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Abstract

Blogge QPetite Anglaise,Oan Englishwoman residing in Paris, was sacked in
April 2006 dter her employer found outabout her blog, acusng he of blogging on
company time and poentially bringing thefirm into disrepute through he writings
Petite3 case highlights widespread attachment in the blogging community to prindples
of free speech and theright to maintain adetached and even critical orientation © the
labor process. Her firing, and the explosve media and Internet coveragetha it generated,
exerted a Gleeping giantOeffect, communicating the possibility that any employee could
be connected to apowerful and vo@ nework of suppoters. Thecase aso highlights
knowledgeworkersOdedication b making us of workplace resources and networks for
thar own areative projects, pursuing slf-fulfillment through aenues othe than ther
formal work duties. Further, the story of Petite Anglaise illugrates the power of creative
writing itself in aultivating afollowing, aeating asense of intimacy amonga diffuse
group ofreaders, and nuturing cuntercultural values tha clash subtly with the noton of
job cmmitment.

Drawing on dmes C. Scott@ (1985)andysis of everyday resistance, and
countering Burawoy@ (1979) conaeption ofthe cyclical containment of workplace
rebdlion, @& well as engaging aitically with the recent literature on workplace
recalcitrance, this pgper assesses the influence of high profile fired workblogge cases in

gdvanizing resistance among white collar workers.



Introduction

Anonynousworkblogges are employees who write online diaries aboutther job,
often on @mpany time. These diaries, being witten unde afalse identity, are often
irreverent, stirical, and aitical, and this practice has, unsurprisingly, led to worker
dismissal on nunerousoccasions Thefirst Gired workbloggaOcases emerged duiing the
20023 peiod, when anumber of employees who had used blogsto report candidly on
thar office experiences were found outand dismissed by her employers, raising nev
guestionsaboutfreedom of speech in theworkplace. Thefiring of Los Angeles-based
web designg ooae,O ak.a Heather Hamilton in February 2002 ad Edinbuigh
booksller Joe Gordon n Januay 2005, geerated consderable media attention and
triggeed widespread changes in workplace policy tha ranged from the defensve
(prohibiting blogging and increasing surveillance) to the strategic encouragement of
employee blogging in order to co-optand @ntain the phenomenon. hdividud blogges
and dectronic civil rights groupssuch as the Electronic Frontier Founddion (see
http://www.eff.org/blogges) respondel by déending thar practice, tracking and
publicizing firings, and developing guiddines and tools tha aid anonynousbloggesin
eluding workplace surveillance, which induded their online pubication “How to Blog
Safely about Work or Anything Else" (2005a).

In July 2006, vell after thefirst wave of fired blogge inddents had come and

gone and the organizationd respong to blogging hal deseloped into the controlled

! Dooe@ firing gave rise to the widespread term ooced, Owhich meansto befired
fromyour job for keeping ablog.

? See, for example, Morpheme Tales’ posting, “Statistics on Fired Bloggers,”
http://morphemetales.wordpress.com/2006/10/09/statistics-on-fired-bloggers/, which has
tracked firings since 2004.



acceptance srategy outined aove anew firing inddent came to light, which returned
thediscussion of blogging and enployee freedons to the headlines. Popular blogge
CPetite Anglaise,Oan Englishwoman residing in Paris, was sacked in April 2006 dter her
employer found outabout her blog and accused her of blogging on @mpany time and
potentialy bringing thefirm into disrepute through he writings Petite, whoe real name
(asrevealed by the press) is Catherine Sandason, worked as a bilingud secretary for the
accouning firm Dixon Wilson butshe had never identified the firm or made reference to
theaccouning indugry in he blog, axd wote only very occasiondly abou inddents at
work.

The sacking of Petite was in some ways anachronistic B her firm was notably
congrvative and was clearly obliviousto thelearning aurve tha many organizationshave
followed with regard to the negative pubicity that could result from firing an employee
for blogging. However, the case also represented a maturing of the blogging community
and onfirmed the pesistence of anonynousworkblogging in ite of corporate atempts
to subsume or control it. Petite® case highlights widespread attachment in the blogging
community to prindples of free speech and theright to maintain adeached and even
critical orientation to thelabor process. Her firing, and the explosve media and Internet
coveaage tha it generated, exerted a Gleeping giantOeffect, communicating the
possibility that any employee could beconnected to apowerful and vo@ network of
suppoters. The case also highlighted knowedgeworkersOdedication © making us of
workplace resources and networks for thar own credtive projects, pursuing lf-
fulfillment through arenues other than their formal work duties. Further, Petite Anglaise

illugrated the power of creative writing itself in aultivating afollowing, aeating asense
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of intimacy among adiffuse group ofreaders, and nurturing cuntercultural vaues that
clash subtly with the notion ofjob cmmitment.

working girl by petite anglaise -
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< > [@@ @ http:/ [www.petiteanglaise.com/ "@’|

Jpetite anglaise

slices of my life in patis

Pars has boen my home
t ths’ noti e
W
om(?n S notice A ol o o B
- * yoars, | left my partner for
a man | met on my blog. |
It is a Tuesday morning in early May, four days after my dismissal interview. An m ""Tm“;'" e
interminable bank holiday weekend alone, fretting about the future, has left me drained dacdy, Me Frog, Wves
and exhausted. Luckily Tadpole is with Mr Frog's parents for two whole weeks, a stay which By
was organised long ago to coincide with the childminder's holidays. Just when | thought things
were back on an even
Fortunate timing, | will admit, as | am in no fit state to care for anyone else right now. Sest ot Konouc:
This logic does little, however, to take away the dull ache that her absence provokes. Wolcome to my ¥e...
| fire off a short email to my soon-to-be-ex-boss, enquiring as to whether my dismissal about | 33 things | mall
letter is ready. | have a deadline to respect for my apartment purchase, meaning that | pross | feods

must pull out or confirm the loan within the next five days. The very last thing | need is to
wait for the postman deliver a letter sent by recorded delivery snail mail.

Rather than spend the next few hours on tenterhooks, pacing and willing the phone to ring,
| watch several episodes of “Lost™ back to back, still clad in my Miffy pyjamas. Focusing on

suspenseful television is a helpful displacement strategy: my own stress is put on hold, I
temporarily, while | worry about mysterious monsters in the jungle instead. s
[ There was one error opening the page. For more information, choose Activity from the Window menuy. 4—ﬁ

Figure 4: One of Petite@® podingsfrom July 2006 telling the story of her firing and s

aftermath.



Catherine Sanderson garted writing Petite Anglaise in July 2004 dter reading
aboutblogging onThe Guardian®@ webste and following linksto blogssuch & Belle de
Jour®, the now discontinued blog ofa London @ll girl (Anglaise, 20073. Writing
anonynoudy as Petite, 0Sanda'son® blog dhronicles her persond strugglesin raising a
child, coping with the ends and baginningsof relationships and tying to aurvive
finandally in the French capital. It was aready arelatively popubr blog before the firing
inddent, commanding areadership of about3000visitors pe day (Randdl, 2006) but
this number swelled ten-fold to 30,000 alay immediately afterwards (Fros, 2006)

In the entire history of Sanda'son® blog there are only a handful of anecdotes that
relate to workplace events and characters B Petite gives the nunmber as 12 aut of 384 poss
(Anglaise, 20063. In ong entitled, Gitillation,Cshe describes the accidental baing of her
cleavage duiing avideoconference hookup, naking reference to the conservatism and
sexism that prevails at thefirm. In apassagethat was later heavily referred to in the
press, shewrites of oneof the firm@ patners: Orhis other boss is very old school. He
wears braces and 9k suspendea's (although Idon® have any firsthand experience of
thow), daysin gentlemen® dubswhen in Londm, and clls secretaries @ypists@®
(Anglaise, 2005b) Petite dso intimated in he blog that she had taken time off from work
on afalse excuse in order to end imein ahote roomwith he new lover (Anglaise,
20053. And, & became important in thelegd case agand he, it was evident from the

timestamps on he blog entries tha she had blogged duing work hous.

3 Belle de Jour won an award from the Guardian in 2003 for being the best written British
blog, and was subsequently taken down and published as a book by Grand Central
Publishing in August 2007. The author, a university graduate who fell into call girl work
after becoming disillusioned by temp jobs, received a six-figure publishing deal.
(Kurlantzick, 2004).



Petite wrote about her firing in July 2006 and was immediately bombarded with
comments from readers, provoking interest from a Paris-based Daily Telegraphreporter
who broke the story in the mainstream press, quoting Sanderson as taking a moral stand,
“defining the boundaries between personal and professional activities, where the line
should be drawn for bloggers who touch on the events of their working life in their
writing” (Randall, 2006). Multiple press and radio interviews followed and the story was
picked up by Associated Press and syndicated worldwide. In The Guardian, Petite
described herself as a “competent and dependable worker” (Sanderson, 2007),
commenting in The Times that she objected to otherwise good workers being sanctioned
for their blogging activity (Bremner, 2007). In the following months, she was given
opportunities to write opinion pieces for The Guardian (Sanderson, 2007) and New
Statesman, and secured abook dal worth dose to amillion dolars with Penguin
(Rickett, 2006)and amemoir based on he blog is duefor release in June2008.In March
2007, Rtite won alegd victory agang he employer, when a French labor tribund
granted an urfair dismissal verdict and adered he firm to pay 44,000 Eiros in danages.
Shetold The Guardian that she hoped her case would, “send out reassuring signals to the
millions of people blogging in France” (Johnson, 2007).

In the aftermath of Petite@ firing, regular followers of the blog were joined by
new readers who had heard of Petite@ plight, and the dew of comments immediately
following the media pubicity overloaded the server that hoged Sanderson@ blog,
marking he extreme popularity (Anglaise, 20063. The comment box & Petite Anglaise
became a gahering place for people who wanted to offer their sympathies, express ther

suppot for free speech, and report on howthe story had been covered in thar local



media. Readers from places as far afield as Estonia and Chinapoged comments about
how the story had reached ther local and ndiond newspgoers. While notdl comments
were suppative, the vast majority were, leading areader called O. to comment, Ghere are
literally thousands of readers supporting you,Owhile avisitor called Monty chimed in
with, OYou represent the people and to all our eyes you are perceived as the victimO
(Anglaise, 2006b)

More specificaly, Petite® blog besame a site where other workers talked gbout
their own fears aboutblogging from work. Several ooceedOblogges commented about
thear own firing eisodes, and ohers poded information dboutemployee rights, induding
the ACAS (Advisory Condliation and Arbitration Service) Internet guiddines (2006)and
the EFF guideto anonynousblogging (2005) A reader called Sydneysnider commented,
(hope everyone reading this is unionisedO(Anglaise, 2006b) Some readers lamented the
increased wurveillance that blogge's faced at work — as the labor tribunal commenced, a
reader called Morgan wrote, “This e-climate of terror will have most of us censoring
ourselves for protection, even though we write because we believe in free speech and
rights to personal, non-corporate opinion” (Anglaise, 2007b). Among the comments,
were several demonstrations of solidarity with Petite in asserting the right to blog from
work, with visitors commenting that they were reading through the comments and
posting from work on company computers in their own workplaces. According to one
commenter, Petite’s fans temporarily effected a “Google bomb” (influencing the ranking
of a given page in results returned by the Google search engine), associating the search

term “Dixon Wilson” to the Wikipedia definition for stupidity (Anglaise, 2006a).



Although most of the comments were one-off remarks, at times, readers
responded to each other, building on previous comments and bringing forth diverse
viewpoints amidst the largely supportive tone of the discussion. In response to the
tribunal result, a reader called Paul Reichel interrupted the generally supportive vein of
opinion by posting an opposing view: “You used their time and their facilties [sic] - both
of which they and not you had paid for.” A debate ensued, with some readers defending
Petite’s right to blog on company time or to be given fair warning rather than an
immediate dismissal, while a smaller number upheld the view that Petite’s employer was
partly in the right.

Theinddents surrounding Petite@ firing and subsequent legd proceedings gave
her readers Dmany of whom were blogge's themselves -- an oppotunity to reflect on
thar orentation o thar organizationd role and to devate ther acts of creative self-
expression onb aplanein which the reclamation of time and resources from the labor
process became a commund rather than an individud act. Petite@ high piofile case
elevated the everyday acts of resistance undetaken by he audience, imbuing the reading
of blogson mmpany time with moral and poltical sgnificance. Throughengagementin
thediscussion, readers were able to dfirm ther ideological distance from corporate
values, renewing ther commitment to writing anonymoudy onthdr own blogs Regular
readers who hal been attracted to the blog by he qudity of Petite® writing, b&ame
united aound $ared vdues -- such as alack of job mmmitment -- that were subtly
present in the blog bdore the inddent but became overt after thefiring. By demondrating

thar intellectud sophistication -- expressing mntempt for tabloid nevspgpers, for



example D Petite@ readers attempted to distinguish themselves as educated, critical
thinkers, ready to contribute their ideas and andysis to the case.

While Petite@ readers made no nove toward any kind of long-term political
organization, her willingness to engagein discussion aoutthe labor process
demondrated, in paticular, acreative need for unfettered slf-expression and a
commitment to borowing ime from thework day for dialogueand artistic endeavors.
Research onworkblogshas indicated tha blogges do notidentify thar activity as
resistance (Richards 2007), and ha highlighted the pesond nature of the phenomenon
(Lenhat & Fox, 2006) emphasizing that mos anonynousworkblogges blog & an act
of creative self-expression rather than an act of defiance. Amids the media furore over
her firing, Sandason referred to he blog as a persond endeavor, ye acknowledge its
inhaently publc naure: Q've often thoughtit's alittle like beng an actor on the stage
and notbang ale to see the audience because of thelights. You @an kind of forget that
they're there and just write for yourselfO(Frost, 2006) Her blog undescores the
connection beween areative writing and resistance, hdping  unmavel the seeming
contradiction béween writing tha is intimate and pesond yet able, dbet ephemeraly,
to precipitate large-scale political mobilization in suppot of worker@ rights. In thelong-
term, Petite® blog, and ohers like it, hdps members of the blogging cmmunity to
strengthen ther adherence to iconodastic vaues, making sibtle connections between
thar writing and aliterary culture tha rejects traditiond career vaues and fuds its
membersOindividud efforts to limit their participaion in alabor process that they find

aliending.
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Anonymous Workblogging as Creative Refusal

Critics of corporate culture such as Arlie Hochschild (1997) Andrew Ross (2002)
and, in the UK, Madeleine Bunting (2004) have argued tha the colonization of workers
emotionsand aeative impulses in the service of salaried time has led to overwork, time-
scarcity, and neglected families and communities. Looking & workers in ahigh tech
environment who ae smultaneoudy seduced by the company aulture yet wary of its
encroachment into ther private space, Gideon Kunda(1992)addsan important and
subtie dimenson  this andysis, focusng on howwhite collar workers negotiate ther
organizationd identity as atightropewalk tha permits some distance from ther role yet,
in the absence of acompdling dternaive, returnsthem to the organization as ther
princdpa source of affirmation. Echoing Kundg Hugh WIImott has emphasized the
confuson and emptiness tha workers face when they try to resist corporate culture
(1993)

Thonmpson and Ackroyd (1995)have criticized Kundafor promoting a
(Foucauldian tumOin organizationd sodology that forecloses the posibility of
resistance in the knowledge workplace. They advocate arevival of academic research
into informal and subtie forms of resistance. The maingream media, in covering high
profile fired blogger cases, has often treated anonymousworkblogging & a political
phenomenon, dharacterizing blogges as recalcitrant employees engaged in coniousacts
of rebdlion. However, recent sudies of blogging have cautioned agang regarding the
workblogging ph&omenon & a constiousact of defiance and have downplayed theidea
of blogsas publc forums for activism and debate (Lenhat & Fox, 2006;Richards, 2007)

Y et, andysis of therelationdhip beween pasond creative writing and poiltical

11



mobilization in the blogospheae reveas a subtie yet conaete process of ideological
convagence around anti-corporate, anti-work, and generally iconaclastic vaues tha
represent afirm and sugained dgachment by blogge's and thear readers from thelabor
process in which they are engaged.

Anonymous blogging, which allows workers to vent their frustrations and
distance themselves from corporate culture using highly fictionalized identities,
represents, on the one hand, a form of role-distancing that enables workers to
accommodate value differences and express feelings of alienation without disrupting their
job performance. The containment of blogging through periodic tightening of Internet
surveillance and institution of blogging guidelines has been effective in stifling
workplace and work-themed blogging. The controlled persistence of workblogging
suggests Burawoy’s (1979) analysis of the creation of consent to the capitalist labor
process through carefully managed freedoms that make workers perceive the labor
process as a game that they are winning.

However, as recent high-profile workblogging controversies have illustrated,
anonymous blogging is a potentially disruptive, highly networked phenomenon that
makes use of rapidly evolving Internet technologies to create new opportunities for
dialogue and action. Efforts to suppress anonymous blogging by increasing surveillance
and discouraging the practice through written policies have encountered ideological
limitations, since they clash with corporate culture based on employee freedom and self-
management. These limitations have been partly surmounted by a powerful new
corporate strategy of embracing blogging as an integral aspect of the corporate culture

and encouraging employees to blog openly and candidly about their work.
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Yet, although this “corporate blogging” strategy has garnered vocal support from
prominent employees of influential organizations and has been hailed as a moral victory
over anonymous blogging, employer-sanctioned blogs fail to accommodate the continued
need for unfettered critical distancing from the labor process.

Ultimately, the workblogging controversy has raised questions about whether
negativity and irreverence can be tolerated in a new corporate culture that attempts to
incorporate workers' whole selves into its organism. Anonymous blogs about work, and
blogs written surreptitiously on company time, expose the fact that even good employees
feel resentful at having their time colonized by the company, that they often find their
work and the goals of the organization deeply meaningless or even troubling, that they do
not trust that the company cares about them and see the threat of downsizing beneath the
caring company jargon. Blogs lament the demise of union protections, and they cry out
for health benefits and vacation time. Blogs start and maintain conversations on a global
level that transcends organizational boundaries, going beyond the individualized and
easily neutralized resistance identified by Kunda.

As creative writers and satirists rather than pamphleteers, Dooce, Joe Gordon, and
Petite Anglaise are not labor activists engaged in a campaign to directly impact the labor
process. Yet their actions as high profile bloggers help to create a popular culture of
resistance that is based in the everyday actions of workers who are not particularly
invested in their jobs or the companies they work for. Bloggers such as Petite Anglaise,
the fired secretary turned millionaire, become iconic representations of disengagement
from the organization. On the one hand, famous fired bloggers become, like Horkheimer

and Adorno’s (2001) stenographer turned starlet -- part of a projected fantasy world that

13



obscures exploitation and generates consent. Yet, on the other hand, their stories
demonstrate and inspire authentic resistance, encouraging workers to use the technics of
the knowledge workplace to support the idea of refusal (Marcuse, 1991). While not
explicitly aligned with traditional labor organizing, workblogs and the interactive
discussion they precipitate nevertheless suggest polyphonic models of labor activism and
social change (Carter, Clegg, Hogan, & Kornberger, 2003).

Thesubveasive everyday actionsof blogge's and blog-readers build and sustain a
popubr culture of resistance. As conveyed by Jmes Scott@ (1987)work on pessant
resistance and deCerteau@® (2002)invocation ofLa Perruque these actionsare linked to
soda changeand anancipation without necessarily following the trajectory of an
organized popuér movement. Mog importantly, the writingsof blogge's confirm that
being agood ad deoendable knowledgeworker does not denote ideological compliance.
As Scott writes, Of, behind the fasade of behavioral conformity imposed by dites, we
find innunerable, anonymousacts of resistance, o dso do we find, bénind the fas ade of
symbolic and ritud compliance, innurrerable acts of ideological resistanceO(304).

In spite of the very real fear of losing their jobs because of publicly declaring their
feelings, bloggers continue to write critically about their work, taking advantage of
technological developments to reclaim time and resources for their writing, employing
creative subterfuge in order to protect their identities, and building alliances that protect
their legal rights. The networks they form are diffuse and are defined around an interest
in the creative process and self-expression rather than overt labor organizing or political
activism. Lacking the kind of sustained organization necessary to demand and effect

systematic change, their activities may actually promote consent, acting as an employee
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safety valve that actually promotes the stability of the capitalist system. Yet blogs, as
sites for unfettered global dialogue and creative self-development, cultivate an awareness
of contradictions within the labor process, nurture opposition to the status quo, and

cultivate the belief that another world is possible.
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