction. 
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The unpredictability, movement and complexity of managerial responsive humour in regard 

to doing of authority is very evident throughout this interaction. Sam produces three instances 

of responsive humour (line 4, 10 and 15). However, each example has a different story to tell 

about how he characterises his authority. Sam’s responsive humour in line 4 is face 

threatening to Roy and challenges the preceding humour constructed by Roy. Roy’s 

revelation of displeasure (“I don’t know about other things but this promotion phase will 

definitely ruin my relationships”) receives a strongly opposing response from Sam who 

makes a playful and impractical suggestion (“Why don’t you call your wife to join you?”). 

Here the authority is explicit. Later in line 10, Sam uses responsive humour to distance 

himself from imposing authority. He diverts the conversation away from the issue of Roy’s 

frequent visitors, to focus instead on the frequency and regularity of parents visiting their 

student children. His intention is to avoid having to further enact his authority or produce any 

opinions, judgments or statements on the same. Similarly, in line 15, Sam seems to be 

distancing himself from imposing authority with his responsive humour. Instead of 

counteracting Ron for his face-attacking utterance (line 13), he completely changes the topic. 

Sam’s authority is challenged by two different actors, Ron and Roy, over the course of the 

interaction, both of whom are subordinates to Sam. Roy’s humour seems to be 

confrontational whereas Ron’s humour seems to be sarcasm (less confrontational). This 

confirms Adam’s notion that “there are no prototypes or particular forms of humour for 

managers and subordinates” (Box 53). 

Part of the reason for this fluid authority can be understood from the way managers reflect on 

their own behaviour. In the process of interaction, there are different dimensions and issues 

that become the talk. Managers seem to then step back from some issues due to guilt and the 

realisation they are at fault, their inadequate knowledge, or the belief that an issue goes 

beyond their obligations. On the other hand, they seem to step up strongly to those issues that 
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they relate to subjectively, either through their own personal convictions or a sense of 

obligation. 

Such is a kind of unpredictability that Nadir also mentions through metaphor of the “realities 

of life”. Fuzziness, discontinuity, ups and downs, attachment and detachment are all facts of 

life – and they are all ephemeral. 

Box 54 

Nadir (CEO) 

Particularly in humorous interaction, I don’t hesitate to demean them, and that means I 
also don’t hesitate to comfortably turn a deaf ear through humour if they do the same 
to me. This just keeps on going. What’s so weird in this?  

This is so close to the realities of life. No black or white, and rather too much of the gray 
spots. I never micromanage or let things go by with a rubber stamp. I see that as an 
unbalanced approach. I advocate trying to move between these extreme swings… 

Managerial identities shift continually in ongoing interactions. They speak, they listen, they 

receive, and they transmit. This illustrates the flexibility of managers as interaction actors; 

they not only direct but also are directed. Nadir embraces this ambiguity, seeing it as natural. 

As a manager, one cannot and should not try to micromanage all the activities of 

subordinates, while conversely one cannot adopt a rubber stamp or laissez-faire approach. 

Both these extremes cause operational chaos and lead to ineffective manager-subordinate 

relationships. Because both micromanaging and rubber stamping are “unbalanced”, Nadir 

advocates moving “between these extreme swings” in the form of shared leadership and 

power where both manager and subordinates work collaboratively to get things done.  

Adam shows a similar view to offer a contribution that eventually becomes a “balanced 

interaction”. He recommends that managers should not only sound as “giving, sending or 

directing”; they should equally be seen as “listening, receiving or accepting”. The interaction 

should be fairly balanced, with no one-voice dominating. 
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Box 55 

Adam (Program Director) 

Interaction with my people is never one sided where I am always the one giving, sending or 
directing. It should be a balanced interaction meaning I am also involved in listening, 
receiving or accepting…  

Information to the organization is just like water to life. Throughout the organization, people 
already hold different kinds of information in different volumes and when these actors 
come into interplay, and then it is quite obvious that one with more and accurate information 
will get hold of a platform. One of the reasons for the fuzziness and volatility we are 
talking about here is because there is always an information gap. Although the organization 
is generally known for throwing information from the top down and barely known for 
sucking information up from below, humorous exchanges between manager and subordinates 
help managers grab information from below and followers push information upward. 

I relate managers doing humour to making a clay pot. The potter not only pushes but also 
releases continuously and randomly to shape the pot as it spins. 

This interview excerpt from Adam indicates the continuous ebb and flow in the intensity of 

managerial authority in ongoing interaction. Adam extends the metaphor of “making a clay 

pot” to represent the continuous ebb and flow of managerial authority in humorous 

interaction. As the wheel is spinning, the potter exerts continuous and alternating pressure 

and release to shape the pot. In his narrative Adam compares the manager to a potter and the 

spinning to ongoing humorous interaction. Like the potter, managers exert and release 

pressure to create shape. Here “shape” appears to refer to giving form to the work or project. 

Also interesting in Adam’s description is his remark that the “different kinds of information in 

different volumes” is “one of the reasons for the fuzziness and volatility” in manager-

subordinate relations. His is just one of the many stories proposing the unpredictability of 

managerial authority within humorous interactions. He relates unpredictability to the stepping 

ahead or off in managerial authority in relation to the different information held by various 

organizational actors. The interaction actors “already hold different kinds of information” and 

it is on this basis that managerial authority fluctuates within humorous interactions. Extract 
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34, for example, appears to characterise the unpredictability of managerial authority 

alongside the holding of information. 

Extract 34 

Context: Ron, an academic director, Sarah, an examination officer and Max, an international 
relations officer are conversing regarding the relationships between the college and Warsaw 
University in Poland. 

1. Max: I have a great news, but it looks both good and bad for us. I am not going to tell  
2. you until you approve my leave. 
3. Laughter 
4. Ron: Don’t scare me please. I am going to die in a cup of water* if this does not work. 
5. Laughter 
6. Max: Don’t worry it’s not bad. 

*Die in a cup of water = verbatim translation of Nepali proverb meaning being incompetent even in a ridiculously tiny task. 

Max is in control of the information at the moment of this interaction. His humorous 

statement, “…I am not going to tell you until you approve my leave” sounds like ‘blackmail’. 

Obviously, Ron is evidently worried by Max’s non-disclosure of information. Rather than 

forcing Max to disclose the information by using his authority and power, he chooses to 

distance himself from imposing authority and instead look submissive (“Don’t scare me 

please. I am going to die in a cup of water if this does not work”). Although just a short 

excerpt, this exchange clearly shows how the holding of information is characterised in 

authority relationships. In a more prolonged humorous interaction, different interlocutors will 

hold different levels of information. Here I draw attention to the fact there is “always an 

information gap” (Box 55) between interaction actors and during the process of interaction, 

and authority is variously characterised by different actors at different times as the interaction 

unfolds.  

The participant, Mike, tells a similar kind of narrative, but from the degree of expertise 

context. He evokes the relationship of expertise with doing of authority. People have “core 
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expertise” in their different fields. In the interplay between these people with different 

expertise, it is not “abnormal that managers are pushed by their subordinates”. 

Box 56 

Mike (Operation Manager) 

Being an operations manager, I have no hesitation in saying that I am not skilled in all 
technical aspects. My people, including me, all have our core expertise. So when we are 
there to solve a specific problem, I don’t find it abnormal that managers are pushed by 
their subordinates. The same applies to humorous interactions, pushing and being pushed 
through humour goes on and on and on and on and on. 

Mike’s exaggerated repetition of the words “on and on and on” indicates the never-ending 

and serial nature of authority works in humorous interactions, which is something “I don’t 

find it abnormal”. This participant is talking about the authority generated by expertise. It is 

well known that people have different skills, strengths and expertise and hence the doing of 

authority is closely linked with people’s expert skills irrespective of the positions they hold. 

This it is not always the manager implementing authority; there are many occasions where 

they accept subordinates’ authority, particularly when they display their skill on such 

occasions. 

What occurs here then is that the authority shifts between the different interaction actors in 

the interaction as topics keep changing. Extract 35 illuminates this. 

Extract 35 

Context: Mike, an operations manager, Robert, a technician who looks after plumbing and 
electricity and John, a gardener, are talking about how to redesign the garden before new 
admissions start. 

1. Robert: You did not listen to what I said. You brought B2 fuse which does not match  
2. with ours. Do you know what that means? It is just like a dog and goat mating  
3. together. 
4. Laughter 
5. Mike: Which one do I have to get so that dog mates with dog. 
6. Laugher 
7. (lines omission) 
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8. Robert: how about keeping dim lights surrounding the garden? The college will turn  
9. out to be a beautiful dating spot. 
10. Laughter 
11. Mike: Bad idea. Have you gone mad? How would you convince Nadir? If you could  
12. do that, then you would earn the highest class honour from me. 
13. Laughter 
14. (lines omitted) 
15. John: What do you think about implanting napier grass. The main advantage would be  
16. we can sell the waste as there is growing demand for such grass. The other important  
17. feature is that ‘the grass is green although a little more expensive’. 
18. Laughter 
19. Mike: No more technical terms please. Which pair do you like…Dog and goat, goat  
20. and goat or dog and dog. 
21. Laughter 

There are three sections within this episode. Each section shows different power dynamics 

relevant to managerial responsive humour. Lines 1 to 6 in the first section, concern Robert’s 

earlier request to Mike, his supervisor, to bring a certain type of fuse. However, Mike has 

brought the wrong one. Robert shows his aggression, “You did not listen to what I said”, 

however he frames his aggression humorously: “It is just like a dog and goat mating 

together”. Looking closer along Robert’s lines through 1 to 3, he seems frustrated and 

furious. Mike responds in a humorous tone: “Which one do I have to get so that dog mates 

with dog?” Although he is the boss of Robert, Mike does not seem to retaliate against Robert. 

Rather he appears submissive and indicates his intention to bring it next time. Robert is 

displaying greater power here – and it seems that the power comes from his expertise in 

relation to the topic discussed (electricity). 

In the second section from line 8 to 13, Robert again produces a humorous utterance in line 8: 

“How about keeping dim lights surrounding the garden? The college will turn out to be a 

beautiful dating spot”. But this time, his utterance is dominated by Mike’s responsive 

humour: “Bad idea. Have you gone mad? How would you convince Nadir? If you could do 

that, then you would earn the highest class honour from me”. Mike is seen displaying his 

power in strongly condemning Robert’s idea of putting in dim lights. Here Mike regains the 
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dominance and so it can be inferred that the themes (budgeting and decorating) that are 

central to the discussion fall under Mike’s obligations and duties.  

In the last section from line 15 to 21, John wants to know Mike’s opinion about implanting 

napier grass (line 15-17), and while doing so he constructs it in a humorous frame: “The 

grass is green”. Rather than providing his opinion (as expected by John), Mike distances 

himself from giving any advice by showing his disinterest (“No more technical terms 

please”). It appears that Mike is excusing himself from further conversation about gardening 

by producing the responsive humour: “Which pair do you like…Dog and goat, goat and goat 

or dog and dog”. This time his humour directly references Robert’s utterance in line 2.  

We can infer from this extract that as the topics shift in the interactions, the ‘in-chargeship’ of 

the topic also shifts. The central point is that the manager is not always the one who 

dominates in every interaction. Rather, depending on the topic under discussion, various 

interaction actors play an authoritative role and managers at times become submissive. I draw 

the attention to Ron’s statement here: the reason “why different voices prevail in interaction 

is because people want to share what they know and apparently, it is not one person who 

knows it all”.  

Box 57 

Ron (Academic Advisor) 

Why different voices prevail in interaction is that people want to share what they know 
and apparently it’s not one person who knows it all. No one can become the master of 
all. 

In that way, listening and accepting what you hear is always equally important as speaking. I 
mean why do managers have subordinates? It’s not only to share the work; rather they know 
a lot of things which managers don’t. And this means that managers have to follow their 
subordinates just as subordinates also have to follow their managers. The prime thing is 
to let the experts take the lead.  
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I think humorous exchanges with one’s subordinates is just like an icy road. No matter how 
hard you try, you always tend to fall frequently and that too without notice. Because it is an 
icy road, the luxury of uninterrupted walking is always highly unlikely, so those who 
want to learn to walk on such roads, should learn to tolerate the pain of falling down. 

What this tells us is that numerous actors make their voices heard in an ongoing interaction, 

irrespective of their position and status. Managers appoint subordinates not only to delegate 

the work, but also because “…they know a lot of things which managers don’t”. This gives 

the sense that managers are on the receiving end of power and guidance from subordinates as 

“…managers have to follow their subordinates just as subordinates also have to follow their 

managers”. 

These narratives of topic shift and information gaps have been chosen to demonstrate the 

range of managerial authority that is evoked through managerial responsive humour. In 

concluding this section of the chapter, I acknowledge Ron’s summative words that “…no one 

can become the master of all” as the reason for managers undermining their own authority to 

allow those who are “experts” in the field to “take the lead”. Right from the beginning, all 

data presented have firmly embedded the authority works in manager-subordinate humorous 

interactions. The central emphasis in all these narratives and excerpts is on the process of 

construction, which in every case becomes unpredictable, complex and fluid. Managers in 

humorous interactions seem to have a much more ambivalent and complex relationship to 

doing authority than those engaging in formal or serious interactions. Their relationships with 

subordinates appear to be under constant reconstruction and revision and this is something 

quite distinctive in humorous interactions. This gives a sense of slippage in authority in that 

managers cannot hold onto it for long.  

 

 



212 
 

Slippage 

Managers are constrained both socially and organizationally in all kinds of ways by structures 

and norms, and their accountabilities and responsibilities to more senior and junior figures 

respectively. They are intensely sensitive to and aware of the kinds of character they should 

display. Despite all these factors, they encounter and engage in a continuous process of 

re/construction and new positioning in the ongoing negotiations and confrontations typical of 

most workplaces. 

The general meaning associated with a slippage indicates ‘failure to meet a requirement’, 

‘sudden loss of holdings’ or ‘losing despite attempting to save’. I have entitled this section 

‘slippage’ to indicate how managers in the processes of humorous exchanges slip from 

holding the authority. This chapter began by exploring the ‘flow’ evident in and connecting 

managers’ diverse positionings of authority; one of the ways that closely works with the 

‘flow’ is the slippage of managerial authority. Slippage is explored through a number of 

narratives where participants, particularly managers, have found themselves moving between 

the holding and slipping of authority. This section works as an analysis of slippage that 

suggests managerial humour characterising diminishing authority. Such a movement aligns 

very closely to the ‘unpredictability’ discussed in the previous section. However, in contrast 

to the discussion of unpredictability in relation to doing and distancing from authority, this 

section discusses the ongoing fading away or slippage of managerial authority.  

Slippage, as would be expected, looks at the volatility, difficulty, and sensitivity of authority 

work that inadvertently vanishes. In this final section, the managers show that it is 

impossible, impractical and inappropriate to hold authority strong and tight for long periods, 

and this version of authority has palpable edges that the participants are acutely aware of. The 

focus in this section then is on the particular experiences and sensitivities of managers when 
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they find themselves losing their authority. In the last segment of the research conversation 

with Ron in Box 57, he portrays humorous interactions for managers as an “icy road”. The 

image ‘icy road’ evokes the concept of slippage that is beyond one’s control. As Ron sees it, 

walking along the icy road, falling down and getting back up again are ongoing activities. 

There is something beyond the manager’s control, that makes them regularly fall along the 

way however hard they concentrate on walking. Therefore, relating humorous interaction to 

an icy road signifies that managers are unable to hold their dominance for long in humorous 

interactions. It appears that the authority keeps ‘slipping’ from the managers’ grasp so 

quickly that it happens “without notice”. Ron repeatedly conveys the concept of ‘slipping’ 

with terms such as “No matter how hard you try”, “the luxury of uninterrupted walking is 

highly unlikely” and “those who want to learn walking should learn to tolerate the pain of 

falling down”. The most noteworthy aspect of this research conversation is the repetitive use 

of the word “always” to convey that the slipping of managerial authority is not one-time 

occurrence; rather it happens regularly in humorous interactions. There is also the strong 

sense that one grows – not by denying it – but rather by accepting and learning from it.  

This continuous slipping relates well to Marcus’s understanding of the clash that occurs 

because one has to simultaneously hold identities of private- and work life.  

Box 58 

Marcus (Discipline Incharge) 

We have many different identities including for when you are at work and when you are not 
at work. So one cannot always be ‘enchained’ as a mechanical thing in a hierarchical 
structure because you are a human being too. So at times you want to unfetter yourself and be 
a human…you do not want to create any gaps that take you far from your own people. There 
is a continuous juggling of these identities while you are in humorous interaction with your 
people…humour itself is very human but you also have to be conscious about your 
professional identity. So both the mechanical and human identities of managers become 
temporary or transient. They keep on slipping; these identities are shaped and reshaped 
again and again. 
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Here Marcus understands managers’ application or doing of authority as associated with 

‘organizational identity’ and, conversely, the distancing from it as associated with the ‘human 

side’ of managers. Marcus locates the organizational identity of managers at one end of a 

continuum where they are understood as authoritative, giving, sending and throwing out 

orders, whereas the human side of managers is located at another end where they are 

understood as submissive, receiving and listening. There are frequent shifts of managerial self 

from authority end to the human end of the continuum. Managers find themselves in very 

ambiguous or paradoxical positions in humorous interactions with subordinates because 

“humour itself is more human” but one has to simultaneously remain “conscious about your 

professional identity”. 

Marcus’s understanding of exercising authority in workplaces as ‘mechanical’ and distancing 

oneself from authority as ‘human’ can also be looked at in relation to the reality of daily 

living where we have multiple identities in this race of life, namely as father/mother, 

son/daughter, husband/wife, friend, colleague, supervisor, subordinate and so on. We each 

have a repertoire of identities and we consciously slip in and out of different identities at 

different points of time. More frequently character displayed at a particular point in time can 

become conflicting when one compares it with other characters displayed at different points 

of time. Similarly, in humorous interaction, the identity one displays as manager can easily 

fall short during the course of interactions. The word to note in Marcus’s statement is 

“temporary” whereby identities are so transient they keep on randomly “slipping” again and 

again and again. The movement and change in identities is expressed by Marcus as “shaped 

and reshaped again and again” where he is indicating the dynamic construction and 

reconstruction of managerial authority. 

Roy, a head of accounting presents the idea of creating ‘organizational harmony’ by 

deliberately letting slippage happen.  



215 
 

Box 59 

Roy (Accounting Head) 

I am unable to hold that for long and it’s fine to me because I do not look a mean, self-
centred and power greedy boss. I mean who else in this world has been able to hold power 
and wealth indefinitely. I challenge you to find just one example. All of this will slip sooner 
or later.  

No everyone can win at the same event. To maintain organizational harmony or order and 
stability, I allow myself to be taken over by my people . You cannot always be right and 
you should tolerate and take it in a friendly spirit if you are mocked at by your own people. 
As a manager that is your wisdom and responsibility. 

At times managers do let themselves be “taken over” by their subordinates’ humour in order 

to maintain “order and stability” in organizational functioning. As Roy emphasises, “you 

cannot be always right”. Usually managers expect their victims (subordinates) to accept their 

derogatory humour and make sense out of it for future reference; conversely it is the “wisdom 

and responsibility” of managers to take humour in kind directed at them in a similar way. 

This is also a story about having failed to establish, negotiate, and enforce unidimensional 

power – and he seems to cherish that failure because people do not perceive him as a “mean, 

self-centred and power greedy boss”.  

Roy explicitly uses the word ‘slip’ here to symbolise fleetingness. Roy’s language is 

intentionally challenging here as he has a strong conviction about the transience of power and 

wealth. This is philosophical but brings insights in relation to the subject of this thesis. 

Nothing in this world is permanent; this applies equally well to managerial authority albeit in 

a more practical and temporary sense. This interview excerpt includes a series of quite 

deliberate efforts to break down conventional understandings of manager-subordinate 

relationship. Roy is attempting to present managers less as “mean, self-centred and power 

greedy” in meaninglessly holding onto their power, and more as seekers of “organizational 

harmony” through “wisdom and responsibility”. 
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The new dynamic is constructed through variations in subjectivity and inclusion. Nadir 

begins the story with “I” and “me”. In all these uses of ‘I’ and ‘me’, he appears to 

communicate the power and control that he holds such as “I take the initiative”, “It’s me who 

always”, “I make fun of them” indicating self-importance.  

Box 60 

Nadir (CEO) 

I take the initiative for weekend parties. It’s me who always encourages all my people to 
have a party. I make fun of them. It’s me who is always takes on the job of icebreaker and 
so I joke around with them. Gradually we start becoming wild and drunk and dancing 
stupidly and we play jokes on each other. In the end, I am always senseless from all the 
heavy drinking and they are the ones who are in-charge now – and have to take me 
home… 

The storyline gradually moves from an exclusive focus on “I” to the more inclusive “we”, as 

in “we start becoming wild and drunk” and “we play jokes on each other” irrespective of 

hierarchical differences. Further, the narrative ends with a shift to “they”, where “they are the 

ones who are in-charge now”. The stimulus for these changes from ‘I’ to ‘We’ to ‘They’ is 

the recognition that authority is gradually slipping from the manager to the team, and then to 

the subordinates. If one pictured this tendency, then power would be seen gradually escaping 

the manager’s hand. 

John’s reading is similar to Nadir’s, but he uses a physical representation of slippage. He 

notes the tangible changes in his supervisor’s room towards the end of the day. At the 

beginning of the day he establishes a very concrete gap between himself and his supervisor as 

he “does not want to behave informally” when his supervisor’s room is “so neat and clean”. 

Box 61 

John (Gardener) 

In the first hour in the morning everything in his room looks so neat and clean. It looks so 
formal and it certainly has psychological effects on us in that we do not want to behave 
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informally. However, at the day passes, his room gradually starts becoming messy and 
finally at the end of the day, you would be horrified to see the disaster zone inside his room. 
Dustbins are spilling over, there are screws and tools all over the floor, files and papers 
scattered all over his table and empty cups of tea and bottles of beer and wine here and 
there… and I realise that we have become more friendly in this relaxed environment. And 
of course, joking becomes the part of that environment. And this is an everyday story. 

However, as the day passes the intensity of that separation becomes weaker and weaker and it 

begins to feel in congruent with the messiness of the room. Finally, at the end of the day, 

there is a “disaster zone inside his room” in terms of its cleanliness and organization. This 

disaster then reflects in their behaviour as “joking becomes the part of that environment” and 

“we have become more friendly”.  

John is aware of separation or gulf between him and his supervisor. The fact that the “room 

looks so neat and clean” can be seen as a literal representation of a system, rules and power, 

but equally evokes discomfort. John metaphorically presents the movement between the 

different settings of the room with the manner in which authority gradually slips and closes 

the gap between them. This new setting of the room, although looks untidy, is felt more 

comfortable and friendly. 

A similar type of physical representation is also used by Andrew, but he compares different 

types of settings rather than the same setting in different points in time.  

Box 62 

Andrew (Admission Services) 

Also depends on where we are talking. In his office, he just lectures but when he is in 
canteen we talk and when we are at basketball court together we have fun and talk and talk. 

Embracing humour is thinking from a broader perspective. One with a different perspective 
on life. One becomes aware of the meaninglessness of worldly gains and achievements, so 
you tend to become collaborative rather than competitive. Day to day activities are just about 
roles and responsibilities so it is a continuous moving between the material and spiritual 
worlds… 
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Here the discussion is bounded by the notion of shifts in location, whereby the nature of 

conversation depends on where the conversation is taking place. Andrew feels increasing 

autonomy as his interactions with the manager move from his “office” to the “canteen” to the 

“basketball court”. In his office “he just lectures”, in the canteen “we talk” and when at the 

basketball court “together we have fun”. Note the movement from “he just lectures” to “we 

talk” to “we together have fun”. This shifting of expressions indicates managerial authority is 

becoming de-authorised along that process of movement. Andrew shows a level of 

engagement that becomes more and more intense as he moves from formal to informal 

settings.  

This characterisation of slippage is developed in moving from micro–macro relationships. 

Here Andrew relates humour to the profound dynamics associated with macro orientations 

such as philosophy and spirituality where one has “a different perspective on life”. 

Transactional interactions are understood at a micro perspective level where social actors are 

concerned with their roles and responsibilities. The ability to engage in humour means one 

can think from a larger than life perspective. In such cases, people have an awareness of their 

own mortality and thus worldly power and position become meaningless in comparison. So, 

managers tend to accept this continuous juggling between the “material and spiritual 

worlds”. This moving from the micro to macro perspective is reflected in managerial ways of 

dealing with authority. Here micro is conceptualised as holding authority whereas macro is 

understood as diffusing authority and becoming more “collaborative”. There are implications 

for slippage as one moves from the micro to the macro. 

Marcus offers the concept of “lubricant” to represent humourous exchanges in workplaces. 

Humour as a lubricant has already been described in the humour literature (Thorson, 1985; 

Morreall, 1991; Meyer, 2000; Janes and Olson, 2015)). Here Marcus connotes humour as the 
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lubricant in social relationships. Lubricant is itself a very slippery concept with connotations 

of ‘movement’, ‘flow’ and ‘constant state of flux’. 

Box 63  

Marcus (Discipline Incharge) 

If someone is doing a humour at you or with you, when we attempt to read it in hindsight, 
there is always some hidden meaning associated with it. I have two subordinates in my chain 
of command. When they direct humour at me or do humour with me, and when such humour 
contains a concern that is to be addressed, then I step back and think rather than jumping on 
them. On the other hand, doing humour on them also conceals my abusive words. While 
working and sharing the same resources, this is a never-ending process. In this way, it is the 
lubricant that allows the transmitting of force. If as a manager you never want to see 
leakage of your authority, not even a minimal, and you absolutely want to hold tight and 
strong, then it is better not to become involved in any sort of humour with your people – and 
for me that means being more like a machine and not a human being. 

The conceptual discussion of lubricant raises issues of reducing friction, preventing the 

heating or cooling of surfaces and preventing rust. Thus, there is a whole list of words that 

represent slippage with regard as transmitting force. The phrase “transmitting force” gives 

the sense that humour as lubricant accompanies the dynamic and changing authority 

relationships. The bulk of the storylines attempts to pin down the way authority can disappear 

from managers’ grasp. Marcus suggests that managers should not get involved in any sort of 

humorous interactions (not even a minimal) with their subordinates, if they really wish to 

hold their authority “tight and strong”. However, the penalty for living by this concept is 

being understood as “a machine and not a human being”. 

In his discussion of slippery concepts, Roy portrays himself as “forgetting that I am the 

manager”. He regularly finds himself on other side of the dividing line in such humorous 

interactions, which he phrases, in terms of the game Kabaddi, as “trapped in the opponent’s 

net”.  
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Box 64 

Roy (Accounting Head) 

While joking, I keep on forgetting that I am the manager, I should be aware that there is a 
dividing line but am so carried away with the flow – just like kabaddi game where I 
knowingly or unknowingly pass beyond the central line and suddenly find myself trapped 
in the opponent’s net. 

I find myself out of place. I am fully aware that I am being joked at and my power is 
diffusing, but I let it happen. Nowhere is it written that humour is only for managers; rather it 
is used comfortably by all actors in organizations that encourage involvement. As a manager, 
the ability to tolerate humour means you are open minded and ready to accept your 
limitations – and that makes you approachable and more human. It shows your willingness to 
listen and learn. 

It is about a balance I would say. I want to look tough but gentle. It depends on how far you 
go while doing humour. When I am doing humour, it’s not Roy that is important, Roy is 
just a member of this organization. 

Here Roy displays his awareness of the line that separates managers and subordinates 

(dividing line, beyond the central line). However, such consciousness fades in and out as the 

narrator “knowingly or unknowingly” slips “out of place”. 

Further, Roy evokes the concept of needing to find “balance” through humorous interactions. 

Serious and formal interactions are relatively one-sided and it is in humorous interactions that 

managers dare to downgrade themselves in front of subordinates. This is important in 

maintaining a balance between ‘being authoritarian/disciplinarian’ and the ‘lacks/no rule 

option’. Roy attempts to look “tough but gentle”. He sees humorous interaction as a 

‘platform’ for managers where they can make subordinates realise their ‘balancing approach’ 

in their dealings. The key phrases here are “how far to go while doing humour”, which should 

be consciously monitored as “when I am doing humour, it’s not Roy as myself that is 

important, Roy is just a member of this organization”. Roy’s narrative evokes a kind of 

fluidity in humorous interaction whereby in order to maintain balance, one undergoes the 

unpredictability of the ‘winning and losing’ processes in humorous interactions. Humorous 
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interactions are a place where managers do not only look for winning but can also willingly 

accept finding themselves losing. 

The data in this section directly evoke the ‘slippage’ of authority relationships in physical, 

psychological and intellectual terms. This clear articulation of and concern for the holding 

and slipping of authority conveys a picture of managers constantly reconfiguring 

relationships. Managers in humorous interactions are aware of the slippage of power and 

control dynamics in their workplace relationships, whether they accept to live with it or not.  

Conclusion 

As the last of the empirical chapters, this chapter has great significance to this research into 

the fluidity of authority work. Positioning doing and distancing authority have its foundations 

in the previous chapters and, in a considerable departure from this ground work, this chapter 

has moved on to reveal the flow, interconnectedness and consequences of ongoing humorous 

interactions. Association, estrangement, recognition, subjectivity, and objectivity are found to 

define manager-subordinate relationships. Consequently, the flow section in this chapter 

developed the connection between doing and distancing authority, while unpredictability 

builds in randomness, changeability, and complexity between the two. 

Overall, the doing authority chapter articulated that the range in authority is communicated 

through different sorts of managerial responsive humour. The distancing authority chapter 

focused on the how managerial responsive humour is enacted to distance managers from 

exercising authority. Following Otsuji and Pennycook’s method, outlined right at the start of 

this chapter, this chapter has closely synchronised “fixity and fluidity” by viewing them as 

“symbiotically (re)constituting each other”. I have worked to avoid the simple isolated 

characterisations of managerial authority. The interactional episodes and interview data 

presented in this chapter reflect the vibrant and moving nature of authority within humorous 
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interactions. Managers are seen as constantly re/positioning themselves in terms of the 

application or doing of authority, and such a juxtaposition characterises and challenges 

managers to act and engage in ongoing humorous interaction. 

One stimulating contribution of this chapter is in recognising slippage in relation to the more 

traditional approach of holding authority “tight and strong”; authority then eventually 

vanishes and highlights what is truly unconventional about these managers. While this is not 

a comparative study between doing and distancing authority, the interactions in this chapter 

point to a tendency which is bringing them together in sequential interaction, the need for 

constant momentum between the two, and the difficulties in harmonising these; multiple 

voices prevailing in managerial discourses and consideration of polyphony that all voices 

should be heard. 

To hark back to the earlier Otsuji and Pennycook quote, this creates the dynamic of 

“symbiotically (re)constituting each other”, which knits together plurality, paradox and 

complexity. In this research, managers have positioned themselves in vulnerable and nuanced 

ways that impede power, autonomy, and performance. Power, for example, is impeded by the 

increasingly egalitarian approach of this neoliberal world, autonomy is impeded by the 

realisation of responsibility and status; and performance is impeded by the diverse and 

contradictory expectations of other stakeholders. 

The interactions presented in this thesis do not represent the type of manager who is absolute, 

tough, autocratic, humourless and deliberately maintains a strict gap from subordinates, even 

though it’s not possible to restrict to forcefully oneself within such confined boundaries for 

long. Rather, the interactions characterises a type of manager who is aware of current trends 

and practices in organizational evolution, and reflects on their performance and relationships 

with counterparts. These are managers who understand the fluidity, paradox, and complexity 
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embedded in organizational dynamics, including their own positioning. Such a figure, the 

following discussion will claim, can bring real interest and energy to organizational studies.  
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Chapter Seven: Discussion 

 

The data in the preceding chapter show the fleeting but profound influence of managerial 

humour in shaping and influencing moments within manager-subordinate interactions. More 

widely, understanding the interdependence of managerial humour and doing of authority can 

help us assess the place and power of managers in organizational life. In presenting data 

chapters, we have attempted to be both illustrative, analytical and pave the way for novel and 

creative dimensions, both for practical awareness of managerial humour in doing and 

distancing from authority and, further, for the theoretical development of managerial humour 

as a construct. 

This chapter is a significant one in this thesis as it marks the rigorous discussion between 

theory and data. In terms of literature, Chapter Two shows that managerial humour is 

characterised by the language of rigidity and linearity in a way that such humour inevitably 

produces authority (Collinson, 2002; Lundberg, 1969; Smith & Powell, 1988). Although an 

emergent interpretive and critical literature present humour as more multi-faceted and 

potentially subversive than the above, my contribution is to show how authority is contructed, 

reinforced and challenged between those in different hierarchical levels in humorous 

interactions which accomplish authority in number of distinctive ways. The existing lack of 

research on distancing authority and fluidity aspects was evident. Although some research 

was found showing the dialectical nature of humour between managers and subordinates 

(Holmes, 2000; Schnurr & Chan, 2011), a detailed exploration from the managerial 

perspective is completely lacking. Chapter Two’s conversation about the literature concluded 

with an intention to address this evident gap in the literature by exploring how authority 

works are characterised in managerial humour – in all its complexity and subtlety.  
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In contrast to the majority of organizational research that has analyzed humour from the 

individual level of analysis, this current study provides insight into humour as an interactional 

phenomenon between two parties (i.e., managers and subordinates). I argue that practices 

such as humour, which are generally considered an individual aptitude and social skill (Yip & 

Martin, 2006) located inside an individual’s mind, better need to be understood from an 

intersubjective perspective. If we acknowledge this premise, then studying/locating humour 

within individuals does not address the interpersonal and processual forms of humour as a 

‘progressing’ phenomenon. It is only by viewing humour through a relational lens that I have 

been able to capture the essence of the movement, complexity and fluidity that I intend to 

discuss here in relation to managerial authority. 

I consider that managerial humour and its discourses, the subject of this thesis, are largely 

unrecognised in the exploration of authority work. The analysis of data has illustrated the 

diverse range of the ways in which managers respond to subordinates through humour, and 

how these different types of humour communicate different authority themes. Doing 

authority through humour is not inconsistent with established ideas about supervisors’ use of 

humour and power (Holmes, 2000), but I propose that this thesis has allowed for other 

insights about distancing strategies and fluidity of authority-in-interactions. The relationship 

of authority and managerial humour in the extant research, I argue, offers a limited 

understanding of managerial humour and hence, further thinking and exploration will add 

real richness to this body of knowledge. In this sense, this thesis also adds complexity by 

providing a more nuanced observation and exploration of these dynamics to bring to the 

existing literature. 

My finding in this thesis has been to construe the relationship between managerial humour 

and doing authority not as predominantly fixed, as the majority of literature suggests, but 

more as having a tendency to move or shift as managers and subordinates struggle to shape 
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their respective positions and identities in unfolding interactions. This work on the shifting 

quality of these relationships, I argue, has implications for the current broadening of thinking 

and practice occurring around humour in authority. 

As discussed earlier in this thesis, literature on humour-in-interaction between managers and 

subordinates has proposed that managers, through their humour, maintain power differentials 

while subordinates, on the other hand, use humour to undermine managers’ repressive or 

coercive discourses (Holmes, 2000). It appears to be a fixed concept that managers are 

inherently associated with dominative humour and subordinates with resistive humour. 

Although this thesis does not deny this conception, my participants give a sense that such 

tendency does not unearth the ambiguous, paradoxical and contradiction-laden features of 

authority embedded in humorous interactions. This thesis, in drawing attention to the role 

played by managerial humour in ‘doing authority’, potentially brings some new insights and 

energy to the research conversation about humour in relation to authority and to the managers 

(and subordinates) to growing their acceptability and impact in their real-life interactions in 

the workplace. 

Ambiguity, Contradiction and Paradox 

The sense of ambiguity, contradiction and paradox that characterise managerial humour in 

interactions with subordinates is evident in the anecdotal prologue to the introduction chapter. 

Ambiguity is part of organizational life and not essentially a drawback to it (Pondy, Boland, 

& Thomas, 1988). Mowles (2015) suggests that ambiguity and paradox should be unleashed 

in the interests of achieving innovative change and dynamic balance in organizations. Martin 

and Meyerson (1988), while accepting ambiguity as “inevitable part”, suggest we “revel” in it 

“as a source of innovation, creativity, or productive change” (p. 113). Elias (2007) postulates 

that our being in the social life is the combination of attachment and detachment. Elias argues 
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that we should not only pay attention to the way we are influencing others we work with, but 

also how they are influencing us. 

One of the things I have been suggesting, then, drawing on Elias, is that managers are 

embedded in this unfolding interaction in a way that they make it and are also being made by 

it both at the same time. For Kuipers (2008) the presence of the ambiguous-like state in 

humour is “well suited to negotiations and manipulations of selves and relationships” (p. 373) 

which signifies a movement away from the oversimplification and de-contextualization that 

has been seen to typify much of the research traditionally. Here I am arguing that it is 

important to note the interplay of oppositional poles, the chaos that arises from our attempts 

to systemise, and the uncertainty that exists despite following standard procedures. If the 

effect of this thesis has been to bring more ambiguity to the managerial humour and doing 

authority, then for the reasons above, I would consider that both a constructive and dynamic 

contribution of this thesis. Weick suggests that one should drop tools of “traditional logic and 

rationality” because: 

Those tools presume that the world is stable, knowable, and predictable. To set aside 

those tools… is only to give up one means of direction finding that is ill-suited to the 

unstable, the unknowable, and the unpredictable. To drop the tools of rationality is to 

gain access to lightness in the form of intuitions, feelings, stories, improvisation, 

experience, imagination, active listening, awareness in the moment, novel words, and 

empathy. (2007, p. 15) 

‘Tools’ would not be the choice of terminology for this thesis because of their inherent 

functionality – I prefer the understandings from such terms as ‘approaches, processes, and 

strategies’. The choice then appears to lie between stability and instability, and I confess to 

being drawn to the latter. Note that these unstable dynamics are fluid, contradictory and 

ambiguous that have been seen to repeatedly reconfigure managerial humour and authority in 

unfolding interactions. Capturing this quality in research into humour would be difficult 
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using ‘tools that presume the world is stable’. So, instead one needs take hold of tools that 

address ‘intuitions, feelings, stories…empathy’ and the nuances, underlying dynamics and 

ambiguities of the world we are discussing/investigating. 

Malone (1980), Meyer (2000) and Rogerson-Revell (2007) remind us that humour is 

multifaceted. Long and Graesser (1988) highlight humour as a “complex linguistic 

phenomenon”, as shown by pragmatics and discourse analysis of text related material (p. 59). 

Collinson (2002) emphasises that particularly in a workplace situation, humour is “complex 

and ambiguous” (p. 269). While humour sounds attractive and desirable, the reality of 

humour, or being engaged in humour, appears to be precarious, particularly when it occurs in 

manager-subordinate relationships. If indeed we do want a better understanding of the 

multifaceted nature of humour, then we need more help in conceptualising, assessing and 

crafting a range of humour, for which I suggest the exploration of humour-in-interactions.  

In the next section I begin by elaborating existing understandings of doing authority 

discourses through managerial humour. Here I explain how the exploration of the relationship 

between managerial humour and doing authority carried out in this thesis differs from other 

studies reported in the existing literature. Next, I proceed to discuss a quite unusual dynamic 

associated with managerial humour, i.e. distancing authority. I then present the fluidity as 

resulting dynamics achieved after adopting the holistic approach about humour exchanges 

between managers and subordinates. This section attempts to understand fluidity in a broader 

context. Finally, I discuss the implications of my findings for further theoretical development 

and for the practice of fluidity in manager-subordinate relationships. 

Doing Authority Discourses 

The first empirical chapter (Chapter Four) looked at the doing of authority when managers 

respond humorously to subordinates’ humour. Why does managerial humour in response to 
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subordinates’ humour give the sense that managers are controlling the interaction? I 

identified and worked with four discourses that shed light on this question: cautioning, 

downplaying, evaluation, and directing. These salient discourses of authority all speak in 

different ways, both subtle and explicit, to the interpretation of managerial responsive 

humour as tending to maintain or reinforce power differentials within manager-subordinate 

interactions.  

The concept of cautioning reverberates in both focus and meaning in managerial humour. 

Cautioning presents itself in managers’ strategic discourse as an attempt to make 

subordinates’ beware and steer their actions in favour of organizational procedures. 

Cautioning was a discourse, practice and attitude that the actors tried to cultivate through 

using awareness strategies. Cautioning in managerial discourses seems to be usual and 

ritualistic and are generally instigated with the relevant authority. For instance, we can see 

how Sam presents a cautioning discourse in Extract 1 to admonish Marcus for his 

miscalculation by saying humorously “You should order KFC for us today” and then later in 

the interaction, “I am telling you. I am not going to free you”.  

Downplaying used by managers in humorous interactions provides a richness and 

significance for authoritative talk with a sense of some kind of force. Although managers’ 

downplaying humour could be understood as face threatening to subordinates, the ways in 

which such humour is presented appeared to be within the established boundaries of this 

working group (or can be termed a ‘communities of practice’) which can also be evidenced 

by responsive laughter from subordinates. Sam’s demeaning of Karen in Extract 10 through 

humour “…you can now be a good machine that runs efficiently under somebody’s finger 

tips” gave an indication of downplaying humour. Here Karen responds with laughter which 

can be interpreted in two ways. First, this laughter indicates that the overall ambiance of the 

conversation is friendly and collegial and second, Karen does not want to discomfort or 
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humiliate her boss by not laughing at his joke. Whatever the reason is, downplaying here 

does not appear as severe as it seems. 

Similarly, evaluation emerged as a critical site where doing authority is reflected through 

judging someone’s actions upfront. Evaluation originated from participants’ experience of 

being in a position where they test and question assumptions. Evaluation discourses also 

indicate a fundamental motivation of language (Vernier & Ferrari, 2007); they constitute an 

interesting area for exploring the ways in which managers discursively (and humorously) 

exercise their authority. Maguire (1999) reminds us that issuing “corrective action is 

command” (p. 111) and Deci, Connell and Ryan (1989) claim that providing feedback while 

in the process of evaluation is a form of control.  In this section, ‘identification of future 

change’ is a core theme that seemed to represent evaluation and manifested in the gap 

between ‘what it is now and what it should be’. As we have seen in the first empirical 

chapter, evaluation is more frequently characterised through discourses of remedial measures 

or feedback. This is clearly seen in Extract 13 when Dennis mocks Andrew for his faulty 

performance; however, one can sense advice, suggestion, and feedback in Dennis’s 

responsive humour. And the joint laughter together with Andrew suggests Butler’s (2015) 

“collective and corrective” manifestations of laughter (p. 51).  

Finally, managerial responsive humour appeared quite comfortable in directing, as 

participants (subordinates) wavered about ways to manage boundaries effectively. These 

directing discourses were not always as explicit as direct commands; rather such discourses 

more frequently operated through subtlety. From the subordinates’ perspective, directives 

came with a sense of compulsion, or lacking the option or opportunity to deliver alternative 

input. For instance, Mike’s humorous sounding declaration, “…follow him. Boss is boss and 

he is always right”, in extract 15 can be interpreted as a directive that aimed to advise Robert 

because he did not listen to his boss. 
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Discourses of doing authority are in pursuit of compliance and control, as represented by 

frequently used expressions like “check and balance” (Box 1), and “we all have to do it” 

(Box 6). These discourses can also be seen as full of imperatives and admonitions and are, of 

course, tightly connected to the managers’ expectations of conformity to the systems and 

rules in their doing of authority over their subordinates. They seem to enact their authority 

through “monitoring” (Box 13), “ticking the boxes” (Box 14), and “audit” (Box 18). As 

described by participants these four themes are evident as managers artfully construct the 

doing of authority in their responsive humour with subordinates, mirroring the hierarchical 

relationships depicted in the organizational chart. Then, why am I restating this now? The 

reason is because they explain the ‘how’, which is ignored in the majority of the research 

literature and which is vital to the understanding of flow and fluidity as the essence of this 

thesis and, accordingly, one needs to understand these ‘how’ aspects in discursive ways.   

Also important to note to this discussion is that the literature tends to frame the doing of 

humour and authority in concrete ways, providing an almost universalistic or predictable 

sense of the relationship (Goffman, 1961; Lundberg, 1969; Smeltzer & Leap, 1988). They do 

not appear to have captured the more nuanced aspects of the dynamics between the two. As 

authority is not always loud and, importantly, humour is not always attention grabbing, this 

chapter attempts to address the subtleties present in the doing of authority through humour. 

For instance, in Extract 5, Roy seemed to be making an unrealistic demand when he asked for 

a fuel allowance. In turn his supervisor Sam seemingly provided the best possible response to 

Roy’s demands by saying, “I think you should also get allowances for food that you have 

eaten while you are at college, and the dresses and shoes that you wear while you are here… 

Let me put it in the minute. I will fight for you”. This utterance certainly does not sound belly-

laugh humour – rather it seems tongue-in-cheek and one can sense how authority is being 
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subtly communicated. One of the participants, Adam presents this notion in the catchy 

phrase, “It’s pinching rather than punching” (Box 4).   

In the light of addressing these subtleties in interactional humour, these four discourses seem 

to reveal the exercise of authority in different ways. Put together these discourses define the 

doing of authority, turn by turn, in the sequential unfolding of interaction. There is a sense in 

these discourses of managers pushing their subordinates towards some specific course of 

action that is normative and expected. Views of authority as ordering (West, 1990), advice 

giving (Guthrie, 1997) and announcing (Stevanovic & Peräkylä, 2012) are not that 

uncommon in literature. In this study, my focus has not been to define and lock in a meaning 

of ‘what authority is’; rather it is to observe how managers-in-authority shape their positions 

and play with their legitimate authority while going through the humorous interactions with 

their subordinates. 

Distancing Authority Discourses 

There were, however, other discourses constructing the situation quite differently and in 

which these managers did not impose authority/control through their responsive humour 

(Chapter Five). The data in Chapter Five showed and reflected on managers distancing 

themselves from the ongoing course of action. The managerial literature has always focused 

energetically on the ‘doing authority’ aspects of managerial experiences (for example, 

commanding, controlling, guiding, directing, motivating) – but has failed to consider, and to 

inform practicing managers the potential of ‘distancing’ aspects – the derailment, when 

producing ‘command discourses’ just for the sake of maintaining the position does not appear 

to be appropriate. Distancing has generally been understood as a characteristic of 

subordinates not managers, and antithetical to managerial positioning. However, in practice 

my participants seemed to embrace the view put forward by Maguire (1999): 
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If we continue to use the discourse of control the reality we will create will be 

organizations bereft of the fundamental conditions for the exercise of autonomy, self-

worth and moral community. We will continue to objectify workers and legitimate an 

instrumental view of employees as another resource to exploit. (p. 113) 

So how do managers reframe their authority orientation and practices in a way that ensures 

more balanced approach? Looking more closely at the empirical data, my participants 

exhibited discourses that circled around escape, indecision, surrender and shielding. Escape 

manifested as the strategy whereby managers deliberately attempted to divert the 

conversation away from the current topic and toward something that did not seem to have any 

connection with the preceding utterances. Although ‘escape’ also has a connotation of 

freedom and liberty, the theme here is not to be understood in this kind of mega discourse. 

Rather it is understood in immediate effects in ongoing interactions, somewhat holding a 

sense of avoidance, diversion or evasion.  

Indecision appeared as doubt or a state of confusion in situations where interactions did not 

produce clear-cut ideas or information. The implications one can sense under this theme 

could be reluctance, inability to make a clear choice, dilemma, hesitation, doubtfulness or 

uncertainty.  

Surrender constructs the situation where managers appeared as subordinated to, or caught up 

in subordinates’ humour. In ongoing interaction, surrender had a series of meanings such as 

giving up, submission of power, resignation or acceptance of defeat.  

Finally, shielding as constructed in the managers’ discourse was an attempt to save face and 

protect against further belittlement of their image or status. This theme hints at protection, 

justification or the thwarting of attacks in interactions. In such discourses, managers appeared 

to shield themselves by attempting to provide strong justifying or logical arguments to 

mitigate the impact of allegations. 
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The discourses of distancing in Chapter Five represented “stepping off” (Box 22), or more 

explicitly “I try to avoid it” (Box 23) and “It’s better for me not to involve myself in the issue” 

(Box 23). These discourses sound counterintuitive in that managers, who are in a position to 

enforce or control, seemed to step off or divert away from their identities/positions; they 

appeared as a weaker party to the interaction. However escape, indecision, surrender and 

shielding can be interpreted as reflecting a clever form of managerial adjustment when they 

are struggling in ongoing interactions and so refutes the notion that doing authority normally 

accompanies managerial humour. Put simply, managers were now seen to use humour to 

minimise hierarchical distance and encourage participation and involvement of subordinates 

in discussing issues; such actions that once would have been seen as belittling their own 

efficiency and status as managers. My participants were doing so, but with a heightened 

awareness of complexity and the flow of humorous interactions along more uncertain 

pathways without looking at power differentials within organizational structures. 

A critical reading might understand the evident managerial tendency to step back from their 

authority as intensified by the face threatening humour directed at them by their subordinates. 

In such a reading humour is seen as the only medium in which they are given permission by 

managers to express their frustrations in a hierarchical system where the management style 

still tends to be top down, and control and domination oriented, leaving little space for 

subordinates to express their opinions.  

The interactional episode in Extract 17, which shows the release of subordinates’ frustration 

at a management decision through humour, lends credence to this thinking. Before making a 

big decision (opening on Sundays), senior level managers have not even bothered to take 

advice from other employees, and are seen here to rather abruptly throw their decision into 

the conversation, as if subordinates have no other choice than to accept it. Such thinking also 

makes sense of the themes of escape, indecision, surrender and shielding that managers 
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characterise through their responsive humour, as they are well aware of faults on their 

(managers) part and can only build and maintain relations when they respond in kind, i.e. 

with humour. Such an approach also suggests that managers, despite finding themselves 

guilty, “do not want to look small” (Box 31) in front of their own subordinates and so escape, 

indecision, surrender or shielding through humour become a necessary configuration of 

response strategy approaches that “still keep us in the battle ground” (Box 35) – despite 

undermining their own power.   

This has to be balanced with the alternative conclusion that managers have effectively chosen 

humour as a strategy to show their triviality in these spaces, such as when subordinates face 

threaten them and make aggressive comments, and understand these distancing strategies as 

designed to create a sense of collective growth and opportunities for subordinates. This 

correlates with their search for spaces where they can show trust in subordinates’ abilities and 

performances and make a contribution in letting subordinates take the lead with flow-on 

effects for subordinates’ growth and development – and for the team. In such a world, 

managers could be judged less as competent and inactive, and more as admirably responsible 

and committed to supporting subordinates’ achievements in workplaces. After all, senior 

managers Nadir and Sam both acknowledged subordinates’ challenging humour as indicating 

a high-level of health in the working culture and believed that managers should not only 

tolerate but also provide an environment in which subordinates feel free to mock the system 

and themselves (as managers) too. This calls to mind Rodrigues and Collinson (1995), who 

argue that managers should “encourage workers to place cartoons on workplace walls, 

attribute pejorative nicknames to those in authority and to ridicule their mistakes” (Rodrigues 

& Collinson, 1995, p. 743). 

The data from Chapter Five indicated that some participants understand distancing authority 

as enduring their subordinates’ aggressive humour. This is congruent with the literature on 
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coping that portrays managers as adjusting to difficult situations (Abel, 2008; Nezlek & 

Derks, 2001). There is a kind of similarity between such coping mechanisms and the 

distancing strategies identified in this thesis. However, I propose that such an all-inclusive 

understanding would act to diminish the range and variety of dynamics (where each dynamic 

has their own profound and meaningful details) identified here. The ‘Escape’, ‘Indecision’, 

‘Surrender’ and ‘Shielding’ discourses of this thesis cannot be understood simply as coping – 

coping, more or less, indicates some sort of passive strategy on the user’s part when facing a 

difficult situation.  

The next important thing to note is that the themes that I have outlined in this thesis are 

discussed in relation to the notion of authority in interaction. Coping is a more general term 

and used in congruence with stress management (Thoits, 1995) and/or psychological 

adjustment. Also, central to this discussion is that while ‘surrender’, of the four themes 

discussed, appears fairly close to coping, there is a thin line of demarcation between the two. 

Coping strategy is by far unrelated to these dynamics in ways that it relates the adjustment, 

adoption, compromise or survival with whatever situations that exist, although people who 

cope know that such situations do not fit their identities, interests or subjectivities. In this the 

person who copes seems to retain a mark of dissatisfaction, despite becoming subordinated to 

their opponent. Conversely, surrender connotes acceptance, entirely giving up - or defeat 

without any condition whatsoever.  

Fluidity Discourses 

I have been arguing that first of all it is important not to see the relationship between 

managerial humour and doing authority as fixed. Rather, it needs to be seen as a way of 

navigating the uncertainty and ambiguity whereby ‘authority in any one moment’ can be won 

by anyone in an interaction, irrespective of their hierarchical position. CEO Nadir’s 

conception “Particularly in humorous interaction, I don’t hesitate to demean them, and that 
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means I also don’t hesitate to comfortably turn a deaf ear through humour if they do the 

same to me. This just keeps on going. What’s so weird in this?” (Box 54) in Chapter Six is 

worth pondering here. It now becomes possible to understand Nadir’s excursions into 

‘playful jousting on each other’ as part of the ‘multifaceted’ terrain in which managerial 

humour is not simply understood as directly related to the doing of authority, but also equally 

related to distancing from it.     

Compared to most other studies reported in the literature, I have approached this research at 

very close range to illuminate processes, interactions and unfolding tendencies. The interplay 

between the doing and distancing authority discourses, and accordingly the forms of volatility 

made possible, connects to the wider web of humour-in-interactions, and thus the resulting 

sense of fluidity.   

The insights come partly from participants’ articulation of humour as doing authority and 

partly from their articulation of humour as distancing authority. The last empirical chapter 

(Chapter Six) brought these two dynamics together into one, with the ‘fluidity’ concept 

emerging as a result. Both discourses seem to put demands on managers, presenting two 

kinds of practices – need for compliance with conformity and need to deviate from 

conformity. It is clear that even in their humour, the participants (managers) felt the need to 

control by demanding conformity and acceptance from subordinates. On the other hand, they 

appeared as ‘deviant’ when they chose to subject themselves to challenging humour from 

subordinates that allowed them to seemingly take the upper hand. So there is a struggle 

between two sets of discourses – which I have labelled doing authority and distancing 

authority. Doing and distancing authority co-existed to the point where it became difficult to 

divide them, thereby providing experiences that were both energising and unsettling for the 

participants – and myself as researcher. 
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From this perspective then, the humour-in-talk of my empirical material can be represented as 

something that shows ‘contradiction and ambiguity’; an ideology that sits comfortably with a 

dialectic orientation as it appears to legitimate misunderstandings and disruptions in ongoing 

talk. The alleged conflict between managerial controlling humour and subordinates’ resistive 

humour is actually a strategy for framing two contradictory strands that enable managers to 

operate successfully and distinctively in modernist society. The logical extension of this is 

that the account of humour performances between manager and subordinates shape and 

reshape their positions and identities they accomplish in the process. In the process, managers 

experience both an explicit controlling dynamic and in contrast, a softer or subdued 

dynamics, while undergoing humorous conversation with their subordinates. This doing-

distancing dialectic draws upon the dialectical notion of autonomy-connection (Baxter, 1988, 

1990; Baxter & Montgomery, 1996) to describe the contradiction encounter by managers in 

their interactions with subordinates. As Apker, Propp and Zabava (2005) argue, the struggle 

between autonomy and connection highlights individuals’ identities as they compare and 

contrast themselves with others. 

By bringing managerial humour and fluidity of authority together in the same inquiry, I 

opened up problematic and stimulating challenges that touch on the domain of manager-

subordinate interactions and conventional practices of managerial authority. At this stage of 

the inquiry, I found the assessment of managerial humour and the associated implications for 

the doing of authority-in-interactions infinitely more precarious and challenging than 

studying more conventional practices of authority. If we are willing to accept that managers 

have adopted dynamics and processes including the volatility of their identities and positions 

to help them in adapting to the context of today’s workplaces, then this can be further 

correlated with the fluidity through which the doing of authority and distancing from it are 

continuously negotiated in ongoing interactions. In such a world, embracing fluidity in 
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responding to the challenges of continuous career growth, and achieving a balance between 

tasks and relationship-building as well as sensible positioning between being “answerable to 

ones below” (Box 24) and “accountable to ones above” (Box 24) represents a broader 

contribution than simply working to and achieving pre-set standards and succeeding. 

This chapter presented doing and distancing authority in significant and ambiguous ways that 

raised the following questions critical to this inquiry – but provided no easy answers. Does 

this fluid tendency of doing authority have any implications within manager-subordinate 

interactions? What does it mean to not fall into one category or another, but instead to fit 

somewhat into both of them? Are the flow of interaction, and slippage and unpredictability in 

managerial authority themes that can represent the complex, fluid and paradoxical aspects of 

the phenomenon? What does this fluidity of authority mean to managers, subordinates and 

organization at large in workplaces? Do managers actually hold the practice of fluid and 

dynamics contexts that we are told empowerment is reliant on? Is this fluidity, movement and 

ambiguity a distraction from real organizational work? Is this phenomenon of fluidity a result 

of the demands of present day work environments? Is this fluidity a suitable response to 

emulate the pace, uncertainty and change of life and work in our contemporary world? 

In the light of these questions I propose the following interpretive possibilities, while at the 

same time acknowledging that I do not intend to respond in definitive terms. Rather, one 

should expect uncertainty and unpredictability in the responses that follow. 

I have brough fluidity into relationship with ambiguity. The understanding of humour as an 

ambiguous phenomenon is popularly acknowledged in humour literature (Collinson, 2002; 

Linstead, 1985; Plester, 2009a; Westwood & Johnston, 2012). However, this thesis 

understands ambiguity as a fluid dynamic where it facilitates authority processes by moving 

back and forth between actors. It evokes an idea of in-between-ness between managers and 
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subordinates where both actors are consumed by the unfoldingness of interaction. From the 

literature, we knew that humour is often embedded in ambiguity. From my fieldwork, I have 

found that managers move fluidly to accomplish authority in an age where authority is more 

precarious, interpersonal and shifting than in previous ages. Humour seems to become a 

perfect vehicle with which to accomplish this. 

I have drawn attention to all these humorous interactions that evoke authority dynamics by 

highlighting a range of possible readings that touch on both the doing of authority and 

distancing from it – and which shows a kind of slide between the two. The themes emerged in 

both these dynamics complement each other as the interaction unfolds, further reinforcing 

and amplifying the concept of fluidity. These mutually interactive themes draw attention to 

the constant struggle to re/establish individual positioning. Managers’ simultaneous use of 

both positionings provides another avenue for reading contemporary organizational self, 

subjectivities and positioning. I suggest these two complementary social processes (doing and 

distancing authority) allow for the fluid nature of organizational realities that enables each to 

be informed, but not restricted by the other. 

Given the overall description of the shifting nature of the relationship between managerial 

humour and doing of authority, then the states flow, unpredictability and slippage can be 

understood as the discourses of fluidity that are most congruent with the present-day 

workplace contexts and neoliberal environment my participants appeared to locate 

themselves in. In general theoretical terms these discourses appear to illustrate the embrace of 

social constructionist approaches; they are fluid and changeable, and the product of 

interaction rather than the invariant result of the structure. Such understanding would appear 

to allow managers to be aware of the construction of their identities, and exercise of their 

authority and control in workplaces exemplified by the highly discussed phenomenon, 

‘shared/distributed leadership and empowerment’.  
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Thus, the empirical data can be interpreted as representing the volatility or flexibility of 

managers in reinterpreting their positions in terms of their convictions and what they find 

valuable. Also important to consider is that my participants were apparently moving away 

from the more established one-dimensional and hierarchical positioning associated with 

managers (Goffman, 1961; Holmes, 2000; Smith & Powell, 1988). Participants seemed to 

anchor their conversations firmly in today’s context and were applying managerial humour in 

a situation specific and interpersonal way. On this basis, my participants were pursuing and 

producing challenge, variety and versatility in their working lives: not only to comply with 

the requirements of their organization but also, perhaps, excelling as the best team player 

with a view to career growth and advancement. While in order to seek this, they could shift 

back and forth, from leading to following, reprimanding to cooperating, and commanding to 

coordinating – again and again.  

As rejuvenated social actors with a clear understanding of their responsibilities, the at times 

insecure and fragile work environments and abilities of their subordinates, these managers 

appeared to be allowing for fluidity in their authority for their exploration of ways to fit in 

with current competitive work environments. The states flow, unpredictability and slippage 

of authority would appear perfectly suited for such self-development, not only with regard to 

learning newer technologies with which this world is heavily equipped, but for adapting to 

the changing demands of current workplace dynamics, i.e. in smoothly flowing along with 

relational struggles with fellow workers. Indeed, it is tempting to see the relationship between 

managerial humour and the doing of authority as being dismantled and replaced by a more 

complex form of connection and interplay that is finding ways to address the ambiguities and 

contradictions associated with the phenomenon. 

While this thesis has focused on the three prevalent themes of flow, unpredictability and 

slippage, it is apparent that the concept ‘doing authority’ becomes further unsettled in the 
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continuing discussion of fluidity. If we put together all these themes, we have a discourse for 

the movement that happens from theme to theme, with points of reference to the doing of and 

distancing from authority. The ‘flow’ creates a sequence (collaborative or competitive) of 

humorous exchanges, so capturing the essence of unfolding interactions. It represents motion 

that appears as a phenomenon resulting from unstable forces and stresses between managers 

and subordinates. Through their humour, interlocutors appear to constantly contribute to, 

overtake or overrule preceding utterances. The theme ‘unpredictability’ indicates the 

haphazard or unsystematic flow of doing authority, thereby directly challenging the 

predictability or linearity of the traditional view of manager-subordinate relationships. This 

theme encompasses the complexities, paradoxes and ambiguities in the relationship between 

doing and distancing authority, further deepening and broadening insight into fluidity. And 

the ‘slippage’ represents involuntary giving up of the doing of authority despite being 

completely aware about it. This theme further reinforces the dynamic of fluidity in the way it 

presents a sense of the constant movement, inability to hold, fragility and vulnerability 

embedded in humorous interactions.    

There may conceivably be other movements that are not evident in my empirical material, 

such as moving between different themes within the same boundary (cautioning, evaluation, 

directing and downplaying, or escape, indecision, surrender and shielding). I propose that 

each of these movements within a particular discourse represents a different articulation of 

fluidity. With this in mind, I argue that fluidity adds a new dimension to the understanding of 

interactional humour in manager-subordinate interactions, and a way of engaging more 

usefully with the ongoing and relational aspects of humour-in-interactions. The practice and 

discourse of fluidity presented in this thesis proposes that managers reconsider both their 

individual and collective potential. If managers truly believe in collective strength, then the 
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most challenging setting in which to stimulate and trigger development in this direction may 

be in their own practice of authority work. 

Theoretical Implication 

A key theoretical contribution of this thesis has been to outline humour in manager-

subordinate interactions, particularly in a dialectical sense, which has not been explicitly 

conceptualised before. Building on previous work on interactional humour in leadership  

(Holmes, 2007; Holmes & Marra, 2006) and in organization (Butler, 2015; Kahn, 1989), I 

then extended this research to explore the involvement of managerial humour in ‘doing 

authority’. This appears as the thesis incrementally adds to our knowledge regarding humour 

operating in asymmetrical relations and authority relationships. One of the insights gained 

from this thesis is in revealing that interactional humour is motivated by tensions, 

contradictions and paradoxes as managers are responding to subordinates’ humour. The 

strategies that underpin humorous interactions between managers and subordinates are not 

influenced by self-interest, as has often been the focus in organizational research (Romero & 

Cruthirds, 2006), but more by a social process that is constructed in these interactions (Hatch, 

1997), so expanding the focus from one interlocutor to relationships ‘among interlocutors’ in 

considering the ways in which interlocutors re/shape each other. 

Another understanding gained from this thesis has implications for the application of 

dialectical theories in organizational settings. This thesis suggests that interactional humour 

in manager-subordinate relationships is a dialectical process embracing two opposing 

constructions, and not to be understood as isolated or discrete forms, whereby managerial 

humour is associated with controlling humour and subordinates’ humour with resistive 

humour. This way of looking provides a means of understanding the dialectical tensions in 

these relationships, and the permeability between the two, as the interlocutors undergo a 
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continual process of negotiation within interactions. The conceptualisation of dialectical 

theory proposed by Baxter and Montgomery (1996) provides an approach to understanding 

the contradiction, complexities and dualities that characterise relationships, and highlights the 

interactive nature of individual’s responses. Although I draw a categorical explanation of 

doing and distancing authority to better capture breadth and depth of the dynamics associated 

with each phenomenon, the relationship between them does not appear unidirectional, but 

instead is better defined as mutually constitutive (as became evident in Chapter Six) in that 

manager shift between doing and distancing authority in a constant process of back and forth. 

This dialectical process seems to then establish an ongoing dynamic in manager-subordinate 

relationships that somehow creates a balance between doing and distancing authority. 

Overall, managers, through their responsive humour, displayed series of movements in doing 

and distancing authority, which were characterised in different ways in different interactional 

moments.  

Also important to note are the implications of the findings from this thesis for existing 

conflict theories of humour (Bippus, 2003; Kuipers, 2008; Norrick & Spitz, 2008), and 

understandings of managerial humour that go beyond preconceived notions of the control and 

power attached to it. Conflict theory highlights the competing discourses arising in manager-

subordinate interactions whereby managers’ humour is understood to be power-driven and 

subordinates’ humour resistance-driven (Butler, 2015; Kuipers, 2008). These competing 

dynamics are reflective of a broader tension between controlling humour and subversive 

humour that is often being negotiated in workplace humour (Collinson, 2002; Taylor & Bain, 

2003), with repressive and contestive (Holmes & Marra, 2002), functional and resistive 

(Westwood & Johnston, 2012), or ordering and disordering (Westwood & Johnston, 2013) 

discourses; all giving a sense of the connection between the controlling and subversive 

humour. Through this thesis, one can sense that managers equally display humour in a way to 
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indicate their submission and surprisingly diversion too. This provides further insights into 

the ways in which humour engenders conflictual processes and how managers manage the 

underlying dialectics. It provides a different angle to view conflict theories in a sense that 

managerial humour does not only demonstrate control but also deviates from it, hence 

evoking uncertainty, unpredictability and vulnerability of humorous interactions. 

My focus here is to investigate the response strategies from managerial perspectives, not from 

subordinates’ perspectives which the majority of literature does (Rodrigues & Collinson, 

1995; Schnurr & Chan, 2011; Taylor & Bain, 2003; Westwood & Johnston, 2012). Even in 

the existing literature, it appears that the responses of lower-ranked employees are explored 

in congruence with ‘teasing’ from higher ranked actors; may that be between senior and 

junior staff (Coser, 1960) or high to low status (Savin-Williams, 1977). Schnurr and Chan 

(2011) investigated teasing and self-disparaging humour from supervisors – and how 

subordinates negotiated such humour. Kothoff (2003) explored response strategies to irony, 

particularly in non-organizational contexts (among friends and TV debates). In other notable 

research in a non-organizational context, Drew (1987) described the ‘po-faced receipts of 

teasing’ as one response strategy to teasing. Using the conversation analytic approach, he 

explored a range of serious responses to teases, which he termed “po-faced” (p. 220). He 

concluded that recipients of such teases normally respond seriously.  

Importantly, I am convinced by Norrick (2003) who remarked that the clear categorical 

distinction of humour somehow fades away in interactional humour. From an interactional 

perspective, this form of categorical assessment would seem to ignore the spirit of humour. 

Such practices, I argue, lose the crux of relational aspects of humour. The method developed 

in this study could be used in the future to improve the framing and interpretation of the 

ongoing shifts in relationships between managers and subordinates during the practice of 

managerial humour. 
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I suggest that the fluidity based and relationally oriented study of humour could also be a 

significant resource for researchers working on identity, power and positioning theories. 

While a detailed reading of these theories lies beyond the intended focus of this thesis, I will 

provide a brief explanation of each in relation to possible contributions to the study of 

managerial responsive humour. Recently Huber and Brown (2016) emphasise that there is 

insufficient attention to the study of identity work in relation to humour. Identity is itself a 

fluid concept (Kondo, 1990). Indeed, as Bucholtz and Hall (2005) remind us, “identity is 

shaped from moment to moment in interaction” (p. 591). Different identities appear and 

disappear, and are negotiated and renegotiated as interaction unfolds. For instance, the same 

interlocutor can be joke teller, victim, listener, or evaluator in ongoing interaction in the 

particular episode. Hence, I propose that the type of work on fluidity that this thesis embraces 

provide a helpful set of constructs with which to understand how identity shifts in 

interactional humour.  

Secondly, the potential contribution of the fluid phenomenon identified by this study offers 

option for working with power dynamics, in more relational ways. Certainly, each of the 

themes identified for doing and distancing from authority can be understood in relation to 

different understandings of power: the ‘cautioning’, and the ‘downplaying’ themes speak to 

power coercively and compulsively; the ‘evaluation’ and ‘directing’ themes imply power in 

less audible and visible ways; ‘escape’ and ‘defense’ express powerlessness with a sense of 

resilience; and ‘indecision’ and ‘surrender’ suggest asymmetry and a relative powerlessness. 

Essentially, then, movements between these themes are relational power where different 

options of being powerful and powerless are presented, implying a sense of fluidity. Carroll 

and Simpson (2012) highlight “power most demands a discursive treatment” (p. 1303) and 

hence this kind of discursively oriented research, I believe, has very close links with the 

research of relational power.  
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My third contribution is that movements of authority may be read as a form of positioning 

works. Developing managerial humour in terms of this moving authority emphasises working 

with the positioning that drives managerial vulnerabilities as opposed to privileged and fixed 

positioning. This is a complex proposition for understanding managerial authority as 

positions tend to be challenged, rejected and entrusted (Harré & Lagenhove, 1999) and are 

consequently difficult to detect, recognise, and work with. My illustrative episodes of fluidity 

revealed how managers encounter random shifts in their positioning in unfolding interactions. 

I would argue that exploring fluidity develops the capacity to investigate this positioning 

work. This then, is my contribution to the theory and practice of managerial humour. 

Therefore, I hope that I have managed to both demonstrate and advance the theorising and 

applicability of the fluidity in humorous interactions. Its presence would seem to offer a 

diverse form of entry into the interactional humour conversation. I suggest, then, that 

focusing our attention to doing and distancing authority reconsiders the practice of fluidity to 

a significant extent. Managers who primarily understand themselves to be self-important 

must identify these fluid practices, encourage constructive differences, provoke critical 

questions and embrace shared actions. Once these practices are acknowledged, adapted and 

enacted, it is step forward to building a better working environment that fosters reflexivity 

and agility through various layers of the workforce. 

Practical Implication 

Both practitioners and scholars normally take the view that increased knowledge proliferates 

organizational learning and has other constructive effects on performance (Zack, 1999). The 

insights that can be reflected in this thesis is managers appear to be performing increasingly 

complex and integral positioning in their dealings with subordinates’ humour. From the data 

chapter, it appears that managers who identify fluidity and contradictions of their own roles 
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develop a repertoire of humorous response strategies that meet multiple challenges prevalent 

in modern managerial positioning. However, managers, particularly those who are new or 

inexperienced, or untested, perhaps lack understanding about how to navigate through these 

ambiguities and contradictions. The close observation of my participants, particularly those 

who are managers, could provide a potential avenue (e.g., awareness about differences, 

communicative strategies) for guiding these managers learn how to enact the relationships 

and manage contradictory expectations.   

The issues discussed in this thesis highlight managers’ sensitivity to their positions, identities 

or roles while confronting subordinates’ humour. They were seen to communicate authority 

frequently, and in a myriad of different ways, while at the same time maintaining distance 

and protecting themselves. Rather than seeing such moving and unstable forces as 

problematic, managers’ use of dynamic humorous discourses enabled them to navigate these 

ambiguities and dilemmas, thereby appearing to succeed in managing multiple roles at once. 

Stepping on and off in the unfolding interactions or what Erhardt and Gibbs term “The 

dialectical push and pull of opposing actions” (2014, p. 179) appears to allow for diverse and 

opposing views and goals to be evoked, supporting the ideology that contradictions and 

ambiguities can be productive for organization (Poole & Ven, 1989). 

This thesis suggests managers need to recognise the existence of these competing yet 

complementary phenomena and find innovative options for managers and subordinates to 

pursue their respective goals. Bringing and building humour in interactions was seen to help 

managers constitute flexible communication protocols that embrace openness to argument, 

tolerance for opposing views and make allowance for diversity. The participants’ 

characterisations of humour also suggest that managers were rejecting straight-forward 

approaches in dealing with subordinates that could have potentially adverse consequences for 

undermining the views and needs of subordinates. With the emergence of humour in ongoing 
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interactions, managers may want to foster skillsets towards producing and responding to 

humour in ways that are helpful to themselves and subordinates in juggling the multiple roles 

and positionings common in contemporary matrix organizations.    

This thesis has also provided insights into managerial adaptability and its resonance for being 

able to survive in the fluidity. Adaptability can be considered as a highly desired quality that 

any member of the organization is expected to possess. As the managers in the humorous 

interactions appeared to undergo a constant shuffling in their positioning alongside the 

movement of authority, it appeared they were constantly being tested in terms of their 

adaptability. For instance, in Extract 32 Sam reprimanded Peter for not being vocal about his 

loyalty to the college (lines 16–19). However, later in the same episode, Sam takes a back 

seat when Marcus attempts to verbally punch him (lines 25–30). This shows that if these 

managers are actively seeking and adapting such fluidity in order to maintain interest and 

energy in their working lives, then such constant restructuring and adjustments appear 

advantageous in terms of modern day organizations. My hope is that the findings and 

discussion in thesis will inspire stakeholders to view managers as embedded in complex ways 

within multiple relationships and see that through their humour, managers are able to manage 

these varying dynamics.   

At the same time, we need to be aware that investigating into managerial responsive humour 

and doing authority has the effect of inquiring into managerial responsive humour and 

distancing authority. Understanding managerial humour as producing authority offers limited 

scope for those attempting to approach managing processes through fluidity and 

experimentation, and for those who acknowledge more participatory and inclusive forms of 

working practice. A further interpretation is that today’s managers, like the participants in 

this thesis, have undermined established notions of managing people that rely too strongly on 

positional power and hierarchical differences. For instance, managers are more frequently 
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seen inviting their subordinates to participate in decision-making, making requests or giving 

orders with courtesy and respect, and allowing their subordinates to joke with them. What we 

find is that state of flow, unpredictability and fluidity of authority is an alternative practice 

offering a particular significance towards participatory, democratic, inclusive and creative 

forms of organising. The real concern of this inquiry then needs to address to conventional 

thoughts and ingrained configuration, beliefs and norms that impede the scope and scale of 

authority in managerial humour. 

The empirical material presented somewhat reflects more open societies where power 

differences appear to be less marked. Organizational structure is clearly defined with clear 

positions and authority in relation to one another. All position holders are well aware about 

their institutional responsibilities to each other. However, it is certainly not that rigid or what 

one of the participants, Nadir, terms “neatly top-down pointed arrow” (Box 17) in practice as 

it appears in organizational chart. If the chart were to be redesigned on the basis of the actual 

‘doing of authority’ in day to day college interactions, then it would present an unorthodox 

set of images portraying the sense of fluidity, blurriness, reciprocity and unboundedness 

revealed by the study. I argue that the communicative responses I have proposed here – in 

terms of fluidity and contradictions – would be high on the list of managerial practices most 

relevant to constructing the kind of manager-ship required in an increasingly complex and 

uncertain world. The experiences of the participants in this research with this phenomenon, 

and their opinions and discourses around it, enabled them to produce responses with the 

potential to stimulate enthusiasm, empowerment, deep learning, committed participation and 

innovative ideas. 

Even though the data for this study came from a rather specific organizational environment, 

that is manager-subordinate interactions, the phenomena I have examined may be used as 

reference to other forms of organizational environment involving asymmetrical power 
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relations, such as responsive humour from father to son, teacher to student or doctor to 

patient. These unequal power relations are prevalent in many areas of society and hence the 

phenomena that I examined in this thesis may have a wider scope of application. 
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Chapter Eight: Conclusion 

 

Recap of the study 

This interactional research project sets out to explore ‘managerial humour as response and its 

implications in doing of authority’, or as posed in the research question: “How do managers 

negotiate interactions characterised by humour?” The fabric of the thesis has been spun from 

a number of interaction and interview materials. These empirical materials represented the 

relationships between managerial humour and doing authority as complex, fluid and 

precarious – and intertwined in multiple ways. In the unfolding humorous interaction, 

managerial humour evoking authority tended to be closely accompanied by a contrasting 

process – managerial humour with distancing authority. What emerges is an understanding of 

the relationships as new, distinct processes which is far more than the sum of their parts. 

I presented the data analysis in three separate chapters. The first of these (Chapter Four) 

explored the dynamics of authority in managerial humour. The multiple authority discourses 

that managerial humour brings as managers interact with their subordinates were explored. 

When one embeds such a topic, it becomes clear that one is focusing on a variety of themes, 

that evokes a sense of authority-in-interactions. In this, a variety of authority discourses in the 

form of cautioning, downplaying, evaluating and directing appear to emerge in manager-

subordinate interactions. Accordingly, this chapter should be read as an attempt to see the 

ways, processes or unfolding tendencies of the humour reflected, related to or characterised 

in the happening of authority in these interactions. 

The second data chapter (Chapter Five) investigated how managers were able to strategically 

step back from authority through their responsive humour. In doing so four themes centring 

on this evident set-back positioning of managerial humour were constructed, namely escape, 
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indecision, surrender and shielding. These themes can be represented as showing managers 

undoing their own authority through their use of humour in interactions. A somewhat 

paradoxical relationship between managers’ doing of and distancing from authority was 

revealed in the analysis and discussion in the first two data chapters. Hence Chapter Six 

discussed the connection between the two. 

Rather than viewing the relationship between managerial humour and authority as 

predominantly ‘fixed’, my findings in this thesis has been to construe managerial humour as 

complex, fluid and paradoxical in terms of doing authority. Chapter Six explored the 

contradiction and fluidity of managerial authority through responsive humour in ongoing 

humorous interaction. This exploration uncovered three themes of fluidity evident in 

empirical material: flow, unpredictability and slippage. Taken together, these themes 

characterise the transient or bouncing back and forth quality of authority in managerial 

humour. 

All the data in these chapters were presented and analyzed using a social constructionist 

theoretical framework. By framing this research as a social constructionist inquiry, I hoped to 

not only reshape conceptual and theoretical understandings of humour and its relationship 

with the doing of authority, but also to inform, refresh, and challenge authority practices. 

Chapter Three presented interaction as ontologically and epistemologically significant to this 

thesis. In this, it looked at theoretical work on interaction with the intention of showing 

discourse analysis as an appropriate and indeed effective methodology and method for 

investigating the research that I intended here. 

Contribution 

I have been given the authority over my people here, and I know very well that I cannot 
be better than them all the time. So I always tell them, “If I do well, help me; and if I 
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don’t go well, then please take over from me.” The most important thing is; this boat 
must sail ahead. After all, we all are in the same boat. (Box 39) 

I highlight this utterance here because it captures one of the important contributions that this 

thesis makes. In this interview excerpt, Nadir lists all the major elements of this thesis: 

imposing of authority, distancing from authority and fluidity. Although the ‘humour’ element 

seems to have been left out of this utterance, the core concept predominant in this work is 

made clearly visible. When manager-subordinate interaction is closely observed, as it has 

been in this study, the indication of above comments by Nadir becomes very apparent.   

This thesis was designed so as to explore the dynamics, intricacies and layers embedded in 

managerial response strategies through humour while confronting subordinates’ humour. In 

addition, the study has attempted to increase understanding of whether and in what ways 

managerial responsive humour is related to the doing of authority, and distancing from it, in 

the flow of humorous interaction. The study findings could be used as the basis for advice to 

managers and other staff at senior levels of organizations, and also to their subordinates and 

more junior managers. Even lower level managers have responsibility for at least one 

employee under them and those who are lowest in rank frequently take on manager-ship for 

certain activities during their tenure. 

As discussed earlier, much of the literature represents research efforts which have generally 

characterised the relationship between authority and managerial humour in a way that 

managerial humour produces authority. However, as shown in Chapter Four, the relationship 

between managerial humour and authority is far more complex. First, the chapter focused on 

managerial humour as a response strategy to subordinates’ humour. Investigating ‘humorous 

response strategies to humour’ required a different approach to looking at humour that then 

contributed to understanding the interplay of manager-subordinate exchanges in different 

ways. Second, rather than simply investigating managerial humour and authority in terms of 
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power differentials, I dug down deeper to trace the subtleties, complexities, gradual and 

seeming movements through different themes of authority discourses that are embedded in 

managerial humour. The depth of analysis achieved in this study has been important in terms 

of identifying the overarching concepts and stories associated with managerial humour. 

The aim of Chapter Four was to illustrate how authority is interactionally accomplished 

through managerial humour. It acknowledges that managerial humour in itself is a broad 

concept and there are different ways how such humour creates and develops stories of doing 

authority. Accordingly, the first contribution of this thesis has been to establish the themes or 

dynamics associated with the managerial humour that attempts to deliver authority.  

A considerable amount of the research identified in the literature review was also based 

around the assumption that managerial humour reveals power within manager-subordinate 

relationships. Yet at this point, I hardly find literature that has explored humour as a 

distancing mechanism and its fluidity in manager-subordinate interactions. The literature 

suggests that managerial humour demonstrate power (Collinson, 2002; Holmes, 2000; Smith 

& Powell, 1988), but through this thesis, there is a realisation that managerial humour can 

characterise set back positions that signify powerlessness. 

As discussed in Chapter Five, this is very significant in terms of the newer thinking 

developed through this research, i.e. managers characterising humour in ways that keep them 

away from imposing authority, thereby challenging discourse around the notion that 

managerial humour is bound to produce authority. A prominent dimension of the managerial 

discourses in this chapter was their characterising of humour as used to undermine their own 

authority in a variety of ways – and that invalidated conventional views of how managers 

apply authority. For this, the chapter explored the different themes evident in the ways 

managers’ humour characterised such strategies, namely escape, indecision, surrender and 
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defence. Each of these dimensions have unique stories embedded within managerial humour. 

I am aware that for a manager to become more submissive in some interactions with their 

subordinates is possibly a risky move at the individual level. However for those managers 

who are committed to establishing more democratic manager-subordinate relationships, I 

hope this chapter contributes in helping them to explore how this could be done.  

What emerged through constructing such strategies is managers enacting deliberate ‘topic 

change’ in ongoing interaction. Although there are precursors for the same, what could be 

sensed when they did ‘topic change’ is their reluctance to enter the issues, thereby distancing 

themselves from problems. Therefore, it is worth pausing to reflect on the implications of 

such a finding in terms of organizational studies where a tendency of ‘topic change’ in 

interactions could have potentially deeper layers of meanings associated within the relational 

dynamics. For example, future research could explore how topic changes in interactions are 

interpreted/constructed in social interactions. 

These two chapters produced an impressive but disconnected repertoire of themes of 

managerial humour. Although significant in terms of the richness they both uncovered, the 

chapters cannot stand on their own in relation to the task of researching ‘authority in 

managerial humour’ in unfolding interaction. Chapters Four and Five indicated the 

complexity and fluidity of such phenomenon and the inappropriateness of trying to structure 

‘managerial humour’ according to the separate elements identified. The effects of these 

chapters confirmed my sense from the literature review that managerial humour had not been 

investigated in sufficient depth, and more particularly in the flow of interaction. Thus the 

approach taken in this thesis intended to shift the focus from seeing managerial humour as 

made up of isolated and independent elements and toward a new appreciation of the distinct 

and dynamic entities in unfolding humorous interactions. 
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In this it sought to explore and contribute to what is referred to in Chapter Six as the ‘flow’, 

‘unpredictability’ and ‘slippage’ of managerial authority in unfolding humorous interaction. 

This chapter is emergent one which connects ‘two managerial discourses – imposing 

authority and distancing from authority’ in an effort to understand the complexity within 

ongoing humorous interactions in workplace settings.  

Chapter Four and Five of this thesis posited that managerial humour is particularly 

fragmented in terms of doing authority, and placing the findings of these two chapters 

alongside each other, indicated the limiting nature of their focus. The important work of 

Chapter Six was in trying to create a more integrated approach to managerial humour in 

workplace interactions.  

Humour as used by supervisors has been seen as a way of showing power and control, and 

subordinates as victims of such targeted humour. This thesis has revealed a different power 

dynamics, whereby subordinates exercise power through humour and supervisors 

submissively accept it through their humour. Therefore, the thesis discovers the presence of 

fluid phenomenon leading to paradox, ambiguity and contradiction in ongoing interactions. 

This is supported by literature that argues the ‘dialectic between power’ (Kärreman & 

Alvesson, 2009, p. 1140), where appearance and disappearance of power are discursively 

embraced. This thesis contributes a view of flow in bringing together opposites, as this has 

been greatly under-theorized in the humour literature. 

A more expansive view of the fluidity in authority suggests that managers are in a better 

position to acknowledge and value teamwork in this era of globalization; power is dispersed 

and different team members come into picture on the basis of their expertise, holding of 

information and so on. The fact that managers are exhibiting authority dynamics through 

humour could mean that they allow and expect the same in others. One can speculate that it is 
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not merely the case that managers are effective in organization because they have a good 

sense of humour in doing things, but because they actively let subordinates to do the same. 

This would further reaffirm the importance of autonomy and independence that has always 

been considered ideal for the modern-day organizations. Maguire (1999) argues that 

autonomy can be enhanced by “providing choice, providing a rationale for request, 

acknowledging the perspective of the other, and by engaging in collaborative reflection” (p. 

112); hence, I argue that the kind of fluidity demonstrated in this thesis certainly provides 

sufficient room for all these attributes.  

More importantly in today’s context, innovation, competitive advantage, low employee 

turnover and organizational citizenship behaviour are highly desired in organizations. By 

being fluid in interactions, managers display their openness and acceptance which then works 

directly or indirectly to encourage and reinforce these factors. This represents the fragility, 

vulnerability and tentativeness of managers who challenge well-established notion of how 

managers act (i.e. in command and in control). In today’s all-embracing world, boundaries 

between choices and alternatives are so fuzzy that they must be integrated and the 

juxtaposition of doing and distancing in this research uncovered volatility in managerial roles 

and identities. 

A significant contribution of the research could be in sending a message to managers who 

deliberately reject the use of humour in their interactions with subordinates. After 

representing such a detailed and layered model of managerial humour, they could find it 

illuminating to compare themselves with the managers in this thesis. Also important is the 

understanding that accepting fluidity enables managers to adopt flexible, adaptive and 

changing relationships with their subordinates that could greatly mitigate any interpersonal 

friction. While such fluid managers are aware of the diminishing nature of their authority, 
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there can be immense advantages for subordinates in feeling free to reveal their grievances 

and take leadership roles, as well as other opportunities for growth and development.  

The three data chapters have attempted to investigate the characteristics of managerial 

authority-in-humour in ongoing exchanges between manager and subordinates, partly as a 

response to the lack of in-depth exploration of such tendencies in the literature. However, it is 

also an acknowledgment of changes evident in societal and organizational structures, which 

suggest that all members of an organization, irrespective of their positions and status, equally 

direct humour to virtually any other of their counterparts. The popular notions that ‘higher 

ranked members may joke with the lower ranked but the lower ranked cannot joke back’ 

(Lundberg, 1969) and ‘humour understood as prerogative of those in charge’ (Coser, 1960; 

Goffman, 1961), while indeed still prevalent, are quite directly challenged by research 

inquiries such as this one. There are a number of incidents when subordinates not only freely 

used humour but actively turned the joke back on their supervisors to instigate humour 

(Plester & Orams, 2008), weaken managerial authority (Taylor & Bain, 2003) and express 

workplace disstatisfaction (Rodrigues & Collinson, 1995). In addition, in other incidents 

supervisors used humour not to maintain authority, but to distance from the authority. 

Chapters Four and Five set the foundation for finding the fluidity of authority-in-managerial 

humour in unfolding interactions with subordinates. Here the focus was on short extracts 

looked at in isolation. But in reality, interactions tend to unfold and progress sequentially. In 

Chapter Six this unfolding of conversation characterised random shifts and movements of 

managerial positioning from one to another (authority and distancing). Thus I would consider 

the ‘fluidity’ phenomenon in Chapter Six as an emergent rather than intentional presentation. 

Following the completion of Chapters Four and Five, this chapter somehow emerged through 

rigorous conversation and deep thinking, which of course strongly correlates with the social 

constructionist stance that has shaped this study. 
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The constructs that emerged from this chapter were the ‘flow’, ‘unpredictability’ and 

‘slippage’ of authority alongside ongoing humorous interaction – which is essentially 

interactive (Fine & Soucey, 2005). As interactions unfolded, the resulting random shifts in 

managerial positioning and power were the core dimension this chapter aimed to track. 

Managers, who generally aspire to authority, seemed very delicate in the humorous 

interchanges and frequently seemed to under-represent their authority. The frequency with 

which this unpredictability occurred can be interpreted in a number of ways. It could be 

understood as a reaction to the demands of the present day working environment, a real 

inability in managers to do authority, or managers being too tolerant in their working 

relationships with subordinates. Whatever the reason, the important point is this fleeting 

authority in humorous interactions.   

I recall Nadir’s statement in the very beginning of this chapter as one of the greatest 

advantages that makes me think about this fluidity “this boat must sail ahead”. Such a 

tendency means interpersonal frictions and conflicts should be overcome by not allowing any 

form of communication gap to develop at the expense of progress in relationships which will 

eventually transfer to the wider organization. And important to that is the message it gives to 

the managers regarding the benefits of being less egoistic and more submissive towards 

subordinates. Further, managers’ adeptness in adopting and negotiating in humorous 

interchanges, as outlined in the data chapters, gave them a repertoire of enactment strategies 

to match the complexity of situations. As Wisse and Rietzschel (2014) note, organizations 

have now started to provide workshops on humour for senior management levels. Such an 

image of fluidity is quite distinct from more mainstream literature where managers are firmly 

positioned in the hierarchy with clear lines of authority and always aspiring to make 

maximum use of it. These fluid figures are certainly aware of the constraints and limitations 
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of their authority and scope. Such understandings can provide them great advantages in 

dealing with problems arising from various intensities within relationships.  

Chapter Three (Methodology) presented a theoretical journey and constructed the framework 

for the research described in this thesis. More specifically this chapter presented social 

constructionism as the basis for the research approach, leading to the decision to embrace 

interactional and interview data. This thesis has rejected the notion of neat categorisations 

that have a universalistic, objective or rigid feel to them. Rather, it has followed a 

constructionist model of research that is exploratory, nuanced, aware of its own 

constructedness, and orientated toward providing a tentative structure. In such an orientation, 

objective relationships are disrupted and complicated by considering interactions that show 

ambiguity, dynamism and paradox. 

As I argued in Chapter Three, the difficulty of theorising from these uniquely situated 

interactions and personal anecdotes represents the very act of using a constructionist lens. At 

this point, I emphasised my approach to these empirical materials through Frank’s (1995) 

‘think with’ rather than ‘think about’ orientation. Frank (1995) argued: 

To think about a story is to reduce it to content and then analyze that content…To think 
with a story is to experience its affecting one’s own life and to find in that effect a 
certain truth of one’s life. (p. 23) 

This ‘thinking with’ orientation guides us (as researchers) to the nuances, fluidity and 

complexities of ongoing re/construction processes, as we let ourselves become intrinsically at 

one with these unfolding social situations. This is an important understanding in relation to its 

association with theory. Bochner (1997) claims, “Theory meets story when we think with a 

story rather than about it” (p. 437). Further, “Theory is literally built on words, language, and 

images of the participant narratives” (Carroll, 2003, p. 255). I have attempted to show a way 

of theorising by embracing ‘thinking with’ rather than ‘thinking about’. 
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Although this orientation of theorising talks in association with ‘narratives and personal 

stories’, I here argue, that the same notion applies to interaction-based research. Interaction is 

itself the play and interplay of words, language and images between different actors. Each 

interactional episode has a unique story to tell that is filled with nuance, complexity, paradox 

and ambiguity.  

The empirical material contained a number of insights that challenge much of the authority 

literature pertaining to the hierarchical structuring of organizations. The study has 

complicated the relationship between managerial humour and authority, such that they cannot 

be considered as directly or positively related, but neither can they be considered as inversely 

related. It gives a message to organizations and senior leaders in relation to authority-in-

language, rather than the more usual ‘authority-over’ notions. The thesis challenges this 

widespread approach which has dominated both academic and lay perceptions of authority. 

Instead, it indicates a form of distributed power, providing reassurance to practicing 

managers that they are not always necessarily required to hold the authority, but can 

comfortably step back and let subordinates be in-charge of activities.  

This thesis has evolved and taken shape over time as shown in the links and associations 

made between the various dynamics and events I encountered throughout this research 

endeavour. In this way, I feel like I have unsettled the existing linearity and traced 

movements that are far from being direct and smooth. Rather it is a swirling tide of recurring 

ebb and flow, with lines extending in one or more directions in the sand and then back to 

merge together again. I wonder how aware managers are when entangled in this process of 

movement, and I wonder if developing conceptual and practical awareness would enable 

them to feel comfortable with the fluidity that arises as they humorously interact with their 

subordinates. 
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Limitations 

Alongside the contributions this thesis makes in the field of theory and research and 

workplace practice, I acknowledge a few limitations. In the interests of focusing more 

narrowly and deeply in understanding the phenomena, data collection was limited to one 

organization. In retrospect, I feel that by including more organizations there would have been 

more participants, thereby generating broader coverage, and further insights and 

understanding. The organization in which I collected data is a private educational institute. 

Including different forms of organization (non-educational and/or public) would enable 

different types of dialectic to be identified, and potentially other features of manager-

subordinate relationships. Although I feel three months allowed sufficient time for collecting 

data in one organization, further longitudinal observation in the research site may have been 

helpful. All the empirical material is situated in the context of Nepalese working culture. 

Although I believe these empirical materials would largely reflect common practices around 

the world, the humour in some of the extracts and interviews may present some difficulties or 

seem awkward to those who are new to such contexts. Further, participants’ interactions are 

presented in a text-based style without showing pauses, intonations, and body gestures such 

as eye contacts and hand movements which may have influenced meaning-making processes 

and interpersonal dynamics. 

The detailed and layered model of managerial humour and authority represented in this thesis 

could be further explored and strengthened. Potential directions for future research are 

discussed in next section. 

Future Research 

While I hope this thesis has made some contribution to the generally neglected area of 

managerial humorous response strategies to humour, there is a clear need to conduct more 
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research in this area. For example, future research could address dimensions that were 

beyond the scope of this study, such as laughter and authority, and the dialectics of humour 

and age, and humour and gender. A comparative study of the phenomena across various 

countries or cultures could also be carried out. This research was concerned with managerial 

humour and the doing of authority in asymmetrical relationships. Future research could focus 

on peer relationships and other socio-cultural contexts. Apart from authority, various other 

dynamics can be investigated in humorous interactions, such as motivation, leadership, 

conflict and compromise, follower-ship and so on. Similarly, addressing how fluidity might 

provide similar or different contributions to non-humorous interactions lies beyond the scope 

of this thesis, although we might presume that flow, unpredictability and slippage exist and 

add value in other forms of interaction.  

This study has presented a new approach to understanding managerial humour, by offering a 

different perspective of the ongoing interplay and contradictions. I would like to encourage 

future research to take up my suggestions in terms of looking at fluidity from the perspective 

of subordinates’ response strategy perspectives and explore whether such an approach 

provides similar useful insights. Future research into interactional humour within work teams 

and other organizational structures would increase awareness of contradiction-centered 

humour and communication strategies for managing tensions within such roles. 

Different themes on authority, distancing from authority and fluidity have emerged in this 

thesis, namely, cautioning, directing, challenging, indecision, surrender, escape, slippage, 

flow and so on. The separate and more detailed investigation could be carried out on the 

relationship between humour and each of these themes. 

In today’s world a considerable amount of communication is done online. A future study 

could address online interactions, extending existing research on social media and online 



265 
 

messenger tools such as Skype, Viber and so on. It would be intriguing to see how humour is 

defined and executed online. Moreover, one of the crucial dimensions in interactional 

research is the physical movement of interaction actors while interacting. As physical 

gestures are very relevant in humorous interactions, video recordings of interactions may 

provide more insights into such phenomena.   

Bringing both doing and distancing authority discourses together has not only led to creative 

ways of understanding each separately, but more importantly the potential for recognizing 

fluidity in humorous interactions. I hope this inquiry encourages further conversation and 

more in-depth empirical work with fluidity. The insights gained in this study have created a 

huge space and many possibilities for further research on interactional humour.  
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APPENDICES 

 

 

Disclaimer: 

This project occasionally contains some instances of humour that contain sexual and racist 
content. This material is included to provide helpful information on the subjects discussed. 
Please be advised that this kind of material may contain strong and unsuitable language and 
therefore, may offend.  
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Appendix 1: 

 

 

  

  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Re: Project on Managerial Humour 

 

Dear “Participant”: 

I am Subash Shrestha, a PhD student in the Department of Management and International 

Business, at the University of Auckland. I am conducting research into interactional humour 

between managers and subordinates. 

Obtaining data from individuals with first-hand experience is therefore particularly important 

for this purpose. I am inviting all organizational members to participate in a face-to-face 

interview, and three-month observation of your daily interactions within the organization, 

concerning the use of humour.   

The observations will take place on organizational premises during normal working hours 

and in any after-hours functions that researcher may be invited to, for a duration of three 

month. The interviews will take place on the organizational premises during normal working 

hours, but interviews may be arranged at a place and time most suitable for you. You would 

need to set aside considerable time for discussion.  

The interviews and interactions will be recorded on a digital audio recorder, and you may 

choose to have the recorder turned off at any time without giving a reason. The interview will 

Owen G Glenn Building 

Floor 4, 12 Grafton Rd 

Auckland, New Zealand 

Telephone 64 9 373 7599   

Facsimile 64 9 373 7477 

http://www.business.auckland.ac.nz/ 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019 

Auckland, New Zealand 

DEPARTMENT OF MANAGEMENT AND 
INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS 

School of Business 
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be transcribed by the researcher or by a professional transcription service, which has signed a 

confidentiality agreement. If the interview is conducted in a language other than English, the 

interview will be translated by the researcher or by a professional translator, which has signed 

a confidentiality agreement.  

Your confidentiality is guaranteed.  No information will be reported in a way that identifies 

you as a source, and will only be used for academic research purposes. Although the 

observations and interviews will be conducted at the organization itself during normal 

business hours, which can potentially lead to other employees knowing who is participating, 

there will be no reference made to any individual participants within any publication to 

protect confidentiality.   

As your participation is voluntary, you may terminate your participation and withdraw your 

interview data at any time within 14 days after the interview. 

I very much hope that you will agree to participate in this research project and thank you for 

your cooperation. 

 

Supervisors 

Dr. Barbara Plester 
Senior Lecturer 
Department of Management and International Business 
The University of Auckland 
Phone: +64 9 373 7599 Ext. 82484 
Email: b.plester@auckland.ac.nz 
 
Dr. Brigid Carroll 
Associate Professor 
Department of Management and International Business 
The University of Auckland 
Phone: +64 373 7599 Ext. 84285 
Email: b.carroll@auckland.ac.nz 

 

 

mailto:b.plester@auckland.ac.nz
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Head of Department 

Dr. Rod McNaughton 
Department of Management and International Business 
The University of Auckland 
Phone: +64 373 7599 Ext. 87524 
Email: n.haworth@auckland.ac.nz 

 

For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact: 

The Chair, The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The 
University of Auckland, Research Office, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Telephone 09 
3737599 ext. 87830/83761. Email: humanethics@auckland.ac.nz. 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 
ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 24/10/2014 for (3) years,  

Reference Number 012379 
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Appendix 2: 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Re: CONSENT FORM 

 

THIS FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF 6 YEARS 

 

Researcher: Subash Shrestha 

• I have read the Participant Information Sheet; have understood the nature of the 

research and why I have been selected. I have had the opportunity to ask questions 

and have them answered to my satisfaction. 

• The observation will take approximately three month. 

• I will/ will not participate in a face-to-face interview. 

Owen G Glenn Building 

Floor 4, 12 Grafton Rd 

Auckland, New Zealand 

Telephone 64 9 373 7599   

Facsimile 64 9 373 7477 

http://www.business.auckland.ac.nz/ 

The University of Auckland 

Private Bag 92019 

Auckland, New Zealand 

DEPARTMENT OF MANAGEMENT AND 
INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS 

 
School of Business 
 
 



303 
 

• If I do participate in a face-to-face interview, I am not obliged to answer any 

particular question.  Should I feel uncomfortable during the interview, I can ask the 

recorder to be turned off at any time without giving a reason.  Following the interview 

the recorded interview will then be transcribed and translated (if conducted in a 

language other than English) by the researcher or by a professional transcription or 

translation service, which has signed a confidentiality agreement. 

• I understand that I am free to withdraw participation at any time, and to withdraw any 

data traceable to me up to 14 days following the interview 

• Following transcription and translation, the digital recording will be erased.  All other 

data and information relating to this research will be separately and securely stored on 

university premises for six years, after which they will be destroyed. 

• Information provided will be treated confidentially, and no identifiable reference will 

be made to me or my organization in any publication. 

• I agree/don’t agree to take part in this research 

 

 

Name ___________________________ 

Signature ___________________________ Date _________________ 

Contact details____________________________________ 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

ETHICS COMMITTEE ON 24/10/2014 FOR (3) YEARS  

REFERENCE NUMBER 012379 
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Appendix 3: 

 

Possible interview questions (not necessarily adhered to) 

 

What does it mean to have humour in manager-subordinate interactions? 

Do managerial humour and authority have any kind of relationship? 

What kinds of thoughts, feelings, memories or questions are triggered when you think about 
managerial humour and authority? 

What does ‘managerial authority’ mean to you? 

What does ‘managerial humour’ mean to you? 

As a manager yourself, how does your humour define relationships with your 
subordinates/managers? 

Can you describe an incident or incidents that show your humour with your 
subordinates/managers? 

Can you describe an incident or incidents that show your authority through humour? 

What makes you consider doing humour in particular interactions? How do you think your 
humorous responses in those interactions define your position? 

How does your manager’s humour in particular interactions made you think about his/her 
identity/position? 

Can you think of an incident where you used humour to distance from authority? 

Can you think of an incident where your manager used humour to distance from their 
authority? 

Are there any questions or topics that you feel would be worthwhile including in this 
discussion/interview? 
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