Chapter 5



How do I explore and explain the nature of a professional 

conflict I experienced as leader of an action research 

project at a college of education and come to an 

understanding of how to resolve that conflict 

as I exercise my leadership ‘differently’?





Summary In writing this chapter I wanted to explain how I exercised my leadership of an action research project (1993-1995) despite opposition and conflict, as I worked at a college of education between 1990 and 1995.



Some months after I wrote this chapter I realised that in writing it I had answered the title-question in a way that satisfied me, but had made no reference to the following knowledge claim that I also associated with this chapter:



I show how my leadership comes into being in my words and actions as I exercise my ethic of responsibility towards others.



My strong feelings of anger at being denied my values of dignity, respect and freedom, and the fairness I associate with care, had blinded me to a factor other than the conflicts I experienced. What was this factor? At the time I was experiencing my various leadership conflicts with colleagues and the college principal, I was also genuinely trying to exercise my "ethic of reponsibility" towards the teachers and others I was supporting in their action enquiries, as I explained in chapters 2, 3, 4 and 6. 



In retrospect, I now recognise that exercising my "ethic of reponsibility" towards the teachers and others was a balancing factor in helping me to answer the title-question of the chapter: "How do I explore and explain the nature of a professional conflict I experienced as leader of an action research project at a college of education and come to an understanding of how to resolve that conflict as I exercise my leadership ‘differently’?" I now recognise also that in offering  acceptance, affirmation and confirmation to the teachers I was supporting in their action enquiries, I, too, was receiving it in turn from them, thus bolstering my strength and courage to face my various leadership 'conflicts'.



But, despite various conflicts, how did I describe and explain my leadership of the action research project? I wrote about how I allowed nobody’s expectations of me to pre-define how I should act as leader of the action research project. I took up a stance of nonconformity towards the expectations of the staff members with whom I worked. I found that my leadership came into being, over time, in my words and actions as I exercised it ‘differently’. I exercised it 'differently' by “constantly enact(ing) it,” constantly “accomplish(ing) it” (Sinclair, 1998). I began experimenting in an improvisatory way “with self-revelation, with resistance, with trying to build new paths” (Sinclair, 1998). 



My experience of having my values of dignity, respect, freedom and right to fairness denied when I was an action research project leader, helped me to answer a radical call to myself of personal freedom, especially freedom from restraint and fear in order to realise my ‘true’ self. But what kind of freedom did I win? I became free in so far as I was able to handle my then circumstances as leader. Being free didn’t necessarily mean I was autonomous (Marcel in Roberts, 1957: 304). Becoming free didn’t, for example, entail me in ‘action’ in the sense of being able to change the ‘power relations’ I experienced at the college. No, but I did seek and win interior freedom, a freedom that when complemented by love, helped me, I believe, in connecting the personal with the professional in my educative relationships with teachers and others.



     







  

�I attempt to acquire ‘objectivity’ and ‘distance’

 

Having completed a first draft of this chapter on 9th June,1998, I decided there was an imbalance between my subjectivity and a necessary objectivity. I was not only too subjective, but my subjectivity took the form of huge negative emotion directed towards those whom I judged had emotionally injured me. If I left the previously completed draft as it was I was sure it would be self-serving and be seen to be so. That was unsatisfactory. So I did two things. I laid this June draft aside and  asked myself the question: 



How could I continue to use my subjectivity and yet be sufficiently objective when examining and reexamining my motives and actions?



And even if I didn’t fully succeed in finding a balance between negative subjectivity and objectivity, could I at least become less self-serving? I wished to be involved holistically, to have my emotions as well as my intellect and reason involved; to have my emotions aroused and engaged, allied with my intellect and reason, so I could write authentically about matters that caused me immense grief. I wanted to be authentic, to be true both at the subjective and the objective level. I then wanted to share inter-subjectively what I discovered and hoped it could to be understood holistically by being grasped both at the intellectual and at the emotional, more personal, levels (Roberts, 1957: 7). 



I find useful Popper’s (1959: 44) view that objectivity is grounded in inter-subjective criticism when he says that: "I shall therefore say that the objectivity of scientific statements lies in the fact that they can be inter-subjectively tested." In other words, my difficulty with being too subjective can be counter-balanced at social validation meetings of my action research group at the University of Bath, where the group can help me to objectify in order that I may be able to change.



Dadds (1995a:106) is helpful when she said that it is necessary for me to objectify if I am to be open to change. I need to be able to separate my sense of my self from the ‘self’ reflected in my descriptions "in order to see and think anew" (ibid). Dowrick and Biggs (1983: 221, in Dadds, 1995a) suggest that "Immediately .... one is sufficiently distanced from events, questions arise." According to them, this "distance leaves room for an area of what has been called 'free play' around the object of attention." At that point, the ‘object’ can then "be more easily described in different ways and from different points of reference" (ibid). I grappled with this idea of ‘distancing’, of ‘objectifying’ for a long time and then decided on a new method of writing this chapter. Why not use an imaginary dialogue, incorporating extracts from my discarded draft? Having done so, I found myself discussing the various issues and my values in a more emotionally relaxed way. I had achieved, I believe, the requisite ‘objectivity’ and ‘distance’ I needed.





Explaining the ‘nature’ of the professional conflict I experienced     



I needed a working definition of what I meant by "the nature of   a .... conflict."  By the nature of something I mean its essential qualities, its ‘character.' To understand the "essential qualities" of the conflict I experienced at the college, I needed to consider whether it was real or fictional (Fromm, 1994: 90-94). As I understand Fromm, he considered real conflict to be my inability to emancipate myself, to be free, to take control of my own life. My fictional conflict is: do I agree to conform to what other people expect me to do or do I exercise my freedom to be myself? If I exercise my freedom to be myself I will inevitably alienate some people. If I agree to conform, I will be deeply unhappy, even miserable about my choice. The latter, my unhappiness and feeling of misery will have come about because I am no longer free! 



I believe that becoming interiorly free of constraints, relating warmly with myself, and being able to control my own life would help me to achieve better relationships with others. But if I persisted in trying to open the door to ‘solving’ the professional conflict I experienced with the wrong key, then I would never open the door. I had to find the right key. It was like a scientific problem where if I started with a wrong premise, the problem would be insoluble and I'd get depressed and angry. If I didn’t know how I should try to find a solution I would become powerless, my actions would be futile, and I would become deeply discouraged. But when I was able to say: "Ah, this is not the problem, my premises are wrong; this other is the problem, I can now deal with it," this would bring me new life because, like Fromm (1994: 92-93), I believed that: 



I may never succeed but at least this is something to work on. This is not in principle insoluble, this does not condemn me to eternal impotence, I can try to do something; I work on something meaningful rather than a fictitious problem. I think that in itself brings about an increase in freedom, in energy, in confidence, which is very important: to see the real conflicts rather than the fictitious ones.         



The real conflict then for me was about my effort to become the author of my own emancipation, my own freedom, my own ability to control my own life, connected with the way I wished to exercise my leadership ‘differently.' Concentrating my energies solely on attempting to resolve ‘fictional’ difficulties would effect little because there was a possibility they were insoluble in any case. That doesn’t mean, of course, that I didn’t expend quite an amount of energy on trying to resolve my fictional conflict. I resisted and that took a lot of energy. But perhaps I needed to expend that energy in order to achieve greater emancipation, freedom, control of my own life. 



But how did I perceive my fictional conflict? It seemed to me that I felt quite persistently under pressure from team members, including the former action research project leader, Cora, to conform to the raison d’etre and modus operandi she had established. In addition, it seemed to me that Iris, one of our team, acted more independently than our financial situation warranted and that she actually knew the difficulty this caused. The principal of the college eventually became involved, apparently agreeing with how Iris viewed the situation. 



In terms of the real conflict, as defined by Fromm (1994: 92-93), I needed to be myself, to act as myself. But how was I going to be able to do that and at the same time ensure that the teachers for whom we as team were collectively responsible, received the requisite help they needed? My writing in this chapter tracks my progression as leader, from doubt about the wisdom of copying anybody else’s style of leadership to self-acceptance and freedom about exercising my leadership ‘differently’ (Sinclair, 1998). 





As leader I didn’t have to copy the ‘traits’ of others



As leader I didn’t want to conform to a list of traits that others might deem appropriate to leading, managing, and organising an action research project. In fact I don’t believe there is such a thing as an ‘appropriate’ approach. Rowland (1993: 109) seems to me to argue a similar point when he cautions that the 



bureaucratic interests in many of the so-called 'caring' professions may challenge us to prescribe professional knowledge (or skill) in terms of lists of 'competencies' (but) this reductionistic approach does not readily provide an adequate account of the abilities we use at work. 



Essentially for me, there is only my approach as I respond to people and events. I believe I don’t necessarily have to fit myself within anybody else’s conception of what it means to be a leader. In this I am cheered by Bennis and Nanus (1985, in Sinclair, 1998: 15) who reminds me that scholars from the various disciplines have sought to identify the ingredients and antecedents of leadership and there is as yet 



no clear unequivocal understanding .... as to what distinguishes leaders from non-leaders .... Never have so many labored so long to say so little."  



Nevertheless, Bennis (1993: 75) does explore the "common traits" of leaders. I read him, however, without feeling a compelling need to copy his ‘traits.' He defined "four competencies" for leadership as being these: "management of attention, management of meaning, management of trust" and "management of self" (p. 78). I want to criticise them lightly and briefly, but as thoughtfully as I can in the light of my experience.





Bennis’s "competencies for leadership" 



According to Bennis, I manage attention when I offer a "compelling vision that brings others to a place they have not been before" (p. 79). While not decrying this beautiful sentiment, it sounds somewhat egocentric to me! I am asking: does a ‘compelling vision’ reside only in the imagination of one person to be ‘applied’ presumably to all in his or her spheres of influence? Well, for me, it doesn’t! For me, a ‘compelling vision’ arises, if at all, from ‘shared’ vision. "Why should one person’s vision, whether the person is chosen, selected or elected, necessarily be the guide to other peoples’ actions?" And yet I know from my own experience of the action research project and from being leader of a religious community (chapter 6) that moving towards and achieving a shared vision is exceptionally difficult. I believe now also that much of the learning about what a shared vision might begin to look like comes from engaging in the process of moving towards achieving it. I believe that is what I am engaged in here, using the process of my form of representation in this chapter, to attempt to share with my readers my vision of doing leadership differently. 



With reference to his second leadership competency, Bennis writes that I can manage meaning by communicating my vision through using "metaphors with which people can identify" (p. 80). Metaphors with which people might identify seem like a good idea. But it apparently doesn’t recognise that leaders aren’t the only ones who can articulate and communicate vision - with or without metaphors! I have to say that, for myself, the vision that means most to me is the one that emerges from a process with others as we attempt to share and communicate our vision.  



Bennis insists that the "management of trust," his third leadership competency, requires reliability and constancy on the part of the leader. A leader "is all of a piece"; "whether you like it or not, you always know where he (she) is coming from, what he (she) stands for" (p. 82). 



And I manage self, according to Bennis, by knowing and nurturing my skills, deploying them effectively - and by taking risk (p. 83). 



Let me comment on Bennis’s two ideas, "managing trust" and "managing self." Let me take the latter first, managing self, and  its connection with the idea of taking risks. Taking risks is not just for leaders. It is the sine qua non for all human beings, if they wish to continue living. As for myself, I wish to learn to take risks by trusting in my own judgments, to learn to rely on my own sense of fidelity to the people with whom I work and to the work in hand. Looking to others to supply it may only lead to dependency or worse, sycophancy. 



In my leadership role, I wish to be independent and to help others to understand their need to be similarly independent, with a view to moving towards healthy interdependence. As leader I took a risk  - the risk of backlash from my colleagues - by not allowing them to require from me a ‘reliability’ or ‘constancy’ that would lead, for me, to the emasculation of my individual gifts and talents and ways of doing things, my creativity that thrives on difference. I have always been wary in groups at efforts, conscious or unconscious, at hegemonic totalising; a tendency that for me privileges unity above the difference represented by each individual in a group. 



I am chilled by Bennis’s phrase regarding how I should act as leader: "whether you like it or not, you always know where he (she) is coming from, what he stands for" (p. 80). Why? My experience of this kind of certainty is that it may not be open to difference, to the difference represented by the other with whom I am dealing as leader. If so, it denies one of my values put so well by Levinas (1984: 58) when he says that my relationship with the other is better as difference than as unity. If I love the other I won't attempt to reduce him or her to myself. 



       

Am I a leader according to Bennis’s list of leadership ‘competencies’? 



I have difficulties then, as I see it, with Bennis’s over-emphasis on certainty, but also with his prescriptive and predictive view of how leaders ‘should’ act. I was a leader who didn’t necessarily exhibit Bennis’s ‘leadership traits.' Was I then doomed to failure under the terms he laid down for leaders? Maybe. But if I was to be classified as a failure, I would do so in my own terms! I knew, of course, that others who experienced me as leader would do so also! I also knew, however, that there were contextual, institutional difficulties in the college where I worked. This added a local flavour and complexity that Bennis obviously couldn’t know about! I knew also that each of those I worked with was a totally different person from me, had different personality traits, perhaps a different value system and a different way of thinking and acting. A question for me was: "Knowing all this, how could I act in ways that valued what I knew?" For me, it meant that I wouldn’t wish to be conformist. That is, I didn’t wish to follow the leadership role practised by my predecessor, Cora. Neither did I wish to pretend to be the same, to wish to copy her. I wanted to be responsible for my own actions and to enable others to be responsible for theirs.    



Perhaps Bennis’s focus on leadership, is more a study about "generic great men theories, personality traits and behavioural style theories," as Covey (1995: 101) puts it. In order to avoid these notions, Covey decided to study followers rather than leaders in his quest "to assess leadership." I feel it’s a pity that he didn’t study his own leadership in the process of studying the practice of leadership in the case of other individuals. Then, he and they would have been describing and explaining their individual personal gifts, talents, and experience of their practice in dealing with people and events. However, I don’t intend doing a literature review of leadership, not least because it is a topic "considered in more articles and citations than any other topic of management" (Sinclair, 1998: 15), but also because I wished to speak about how I attempted to exercise my leadership ‘differently’. By ‘differently’ I mean as I observed myself reflecting and acting in that role over two years (1993-1995).        



For me, leadership, my leadership of an action research project, wasn’t a static concept consisting of a list of ways of being leader. Rather, I had to constantly enact it, to constantly seek to accomplish it (Sinclair, 1998: 12-13). My leadership came into being in my words and actions, in whatever images I conjured up as in this artifact here, my writing, as I both explore (intrapersonally and interpersonally) and explain what my leadership was like. I needed to constantly demonstrate to myself and others what I meant by my leadership so that I was able to sustain exercising it ‘differently’. 



I realised, of course, that for my leadership to be ‘successful’, it required a partnership of leader and led. It is problematic for me as to whether that ever happened in my leadership of the action research project at the college, 1993-1995.





Writing this chapter anew



I explain in this new chapter what ‘leadership’ means to me as I understood it in my then practice as leader of an action research project (1993-1995) and as I understand it now. By moving through the events I experienced as leader I will be able to understand it more clearly. 



In writing this new chapter I used extracts from the previous discarded chapter I had written and from a chapter I had contributed to a book edited by Taylor et al (in press). These extracts included descriptions and some explanations of the ‘conflict’ I experienced in my role of leadership of an action research project at the college. They include cameos of exchanges between me and  members of the action research team, including Paddy, Cora who was the previous leader, Iris and the college principal. I included these cameos and extracts within an imaginary dialogue with my friend, Jim, whose questions are based on the cameos and extracts. They in turn illustrate my needs and the needs of my colleagues, my agreement or disagreement with them where personally warranted and, through some pain, the emergence of my own sense of my own identity and integrity and of my leadership values. And so, I now enter the writing of this ‘new’ chapter honouring my own quest to be different, that is, to be myself. Not only honouring, but reverencing it, a quest which, for me, sounds quite like Moffett’s (1994b: 19-22) view of  spirituality which he says: "work(s) through each of us in a particular way characteristic of our individuality ...."



Before I move on to consider why I used imaginary dialogue as well as ‘real’ dialogue, I want to see if I can answer an objection Pat D’Arcy (a member of Bath University Action Research Group) raised when she read an early draft of this chapter. She felt that she had got adequate explanations of the meaning of my conflict and how I dealt with it through the use of my imaginary dialogue. She did wonder, though, about what she called the ‘repetition’ near the end of the chapter when I began to offer the ‘real’ dialogue involving Iris and the college principal. I did so at that point rather than earlier because I found it extremely difficult earlier to be objective about it. I thought that if I left these dialogues until near the end I could, in the meantime, offer my explanations about what else I experienced and that these would prepare me for dealing with these dialogues which were very painful to me. I also felt that I could now use them to offer a more reflexive account, building on what I had already explained in the earlier part of my imaginary dialogue leading, hopefully, to new learning.     





An imaginary dialogue



But why an imaginary dialogue? I agree with Dadds (1995a) above that I needed a way to help me objectify and distance myself from the trauma of the pain I experienced as I endeavoured to make sense of, move through, and become more free and in control of my own life as leader of a project at the college where I worked. I needed dialogue with my inner self which the imaginary dialogue facilitated. Let me explain. 



I am creating my own living educational theory as a form of improvisatory self-realisation (Winter, 1998). My living theory grows from my descriptions and explanations as I am on what Winter calls "a sort of journey of self-discovery." This journey doesn't only involve me, it also involves others. So dialogues, both intrapersonal (with myself) and interpersonal (with others), are involved. In my intrapersonal dialogues, according to Lomax (1999:14), I am representing my meanings to myself. In my interpersonal dialogues I am representing my meanings to others. In this particular study of singularity I am using intrapersonal dialogue as a form of imaginary dialogue because I want, in the first instance, to represent my meanings to myself. Then, I want to represent my meaning to my reader through this particular text which is my form of interpersonal dialogue. This text also includes, of course, my actual dialogues with those with whom I was in conflict. But now I invite the reader to accompany Jim and myself as we move into dialogue.





‘Paddy’s’ aggravation at his perception that I am dilatory    



"Will you introduce me to your first cameo?," Jim asks.



"Right, Jim, turn to that sheaf of papers and read the passage (below) which begins with a journal entry."



In my journal, dated 10th November, 1993, I wrote thus:



Had an action research meeting from 9.30 a.m. to 11.00 a.m. The person I was most aware of during the meeting was ‘Paddy’. I could sense that he was very annoyed. He said: 'I have a lot of work to do. I need to know how things are going to be organised in action research, when things are to happen, etc.'



At the meeting I believe I began to ‘own’ Paddy’s problem - at least initially.  I could have challenged Paddy about cooperation, about collaboration and that if we didn’t cooperate and collaborate, the team might begin to fall apart. I greatly dislike ‘either-or’ situations, however. And I also know that Paddy likes order and ‘discipline’. Obviously the previously ordered way of doing things, when Cora was leader, suited him. I’m afraid I’ll have to admit that I won’t be able to duplicate that because I don’t believe in it per se. I need to be liberated from conformity and, in my opinion, other people on this team need a similar liberation. I have to be careful though, not to force it! To do so would be undemocratic. 



In the same journal extract I also wrote:



It must have been highly aggravating for someone as highly organised as Paddy to come to a meeting and to find that we didn't know exactly how many teachers were going to be involved this coming year. Despite my pleas to Paddy for help, however, it fell on deaf ears. He tended to complain but was reluctant himself to offer help, the kind of help that might enable us to ascertain the number of teachers to be involved in the coming year. 



I sympathised with Paddy’s dilemma. I noticed his complaints, too. However,  there was never an offer of help, even when I asked for it. I needed help with contacting schools as I didn’t have a secretary and the college admitted it couldn’t provide me with one. Well, I couldn’t compel an offer of help, no less than freedom. Either it was freely given or it wasn’t. What felt important to me was to find a way of getting the action research project to move forward and at the same time to retain the level of freedom that I needed for myself. In the same journal extract I go on the defensive, but indicate also, that I am not going to take on a burden of guilt:



I am reluctant to take on a burden of guilt which would affect my own perception of my own competence. Guilt would only immobilise me and make me feel useless. I do, however, find Paddy’s constant refusal to be involved in contacting any of the schools very annoying. 



Feeling annoyed and feeling deprived of my own freedom to act are two different things. But I can deal with them when I don’t feel guilty and when I am not made to feel guilty. Regarding Paddy, I felt he could have tried to accommodate himself to the limits of what I felt I was able to do, knowing what the institutional constraints on me were. The alternative was for him to take on some aspects of my role that he felt I should have fulfilled but couldn’t. My real concern was that if I took on fully the role Paddy felt I should fulfil, I would be left with doing more than I felt I was able to do. In that event, I felt I couldn’t be true to myself, to who I know myself to be.



I felt then that there was an expectation that my leadership of the action research project would depend on me, a lone individual, and not on me as a member of an educational community. Achieving success was, I felt, going to be difficult, if not a failure. Lambert (1998: 3) puts my dilemma very succinctly when she says that: 



Schools (colleges), and the people in them, have a tendency to depend too much on a strong principal (leader) or other authority for direction and guidance. 



Rather, I wished for staff commitment to work in a way that involved reflection, enquiry, conversations and focused action -  professional behaviours (p. 4). According to Louis (in Lambert, p. 87), it is certain that the best relationship atmosphere happens in an institution where there is “high engagement and low bureaucratisation.” By high engagement she meant frequent interaction and two-way communication, mutual coordination and reciprocal influence, and some shared goals and objectives. On the other hand, low bureaucratisation meant an absence of extensive rules and regulations governing relationships. My reading of my situation as leader was that there was low engagement and a high desire for bureaucratisation.    



I wanted my leadership to be about “learning together” (ibid, p. 5), enquiring about and generating ideas together, and making sense of our work in the light of our shared beliefs and new information. We would then be able, I felt, to create actions that grew out of these new understandings. I wanted these creative actions and new understandings to be at the core of my leadership, but they weren’t. Yet, paradoxically, I knew I was able to offer leadership to the individual teachers and others I worked with, as my representation of our work together in various chapters in my thesis show. The learning that was most powerful to the teachers and to myself did not consist of “decontextualised training,” but learning that was embedded in the work we were doing (ibid, p. 80) as community together.





Jim’s questions about who I perceive myself to be 



Jim responds with: "What I’ve just read about is a live problem for me too. How do you find a way to be cooperative but not to have to conform to others’ wishes? How do you find a way of insisting that you are different from those you work with and at the same time preserve a communal feeling?" 



"To be honest, I didn’t come up with an instant solution. It only grew slowly. But in that particular situation I wasn’t at ease. I kept remembering how ‘Cora’, the previous leader of the project, did things. And she was present at this particular meeting which added to my leadership discomfort. Paddy wasn’t the only one who was used to doing what he was told, others were too. Not only that but having things done for them too. I was determined I wasn’t going to do that. Otherwise I felt I would lose sight of who I was. I wasn’t sure though, how I could hold on to my own point of view, be cooperative, but also nonconformist, and still move the project forward. Not easy."



"How did you become leader of the action research project? And a more important question perhaps: ‘how would you describe yourself?," asked Jim.



"I know all descriptions and explanations need ‘evidence’ for their ‘validity’, nevertheless I attempted to answer that very question in a chapter I wrote for a book by Taylor et al (in press). You can read about it in that sheaf of pages by your elbow (and below)":





My leadership style



"To enable you to understand the nature of the professional conflict I experienced at the college (where I worked, 1990-1995), I invite you to join me as I reflect on what becoming leader of an action research project (1993-1995) meant to me. I took over as leader of the action research project at the college in August, 1993. It was an appointment made by the previous leader informally, with the agreement of the other staff members, within the department in which I worked. Because this job wasn’t listed in the college ‘Instrument of Governance,’ it had no job description. The previous project leader, who was also leader of the department in which I worked, had a formal job description of that role. This was easily transferable to a description of her role as action research project leader. If only hindsight could be foresight, I would have sought a formal job description for leadership of the action research project! Doing so at the time might have enabled me to resolve some at least of the subsequent difficulties I experienced."

  

"If I didn’t have a job description, I had a leadership style, however. And my style was the opposite to that of the leader I replaced. I am not authoritative in style. That is, I am not instantaneously certain about my knowing, I believe it grows and develops over time. Regarding my dealings with people, I prefer to manage the process of the relationship rather than people themselves and so I tend towards being non-directive. People rather than tasks have a higher priority with me, even though I also pay attention to the latter! I can tolerate a high level of ambiguity and a certain amount of disorder and instability. Rather than directing or controlling people, I prefer to believe that, given time and goodwill, I can enable them to become self-motivated and self-directed. As leader I wished our meetings to be more reflective than problem solving, while not neglecting the latter. I was more interested in knowing how we each facilitated the teachers we were supporting in an action research mode in the schools than in how many visits we paid to them, for example. The qualitative rather than in the quantitative aspects of the action research project were more important to me."





Jim’s questions about my sense of my identity



Jim nods, "Okay, but I want to know how you retained your sense of identity throughout your difficulties?"



"If you turn to the pages in that sheaf of papers you’ll read more about my difficulties, but also about how I eventually came to a sense of how I might retain my sense of my identity and integrity - and about how it was okay for me to exercise my leadership differently!’ Jim reads the passage below": 



Writing in my journal on 24th November, 1993, I say:



Action research meeting .... I find myself going on the defensive rather than throwing the question(s) back at (my) questioner. Yet what I think Paddy is signalling is that I am expected to have all the answers. 



Again and again I see the same temptation being held out to me: "become like your predecessor. That’s our expectation of you." Admittedly, others aren’t saying that to me. I’m saying it to myself. Because I’m doing so, I have a choice. I can be myself as I am or I can capitulate and try and become Cora. She herself too, said to me at this meeting: 



You are good at drawing people out but decisions also have to be made frequently. I think you’ll have to get used to using words like ‘I will’ rather than ‘I think’, or ‘Maybe’, etc, more frequently. 





Jim’s questions me about being decisive



Jim tentatively asks me: "What do you think of Cora’s insistence that you be more decisive. At least that’s what I thought I heard her saying?"



"To be honest, I don’t feel a compelling need to follow her logic nor her method. For me, it’s just a choice I can take or leave! I use 'I think' and 'Maybe”'as invitations to participation. I don’t want anybody to feel forced to do anything they don’t want to do. I want them to freely choose. Why should I insist on collective decisions, when I believe that the very insistence may militate against learning? For me, decisions freely arrived at, are preferable." 



"Hold on a minutes, Ben," Jim says", couldn’t meetings go on interminably then with no decisions ever being made?"



"Yes, that’s a possibility. However, my experience is that in any group of people at least one is going to be of the decisive kind. But my experience is that the ‘decisive’ kinds of leaders sometimes unwittingly deprive others of feeling free in the decision being made. The compulsion to decide is not always, often even, made in a climate where I feel ‘free’. The paradox for me is that while I value decision making, I value democracy much more. But for democracy to hold sway, individuals need to be free to make decisions. I can’t allow people at meetings to ‘force’ me into doing something I don’t want to do - or don’t feel capable of doing.’"



"Considering that you have difficulty with the way decisions are made, how did you manage?"



"I’ve come to know that I need to meditate internally. To find ways of boosting myself internally when faced with issues that I don’t appear to be easily able to solve. What you’ll see me proposing on those pages near you may not satisfy you, but they were fine for me for a while until I found a better way to deal with my problems. By the way, don’t feel turned off by my ideas about self-pity being positive."



Jim turns to the pages indicated in the sheaf of papers on the table and begins to read what is below:

 



I grow in self-understanding through self-love



There may be a little tincture of self-pity (Hillman, 1994: 103) in what I have been writing. If there is, all I can say is that I’m human and so, fallible. So what if I occasionally display self-pity at least momentarily? It’s good for me! How so? Some of my self-pity is obviously self-justificatory and defensive, but there is also another kind peeping through the surface. Let me explain. I want to be available to help those I am with, but that sometimes happens at the cost of my love for myself. Sometimes then, I don’t feel that I want to be available to others. 



The feeling side of my personality doesn’t begin maybe where I’d like to persuade myself it begins - with feeling for others! Rather, it begins with self-pity, that is, with feeling for myself. I am presently engaged as I write this section in feeling tenderness for myself. Doing so helps me both to listen to and show the real care for myself, care that I need. It is the beginning of my caring deeply for myself. It is opening me up to my lost aspirations as, for example, about the kind of leadership I would like to have exercised, but perhaps didn’t. It’s opening me up to being regretful over wrong choices I may have made at different times, not totally sure what they were, but vaguely believing I made them all the same. It is about my discovery and revelation of my deepest longings to myself. I know what I want to show others - care and availability. 



I want to know and reveal to myself my deepest, my most vulnerable parts so that I can come to an ease within myself about being messily human, not really having definite answers to my everyday problems of living and working, as with my leadership of the action research project. I want to know myself and my needs better. In knowing and owning my knowing, I won’t then be waiting for judgment from others. I will instead be judging myself but doing so with some tenderness, care and love. I’m happy to start with self-pity, if that’s the route I need to take on my way to self-love and love of others.              





Jim’s questions to me about being guided by my own values



"It seems to me since we started talking that freedom was constantly peeping through the surface of all the things I hear you saying. What does it mean to you?" 



"Can I put it very simply - I need to be creative. I can’t be creative if I don’t have freedom. If having freedom means that I don’t conform - at least at times - well then, I don’t conform! And what’s useful for me now is to see to what degree I have been strengthened, to what degree I am more free to control the living out of my life, a life that is not conformist. That’s what’s important to me. And that in the process of this discovery I haven’t consciously or deliberately harmed anybody."



Jim queries me, "Do you remember you told me a lot about Isaiah Berlin's views on liberty recently. You had read some of his books and also Ignatieff's biography of Berlin. What had Berlin to say about liberty, about freedom?"

 

"According to Berlin (in Ignatieff,1998: 202) there are two liberties, two freedoms, negative liberty and positive liberty. I possess negative liberty, or freedom, when I am free from obstacles to my thoughts and actions. I can achieve positive liberty, positive freedom, when I come to realise my innermost nature. On the one hand, I might enjoy negative liberty, that is, freedom of action or thought, but might lack positive liberty, that is, the capacity to develop my innermost nature to the full." 



"Okay," says Jim. "I am with you so far, but are there any dangers that you can see regarding the exercise of positive freedom?"



"Yes, Berlin (1950: 171) feels that I might be tempted to consider others to be ignorant of their true natures because of custom or injustice, and that I could ‘free’ them because of a pretence on my part that I understand their objective needs better than they do themselves. But the kind of freedom I should offer others, Berlin insisted, is to offer to free them from obstacles like prejudice, tyranny and discrimination so that they themselves can exercise their own free choice. But offering freedom to others doesn’t mean telling them how to use their freedom."



Jim interrupts, "I would imagine that achieving negative liberty, the absence of obstacles to your courses of thought and action, became very important to you when you were dealing with your ‘conflict’ with Iris and the principal here in the college."



"Yes, it was. but I'll talk about that later. But I did exercise positive liberty as I worked towards enabling Marion, Valerie and Rose in chapter 2, John in chapter 3 and David in chapter 4 and myself, to develop our innermost natures to the full."



Jim replies, "Yes, I've understand that in reading chapters 2, 3 and 4 in your thesis. But to return to Berlin, what other contribution did he make to ethics?"



"He contributed to ethical philosophy through his notion of moral pluralism. Annan (in Berlin, 1998a: xvi-xviii) says that Berlin’s interpretation of life is pluralism. He believes that you can't always pursue one good end without setting another on one side."



"Like not being able to always exercise mercy without cheating justice, for example," Jim chimes in.



"Precisely. Equality and freedom are both good ends but you rarely can have more of one without surrendering some part of the other. However, peaceful tradeoffs are possible. Sometimes, for example, equality and liberty may be reconciled; sometimes not. But Berlin reasons that pluralism entails liberalism or freedom." 



"So Berlin’s two main ideas are thus connected, freedom and moral pluralism (Berlin, 1998a: 286)," Jim chimes in.



"Yes, Berlin's moral pluralism lead him to espouse what he considered to be a comparatively new value (since the 1800’s), that of toleration. And out of that grew other new values such as sincerity and authenticity. These new values form the presuppositions of modern liberal individualism (Ignatieff, 1998: 245)."



"How do you see these new values in relation to your work with others as represented in your thesis,?" Jim asks.



"I came to value the differences between me and John in chapter 3, David in chapter 4, Iris and the principal in chapter 5. I came to learn and practice the value of toleration, thereby leading to greater sincerity and authenticity on my part."



Jim queries, "but I read, too, that Berlin (Ignatieff, 1998: 89) himself believed that positive freedom wasn't attainable. Why? Because he didn’t believe in the inevitability of progress. He said that the concept of progress was unintelligible because individuals in modern societies were incorrigibly divided about the nature of the good (Eliot, 1948: 48, 70, 122)."



"That's true, but I don’t accept Berlin’s view of positive liberty because I believe it is the effort to achieve development of my innermost nature rather than the end result which is important to me. Even though there is variation in values across cultures and between individuals within cultures, I believe that understanding the concept of ‘living contradiction’ (Whitehead, 1993: 56) helps me to move towards my development of my innermost nature, my own self-realisation. By living contradiction I mean my efforts to minimise the tensions I experience between holding personal values of freedom and love and negating them in my practice."



"May I go on just a little?"



"Please do," Jim says. 



"While my understanding of my values may differ from similar values held by others, that doesn’t necessarily affect me. What affects me is not my comparing my values to those of others, but my self-appraisal in terms of my idiosyncratic living out of my own values as I understand them for myself, and as they help me to act professionally with teachers and others."



"But," argues Jim, "didn't Berlin emphasise the notion of human dividedness: that the self is torn by competing impulses; that  the ends and goals of human beings are in conflict?"



"Yes, that's true, he did. Berlin used the notion of human dividedness, both inner and outer, to argue for freedom within the good society which accepts conflict among human values and which maintains a democratic forum in which conflict can be managed peacefully. If true for society, it is equally true for institutions within society. I was to come to lament the lack of a democratic forum in this college from 1990 to 1995, whereby conflicts such as I experienced, could have been managed peacefully. Berlin’s concept of ‘dividedness’ reminds me of difference, of the differences between me and others, and how I need to work at respecting others because they are different from me."



"But now to the action research project. You must have had a view that it was going to end," says Jim.



"Yes, I have to admit that the view slowly formed in my mind that I’d have to find a way, perhaps, of doing action research on my own. That actually became possible when, at the beginning of 1995, I detected that the team was actually breaking up."



"Would you say something about how and why that happened?," Jim asked.



"Yes, turn to that sheaf of papers and read the passage entitled "Should we expand the action research project?" (below)  

  



Should we expand the action research project?



At a team meeting held on 12th October, 1993, we discussed the issue of expanding action research in the school year, 1993-1994. One of the questions we asked ourselves was how many teachers and schools we felt we could accommodate in the action research project in 1993-1994. Most of the team wished to accommodate as many schools as possible. I didn’t believe we could do so for three reasons: 



1)	we had fewer personnel on the team than the previous year; 

2)	I had doubts about the individual commitment of the 			members; 

3)	I wanted action research to be done in some depth, not just 	scratching at the surface; others didn’t. 



In the event, the action research ‘good news’ didn’t spread much in 1993-1994 outside our existing group of schools. However, early in 1995, I began to disseminate action research in two areas some hundred plus miles from the city in which the college was located. Some thirty teachers attended the workshops I held on action research on consecutive evenings for two hours every fortnight. I felt exhilarated at the enthusiasm of those who attended. James, one of our team members, and I shared the giving of the inputs at the sessions. 





Jim’s questions as to why our Action Research group broke up  



Jim asks: "On a previous occasion I understood from you that the action research team gradually broke up because of other commitments and lack of commitment to action research itself, but were there any other reasons, in your view?" 



"Can I read out what I wrote about that for Taylor et al (in Press)?"



"Please do," Jim said.



"Here it is": 



"What I hadn’t reckoned with, though, was the personal stress and confusion caused to at least some of the staff by the change in leadership styles. They were faced with me, a leader whose style was the direct opposite to that of the previous leader, a very charismatic personality, who was still a fellow staff member as well as head of my department. I soon felt myself becoming destabilised by my perceptions of the staff’s dismay at the change, by my own secret lack of confidence in myself, and also by the fact that another staff member, ‘Iris’, began to act independently of decisions made at our meetings. Unknown to me, in her visits to school, Iris used to take on tasks for which there was no mandate from our meetings, nor money to support them. She used also to discuss with other staff members, outside of meetings, decisions she intended taking for which she had not received prior approval at our meetings. Eventually, having found out what was happening, I started worrying about the financial implications of Iris’s independent decisions and how I felt her independence was undermining me and my leadership. I wondered also about how I might find a ‘suitable’ way to reproach her in as gentle a way as possible. In the end I never did find a way."



Jim says thoughtfully, "Yes, that was really difficult for you. But just take Iris for a moment. Weren’t you expecting conformity from her, the very  antithesis of what you say you wish to stand for?"



"(I laugh) Yes, you’ve caught me out in an apparent contradiction. However, it’s a complex one and needs to be explained. Iris was the one member of our group who was formally paid. All the other members were religious brothers and Cora herself was a religious sister who only got a small allowance which went into a community account in the bank on our behalf. But Iris was paid a recognised rate of pay for the work she did from the funds we got from the Department of Education. These funds were actually very limited. The college expected me to draw my small allowance from that fund as well as Iris’s salary. And the more work Iris did, the more she had to be paid, and the more my allowance went down! What happened eventually was that I lost all of my allowance and Iris was paid more! In fact, I shouldn’t have had to deal with these kinds of difficulties. They should have been dealt with by the authorities in the college who employed Iris. I was left holding a responsibility without power. In fact, whenever Iris was dissatisfied she went over my head anyway to someone more powerful to get what she wanted. She clearly knew that my role hadn’t any status. Okay? But could I bring us back to a final reason why I think our group broke up?"



"Sure," says Jim, "but could I ask you something else, something that may be difficult for you to answer?"



"Try me."



Jim says, "I don't know how powerfully you feel at being rejected by Iris, but can I ask this? Did Iris have the democratic right to do things 'differently', the right you claim for yourself?"



"Rejection by Iris - I hadn't thought of my difficulties with her like that. But now, yes, I think you're right. Regarding her democratic right to do things 'differently' to me, I hadn't sufficiently thought about that either. The fact was that she made her own choices about issues that I felt should have been discussed in our work community. Whatever else I did, I didn't do anything in the schools that I hadn't cleared with our community. To do otherwise would have been an abnegation of a sort of obligation I felt to democracy within our group. Democracy, in this instance, meant that each of us would in some way be answerable for the work we did, or intended doing, to the group. Anything else is, at least for me, a recipe for chaos!"



"Tell me now about the real reason for break-up of the action research group," asks Jim.





The real reason for the break up of our group



"Although our team decided in 1991 to undertake an action research project and actively did so in 1992, it wasn’t unconnected with our rejection of a programme that the trustees of the college wished us to be involved in, starting in 1990. The minutes of our department meeting on 9th September, 1991, summarise those reservations. Below is a brief snippet from those minutes":



We have serious reservations about, and resentment, at being ordered to undertake tasks that do not allow us the freedom and autonomy which we feel were our professional entitlement ....



Our reservations led, in October 1992, to our department initiating an action research project. And Cora, the project leader, wanted to prove that we could take responsibility for, and move forward, our own project. On 14th October, 1992, she told us that: "We don't have an option on involvement. We have decided to go into this as a team, to operate action research as our focus ...."



"What happened then?," Jim asks.



"With the pressure from the trustees long gone - a hazy memory at most - it wasn’t surprising to me that the individual team members wished to return to the areas of their ‘expertise’ which drew them into the college in the first place before action research came on the scene. It now seems to me too that it was rejection of an attempted imposition by the trustees of the college, and Cora’s insistence on making our action research project work at least during its first year, that bound us tightly together and made the operation of action research successful." 



"Yes," Jim says", I accept what you’re saying. However, it could still be said that the project in its original form fell apart because of your lack of a thrusting leadership, a leadership that grabbed people by the scruff of the neck, metaphorically, and said: 'This is what we’re going to do. I expect everybody to fall in with that.'"



"Look, Jim, can I tell you how I perceive leadership?"



"Sure," says Jim.



Here is what I wrote about it in my journal (12th November, 1993):



I have reflected on and off about what leadership should mean to me. For me it has to have something to do with the spirit - and with people .... In my experience, ‘decisive’ leadership is the one that most disables and inhibits me .... one person takes all the decisions, albeit occasionally dressing it up as democracy. To me there is something very egotistical about it; a form of self-glorification. The form of leadership I favour is one where the leader provides opportunities for people to experience freedom of expression and action so that they can genuinely choose between alternatives, which allows people to make mistakes and learn from them.



Jim immediately asks, "Ben, regarding that passage, it sounds to me that your declaration of them as values came from feeling you were being denied your free expression of them."



"You’re right. I have experienced leadership from various people throughout my life that I would classify as crippling. A leadership that would hold people in bondage. I have a tremendous desire to allow others to be separate from me. I don’t own them. I desire to be most delicate in approaching them because of their difference from me. In order to celebrate their being different they need to experience freedom and responsibility for that freedom."





Becoming concerned about the ‘truth of power’ 



"Can I tell you something else, too, Jim? At the college, I became seriously concerned about the truth of power and the power of truth as Foucault explains those terms (in Gordon, 1980: 131-133). When Foucault talks about ‘truth’ he doesn’t mean ’the ensemble of truths which are to be discovered and accepted’ (ibid). He actually means ‘the ensemble of rules according to which the true and the false are separated and specific effects of power attached to the true’ (ibid). Let me  put it this way. After I left the college I wrote to the college principal some months later about the ‘rules’ which he had assembled to connote truth, which for me were to do with the truth of power."



Jim is puzzled", Give me a specific example," he pleads.



"Okay, Jim. Listen to what I wrote to the college principal, and to one of my community leaders (9th January, 1996). I paraphrase it in Taylor et al (in press) thus:



"One of my complaints was that the two consecutive college newsletters, published after I had left the college, omitted to mention me or my work at the college! My work was, in fact, attributed to others, including the principal, though he knew nothing about action research! I felt infuriated .... I lambasted what I considered to be the hierarchical and bureaucratic nature of the college where, in my opinion, nothing was decided at the appropriate lower level. Everything, no matter how minute or insignificant, was apparently decided at the higher level of department head or at the level of principal .... I excoriated what I considered to be the centralisation of power and said that whenever power is centralised in a few hands, there is the danger of corruption .... The college structures weren't helping me to achieve the freedom necessary for my personal growth. Hierarchy and bureaucracy were hampering my freedom. Unless I had freedom, I had no choice. If I couldn’t choose, I couldn’t grow."

 

"My goodness, that was hard-hitting."



"It was intended to be," I reply. "I either spoke up now or was forever silent. You see, a part of me also believed what I told ‘Etty’, a friend (in Taylor et al, in press)": 



Regarding my previous reluctance to speak up perhaps yes, being a brother may have inhibited me. Perhaps I felt I should take whatever was doled out to me without complaining’. But Etty also said to me, and I’ve never forgotten it: ‘I think it’s good to stay angry, angry about the things that really matter to us .... At the same time we manage to accommodate the experience, remove the bitterness and in some way gain a different kind of peace, perhaps that’s your spiritual peace? 



"So I was determined that I would from now on always question where I detected the presence of the politics of power working to the detriment of myself or others."





"I am most aiming to be myself"



Jim asks: "But what about the rest of your life? Are you just going to be rebellious? If you are, I believe that may destroy the good you can do."



"No, Jim. I’m not going to be rebellious. What I most aim to be is myself, as Merton put it (Padovano, 1984: 59). It’s like what I told Etty (in Taylor et al, in press) when I said": 



I don't want to be taken for granted by anybody, even by God. Threats, or even blandishments, won't do. God has to be gentle, understanding with me. I want to be accepted, to be appreciated, not for anything I've done but because of the simple fact that I am, that I exist. And if I choose to refuse sometimes to take seriously theology, doctrine, the Bible or action research, I don't expect to be involved in stand-up rows. I want people, instead, to sit up and take notice, to be amused if they want to be. But also to know that I've said something that I'd like taken seriously, not especially because of its merits maybe, but especially because I've said it. For me it's a form of honouring and being honoured, of remembering and being remembered .... And I sincerely want to bring goodness into the world in my dealings with others.    



"I love it," Jim says, "and agree with it too."



"Could I tell you too, Jim, that Peter Taylor - for whose book I have written -  in an e-mail to me (11th April, 1997) said that my writing would ‘inspire others with undreamt of possibilities for renewal’ when he said":



I have .... come to appreciate something of your struggle to be authentic and alive as you inject your spiritual values into an action research which breathes a refreshing breath of life into your pedagogy. And I want you to join us in our book. To have your story there to inspire others with undreamt of possibilities for renewal. And I hope that, like Etty, my invitation pours energy into your sense of worthiness as a person and an educator. My invitation to you is couched in the spirit of celebration. In this book I want the celebration of life to burst forth and dazzle the reader with joyous anticipation of forming rich educative relationships with others. Will you join me/us in this endeavour? I hope you can.





Conflict



“But now tell me how did Iris become a much more powerful figure in your action research project," asks Jim.



"Let me say, first of all, that I had known for some time (from early October 1994) that Iris and the college principal had been holding ‘secret’ meetings. They were ‘secret’ in so far as I wasn’t party to them, even though they were to do with action research and with university accreditation for the teachers with whom I was working. I was never told why I was excluded. But following these ‘secret’ meetings, the college principal began to hold unexpected, impromptu meetings with me."



"Tell me about them, Ben," Jim asks. 





Action research and some of my values 



"For example, the principal requested an impromptu meeting (15th October) after he had met Iris in early October, 1994. I have no way of knowing whether this happened as a result of his meeting with Iris or was a genuine initiative of his own. Anyway, you will hear him questioning me regarding action research and my values.



P		What is your aim in your action enquiries?



Ben	A number of things. I want to enable teachers to have the courage to question what they're doing and how they're doing it. When meeting them I like to take time to get to understand who they are and they, me. It is only later that we discuss, for example, the how, using Jack Whitehead's action research cycle. In a way, we try to spend time examining the why of action research; the values and what you hold and what I hold. And, how these might be contradicted in our practices. This in turn energises us anew to try and do something about that state of affairs. 



P		What does it mean to you personally?



Ben	For me, it also offers me a chance to re-look at meaning, what meaning has my life? What is the great priority I would want to spend the rest of my life working at?



P		If that’s the case, don't you think that the rest of your life is going to be one of constant disappointment? 



Ben	I'm willing to face that. I want my life and those of the people I am with to be lives of quality. I'm willing to face whatever disappointments come my way for that reason.



"Ben, do you think the principal was being cynical in saying you were going to be disappointed in trying to fulfil your vision?"



"Well, Jim, living with him in our religious community taught me that he often felt fearful perhaps of what George Bush called "the vision thing." For some reason it seemed to threaten him. On one occasion he said to me in my role as head of the religious community: 



don’t you think your efforts to help envision the community is overdoing it? Don’t the brothers have enough to contend with in their everyday work? 



There could be another explanation, too. Perhaps he wanted to find out if both Iris and I held the same view of action research, I just don’t know. I would perhaps never know because I learnt that he wasn’t a man who liked others to know exactly what he was thinking. Perhaps it was a technique he learnt for controlling others. I just don’t know, I can only guess."



"Okay, so what was the next meeting about?" 





University accreditation 



‘The principal met me in January, 1995 to criticise my preparation of the necessary ‘franchise’ documents for our college link with a university. Iris, the principal, and myself, had all agreed some time before that it would be most desirable for our action researchers to be able to get accreditation for their research into their practice. Here is what ensued in the conversation between the principal and myself:



P		It was embarrassing meeting personnel at the university. The various documents you worked on were 	woefully inadequate. Here we were, seeking affiliation 	so that we would be franchised to run an M.Ed. Programme using an action research approach and our documentation was inadequate. 



Ben	But what was the main objection?



P		For goodness sake, I don’t need to spell it out! These documents seemed to indicate that we were a very large college. We're not and you knew that!



Ben	Look, can I make it absolutely clear that I volunteered to work on these documents because nobody else would and my hands were tied behind my back! I was never given parameters by the authorities here. I mentioned more than once in the past that many of the structures assumed by the university to be in place were just not in place here. When I asked what  I should do the answer I got was: ‘oh, do your best’. A great help! And another thing: I was never encouraged - allowed would be a more correct phrase - to meet the various university authorities. Here I was, spending months working on 	documents not knowing the mind of those they were being prepared for! Strange, wasn't it?



P		The point is that we have been embarrassed. 



"But wasn’t he the principal of this college?," says Jim, "shouldn’t he have been willing to take responsibility for what went wrong?"



"Well, that’s what I believed, too. But more important to me was the fact that I remember especially that he wasn’t enthusiastic about including measures within the documents that would have guaranteed the rights of those working in the college. I had brought this issue to his attention some months before that and his reply was: 



We don’t need those kinds of measures here. We all know one another here, don’t we? 



The implication being that we’re all friends here, nothing could happen that would jeopardise that. I was to come to know, however, that because I had no job protection, I could easily be dispensed with. It was a dear lesson to me, one I haven’t forgotten. I now believe more firmly than ever that workers have rights; that these rights should be enshrined in some form of inalienable code that can only be broken at peril to whoever breaks it."



Jim says thoughtfully, "I fully subscribe to that! But what happened next?’"   





What is agreed can easily be ‘disagreed’



"In February, 1995, the principal again held an impromptu meeting with me. He had ‘complaints’ to air and wished also to tell me that I wouldn’t be going to a research conference for which I had got a paper accepted."



P		You applied to the ‘Teachers’ Research Association’ and got a paper accepted for presentation at a conference. 	It’s scheduled back-to-back with Iris’s. She thinks you arranged that without consulting her! She’s is not happy about it.   



Ben	That’s not true. I had no preconceived idea of where my paper would be. How could I? After all, it’s the first conference at which I will be making a presentation, I was preoccupied with that. Anyway, I’m not in the habit of going around sabotaging other people’s efforts. Why would I? 



P		Have you thought about the last fax sent by Iris? What do you think about it?



Ben	Did you notice near the end of it the following phrase of Habermas: 'in the interaction it will be shown in time, whether the other side is "in truth or honestly" participating or is only pretending to engage in communicative action’. I'm furious at the implication that I'm dishonest! I strongly suspect that all of this is being done for power reasons. Look, I don't mind who takes charge of the Action Research Project but I'm damned if I'm going to put up with being constantly undermined!



P		Oh, by the way, you won’t be going to that conference. I will be representing the college which will pay for me only.



Ben	Look, I approached you some months ago asking your permission to do so. You agreed. I would not have gone ahead without the requisite permission. What has happened in the meantime to change things? Where do I stand now? After all, I’ve got a paper accepted.



P		Frankly, I don't know. There's only sufficient finance forone and I'm that one! But a more important problem: here are the two of you, Iris and yourself. You're both interested in action research and in working with teachers. And yet you can't get on, you can’t agree! 



Ben	You know quite well that things are being done over my head without consultation. That's a recipe for chaos! There was, for example, one meeting of action researchers in the college regarding accreditation where what I had arranged was totally ignored and substituted with something else! There’s now been a second meeting which I didn’t even know about. It was convened without any reference to me, and I’m still leader of the action research, you know! I’d call that quite extraordinary, wouldn’t you? 



Jim says, "It does seem to me that you’re being upstaged, undermined, sidelined, if you like. I find the conversation quite extraordinary - if you could call it a conversation. You are first upbraided for having the temerity to coincide your paper with Iris’s. Even to an outsider like me, I have to say that this sounds entirely far-fetched. It just couldn’t be true, that’s my reaction. I have no doubt you wouldn’t dream of sabotaging anybody else’s efforts. But even if you wanted to, the chances of being able to do so seem to me to be nil. And I’m really flabbergasted at how easily the principal is able to tell you that your right to go to a conference is withdrawn without any consultation. I get the impression, too, that he also seems to accept without question the implied accusation of dishonesty against you. Extraordinary."  



"I notice, as before, that the principal doesn’t answer your, to me, justified anger at having the form of teacher accreditation you had arranged being scuttled at one meeting and not being told about the holding of the next meeting. It all puzzles me. It really does appear to me that, in all but name, you have actually been made redundant. I could be wrong but it seems to me to be moving in that direction."



"Jim, I knew that I had been sidelined by both the principal and Iris. I knew in my heart of hearts - although I had no proof - that Iris had received approval to bypass me and call her own meetings. I don’t believe she would have done that but that she knew her actions would in some way be condoned, even if only tacitly. Like you, I now suspected it wouldn’t be long before I would be officially supplanted as leader of the project. I just didn’t know when it would happen. But can I bring you forward to March, 1995, when the principal told me about a complaint against me?"



"Sure."  

 



A complaint



"The principal, as was his wont now - an established custom, you could say - called an impromptu meeting with me in March, 1995 to tell me about another ‘complaint’ from a member of our college action research group." 



P		Some staff in the action research project have been 		complaining about you! What do you have to say to that?



Ben	That's the first I've heard of it. Who are they and what's the nature of the complaint?



P		Well, it's one, actually, but I'm not prepared to go into the nature of the complaint ....



Ben	I think that's unjust! On the one hand, you say there's a complaint. And on the other, you refuse to discuss its nature. I could say that this is a fabrication or that there is a hidden agenda, couldn’t I?



P		Look, you’ve succeeded in getting transfer from M.Phil. to Ph.D. Why don’t you seek study leave to do it? 



Jim says, "I’m getting used to the pattern now. The principal baldly challenges you and puts you on the defensive. When you return the challenge he either doesn’t answer, qualifies what he has said, or changes the subject."



"That’s right. And the purpose of all these meetings became clearer at this meeting. There was a juxtaposition between ‘A complaint was made’ and ‘Why don’t you get free to do your Ph.D.?’, suggesting polite dismissal, if you like! Without being paranoid about it, I believe Iris had taken over in all but name. However, I also believe that even the principal may have felt somewhat guilty at the prospect of having me around, witnessing my own demise and so he suggested a way of off-loading me with apparently clean hands."



"Look, Ben," says Jim, "I don’t like bringing this up, but in fairness, I must. Couldn’t I say that this whole scenario was just a figment of your imagination, a symptom of a persecution complex?"



"I actually think that’s a fair point. No, it’s not a figment of my imagination. I don’t particularly feel that I am being persecuted. However, I do believe that if you asked the principal, he could confirm the dates on which he met me. Not only that, but I know that he hadn’t met anybody else on the staff as frequently as he met me. I checked that out. It’s also a fact that some members of our action research group noticed that Iris had indeed begun to hold meetings with teachers independently of me. So something different from the established norm had begun to happen. That’s all I can say."  



Jim asks, "How did you react to the idea of resigning from the college and doing your Ph.D.?"



"On the one hand, to be honest, I had been greatly angered by what appeared to be the drip-drip war of attrition against me and if I left the college I felt I would somehow be admitting ‘culpability.’ On the other hand, leaving would be a way of ‘solving’ the plethora of complex difficulties with which I had been faced and to which, at that time, I couldn’t see a resolution that would do justice to me. However, I decided to leave, and did so on 5th May, 1995. I didn’t expect to be involved with the college again. That, however, changed in December, 1996. I will tell you what happened."





The negotiations turn out to be ‘discussions’!



"In December 1996 the principal canvassed me about taking up a job as academic coordinator of the university Master’s research programme located there. I accepted his overture coolly but in a not unfriendly fashion. I suggested a series of negotiations." 



"What kind of negotiations did you want?," Jim enquires.



"I mainly wanted to see if I could negotiate what would satisfy me in terms of academic freedom if I were to take the job, knowing at the end that I am now worth more than I ever thought I was. I wanted to protect my independence, my hard-won level of self-esteem, and my desire to be appreciated."



"Okay, so what happened?," queries Jim.



"In what I took to be mutual negotiations (nine letters exchanged, January-April, 1997) with the principal of the college about the job of academic coordinator of a Master’s research programme, I made four requests": 



1)	job definition and description; 

2)	job protection; 

3)	negotiations that would satisfy me in terms of academic freedom; 

4)	that "we continue to create an open, honest and transparent 	dialogic relationship."



"How did your negotiations with the principal move forward?"



"They didn’t! Writing to the principal (5th April, 1997), I said that I now realised that no negotiations had actually taken place. Here’s what I said to him":



It is with no little sadness and without animosity of any kind that I am now saying that I will not be a candidate for any job nor accept a job offer that may arise now or in the future at the college. 



"What was his reply?"



"Replying to me (11th April, 1997), the principal said that we had not got "to the point where we would have been negotiating on a job offer." He had obviously forgotten that he had, in fact, initiated negotiations with me when he spoke to me in December, 1996. Now, however, he categorised what had been happening as "discussions," and thanked me "for your willingness to engage in (them)." 



"Ben, that was very disappointing, wasn’t it? What I’m curious about is this: would you really have taken the job if it materialised and if the conditions were right?"



"You’ve put your finger on it there at the end, Jim, - the conditions. I couldn’t have gone back unless the conditions I had asked for were fulfilled. If I had gone back without this guarantee, I would have betrayed my own strong sense of my own identity and my need to maintain my integrity. I just couldn’t do it. I had spent so much time coming to know who I really am, building myself up through trying to live out my values. I couldn’t just throw it all there as if it meant nothing. A job, you see, isn’t the crucial thing for me. Action research isn’t either. What is crucial is my sense of my identity and of my integrity. I cannot allow anybody to remove them now, to persuade me to betray them, they’re just non-negotiable."





Some interim conclusions



Now I come to some interim conclusions below in two parts. The first is entitled Derrida and my uncertainty and the second is entitled: To enable me to create community I need to change myself, in which I talk about coming to terms with who I am with Jim again partnering me in an imaginary dialogue.  



 

1.	Derrida, and my uncertainty   



I am not a devotee of certainty, of final once-and-for-all meanings. For example, commenting on my style of leadership and, indeed, on some of who I am as a person, I said in Taylor et al (in press) that: "I am not authoritative in style. That is, I am not instantaneously certain about my knowing, I believe it grows and develops over time." I go to some lengths to show that, perhaps unconsciously, I wish to be more certain. However, my particular way of doing that is to deconstruct what others say about leadership. And that’s what I proceed to do in the early part of this chapter. In doing so I use Derrida's ideas to help me to deconstruct Bennis's work on leadership. And like Derrida, I, too, accept that meaning is provisional, is uncertain, that it is never exhaustive. And in using both Derrida's and Bennis's ideas in their work for my own purposes, I believe that though their texts can illuminate my account, my account can never be reduced to an analysis of their texts. 



But let me now show how I treat a particular writer’s work - Bennis. I peel away layers of his constructed meaning. In doing so, I insert my own on the back of his prescription. And continuing to peel away more layers of Bennis’s certainty I come to another of my own temporary meanings. Each subsequent layer moves me beyond my previous understanding. That is the sense in which I understand for myself Derrida’s notion of ‘deconstruction’.  I use it as a strategy in my own way to suit my own purposes.    



Derrida (In Appignanesi & Garratt, 1995: 77-81) waged war against the Western tradition of rationalist thought. In particular he targeted Western philosophy’s central assumption of Reason which was, in his view, dominated by a “metaphysics of presence." In his view, Reason pursued certainty (a determination of being as ‘presence’ in essence, existence, substance, subject. etc.) dishonestly, which he diagnosed as logocentrism. For him, logocentrism derived from the Greek logos, “the word by which the inward thought is expressed,” or “reason itself." Logocentrism, according to Derrida, wished for a rational language that perfectly represented the real world. Such a language would guarantee "presence," would guarantee that whoever spoke it could do so with complete certainty. "Words would be the Truth of things" (p. 78). There would be pure communication with the world. Derrida, of course, made no secret of the fact that, for him (in Kearney, 1986: 116), the centralising notion of presence, of being, was never itself anyway, that the categories of an original presence were never more than substitutes of their own absence. And these substitutes were illusions to preserve the pretence of self-possession, power and authority. According to Derrida, when we put deconstruction to work we will find out that there never was a centre. I don’t accept that there is no centre. For me, there is a centre, a centre which contains my values of freedom and love, authenticity and integrity.



I do accept, however, that there is no word that I, Bennis, or indeed, anybody else, "whoever spoke it could do so with complete certainty." In the sense that our certainty would lead to "pure communication." I know from my dialogues with Iris and with my college principal, with others on the action research team, too, that much of our dialogues was fractured. Our communication was of an ‘I-It’ variety. We couldn’t seem to make ourselves heard by one another. Part of the reason may have been that there was an attempt to repress "what wasn’t certain," "what didn’t fit in," what was "different." 



Derrida issues dire warnings about the evils of such repression when he says that attempting to realise a pure form of communication  could become a nightmare. The certainty of reason could become a tyranny which could only be sustained by the evils of repressing or excluding what is uncertain, what doesn’t fit in, what is different. Reason, in such a scenario, could be shown to be indifferent to the other. 



And yes, I believe that to some extent that happened to me. Some people, in their desire to make me conform, to fit their view of ‘reason’, showed total indifference to me as a person. Derrida has, I believe, some cause for being outraged at such a form of reason, of certainty, when we remember the shameful history of atrocities committed by rationalist Western culture, for example, the systematic “rationality” of mass extermination in the Nazi era, and the Hiroshima holocaust. 



On a far lesser scale of course, I too am outraged by the way I was treated at the college of education because I didn’t conform, because I refused to accept the ‘rationality’ of certainty, of fitting in, because I persisted in being different. It took me time to learn to use my voice, to insist that what was happening in my case was "wrong." Then, in retrospect, I began to take action. I mainly wrote telling various people that I objected to what they had done to me. I "spoke truth to power" and have continued since to do so. It has been a great learning experience for me.  



Derrida believed that it was incorrect to suppose that anything reasoned is ever universal, timeless, or unchanging. Meaning or identity (including my own) is provisional or relative because, according to him, it is never exhaustive. It can always be deconstructed or traced further back to prior differences. Let me explain "difference" or, in Derrida’s terms, the word  "differance." To explain it I need first of all to understand that deconstruction is for Derrida a strategy for revealing the under layers of meanings “in” a text that were suppressed or assumed in order for it to take its actual form, in particular the form of certainty, of "presence." And so, texts aren’t unitary but include what runs counter to the assertions being made and/or my intentions as author. The meaning I am looking for includes "what is" (identity) as well as "what isn’t" (difference). And so I can easily see that meaning is constantly being "deferred," I never fully achieve it. In order to combine this double process of difference and deferral, Derrida coined the word "differance."



Let me apply now Derrida’s notions of difference and deferral or, more correctly, "differance," a notion of contradiction, to my deconstruction of Bennis’s "four competencies" for leadership. And deconstruct them in Derrida’s terms of "what is" and "what isn’t." Bennis’s concepts are all about "what is," that is, the certainty he holds about how a leader "should" manage. I try to tell what Bennis suppresses or assumes in order for him to be able to construct a text of certainty. For me, the suppressed parts are within me as I read his text. They articulate my values, for example, I want a shared vision, not the vision of one person! The notion of sharing is one resonance for me of community that I mention in chapter 6. Bennis’s notion of managing my self isn’t necessarily to do with managing my skills as he supposes. For me, it is to do with what Sinclair (1998: 12-13) calls enacting my leadership, seeking to accomplish it. It comes into being in my words and actions, in my images and in my retrospective writing. 



I have to consider the under layers of meanings that were suppressed or assumed by me in relation to Pat D’Arcy’s (my critical friend) recent question to me about "failure." On reading an early draft of this chapter, she said: "You failed, didn’t you?" I have suppressed the meaning of that. I haven’t considered it, even though it was an unsaid question in my head. Pat said it for me and it needs an answer. Because Pat didn’t qualify what she meant by failure, I have to do it for myself. It’s better that I do so because I want to be guided to the greatest extent possible by own self-set "performance indicators." Let me seek some help for the meaning I attribute to failure. One of the characters in Peters and Waterman (1986: 223), says of failure: "you’ve got to be willing to fail," adding that: "You need the ability to fail" (and) "to accept mistakes." A vital observation about failure is this: "it’s a lot less punishing with regular dialogue." There can be a "what is" and a "what isn’t" about failure. For me, the "what is," the certainty, is revealed if there is only one way of considering "failure." If, for example, it’s about somebody unilaterally deciding what the rules of failing are for me. I have to do so for myself in order, among other things, to deny guilt a place in my psyche. Not to do so would be irresponsible on my part. Anyway Pat decided to enlighten me, or at least she didn’t tell me what the rules of failure were. And yes, because our action research group at the college broke up, that was failure of some kind. But it was a shared one I believe. If we were unable to communicate in a way that recognised difference, yes, that was a failure. If the principal and Iris couldn’t communicate with me in a way that was other than negative, and sometimes apparently neutral, yes, that was a failure. When I didn't speak out more trenchantly against what the principal and Iris did to me, yes, that was a "failure" too.                      



When Derrida was accused of irrationalism and relativism, he asserted that he wasn’t against reason, only its dogmatic representation of itself as timeless certainty. He pointed out that he saw nothing as being less real for being cultural or historical, but there was, in his estimation, no universal or timeless reality against which it could be compared. And it wasn’t that there are an infinite number of meanings available to us; no, it’s only that there is never just one. Against the accusation that everything is of equal value, Derrida asserted that it is a question that must remain open. And this is what I am attempting to do in my conclusions here, asserting that there isn’t only one meaning, one answer to whatever questions are asked. And it is okay, at least for me, to sometimes refuse to make decisions on the grounds that what I decide now will so easily quite soon have to be changed again. It is not that everything is "undecidable," it is just that decisions, in my view, should never be made with the intention of lasting for all time. 



While I have found some of Derrida’s idea helpful, I believe that his deconstructive critique must itself be subjected to critique out of ethical respect for the other. Unless I am prepared to submit deconstruction to the test of ethics I won’t be able to prevent it dragging me into an apocalyptic nihilism. Perhaps its greatest error is that it tends to eclipse the ethical dimension. Its endless play on differance, and so on, is open to question when we consider what Levinas called the face to face relation (Kearney, 1984: 364-366), that is my responsibility to the other. Behind and beyond the words, beyond the text a face resides: the face of the other who will never let me be.  I can’t renege on my responsibility to the other. I have to see beyond the danger of paralysis in the post modern. It is the everyday claim of the face to face, revealed in all my studies of singularities in this thesis, that helps me to discover the still small voice which bids me continue to search for a more perfect ethics of love towards the other.



To some extent this chapter has resembled a "victory narrative" (McClure,1996: 273-286). But I have also considered it as “ruin” (Lather, 1994, in McClure, 1996: 273-286), if only temporarily. I accepted risk and uncertainty as "the price to be paid for the possibility of breaking out of the cycle of certainty that never seems to deliver the hoped-for happy ending." I agree with McClure, however, that if I abandoned my search for singularity and for explanation, I wouldn’t be able to address the concern that motivated my writing of this chapter. That was to do with exploring and explaining a professional conflict I had experienced and how I came to a resolution that at least partly satisfied me. If I had wholly embraced the concept of “ruin”, and Derrida’s notion of deconstruction in its totality, I would have remained "on both, and neither sides" (ibid), and found myself in an abyss of paralysis.





2.   To enable me to create community I need to change myself 



According to Friedman (1976: 43), Buber felt that community could only be founded on changed relationships between people, and that these changed relationships would follow because of "the inner change and preparation of (those) who lead, work, and sacrifice for the community." But it is a task not only for leaders who are helping to determine the destiny of communities, but for me too who, though no longer a leader, wants to be responsible for my relationship with those I meet. A part of my "inner change and preparation" is my effort to grow in self-knowledge and self-understanding (Au and Cannon, 1995: 3). Two imaginary dialogues help explain who I am becoming. The first is entitled: (a) Becoming More Myself, and the second: (b) I Accept ‘Where I Am’ in Life. Below is the first imaginary dialogue:

    



(a)	Becoming More Myself





Jim	What are some significant things you've found out about yourself since you embarked on your spiritual journey?



Me		I have found out that I am an optimist, "convinced that there is far more good than evil in people ...." (Padovano: 1984: 8), and that despite the ‘conflict’ with others that I described earlier in this chapter. I have become aware of my desire for relationship with others which facilitates my intimate contact with my God. Indeed I cannot now truly find God any other way. My optimism, my hope, isn't based on reason or calculation but on the possibilities and potentialities within me and others.    



Jim		What is the nature of your independence?



Me		Because I am different, as every human being is, I need to get that accepted by others. Without acceptance of difference, that of others and mine, I believe it is very difficult to create community. Without respecting and being respected, I believe the creation of community is 	similarly hampered.



Jim	But how have you followed through on independence?



Me		I wrote recently to one of the officials in my religious community regarding my need for independence, but also agreeing to be accountable. In my letter to him (11.11.98) among other things I said: 



		"I want to be accountable, to answer, for what I do and I think it is possible for me to be able to do so without being controlled. My strong sense of my own identity 	and dignity would not allow me to be controlled by anybody now ...."  



Jim		Fair enough. It’s about being assertive really, isn’t it?



Me		Yes. To be self-accepting I need to be assertive (Powell, 1989: 13-14). I have to assert my right to be taken seriously. I did not do that sufficiently at the college of education where I worked between 1990 and 1995. I now accept that I have a right to think my own thoughts, as I am doing here. I also have a right to make my own choices. I enter relationships only as an equal. I do not want to be an underdog. I don’t want to retreat from assertiveness in case I might be wrong. I don’t wish to bury my opinions, to refuse to make known my preferences. Because I want to be joyfully self-accepting I am challenged to be assertive. In doing so I am respecting myself and expressing myself openly and honestly. It is part of my striving for integrity, for wholeness. 



Jim	But there are two facets to your personality, aren’t there, the warm and the assertive? Would you talk about them?



Me		Yes, you’re right. My self is not a seamless robe of sameness. It embraces difference within me. The difference shows itself occasionally in the two different faces I show to others - the joyful, the humorous, the warm, but also the wild and the angry. If I am unable to be assertive, contentious and fractious as well as being both warm and humorous, I don’t believe I will be able to understand issues involving injustice towards me - and others. Bly (1990: 146-175) helps me to explore the wild part of me. It is connected with what Bly calls "my inner warrior." I have had to develop that.



Jim	Please explain what you mean by your inner warrior. 



Ben	My inner warrior is not unlike the mythical Irish Fianna warriors who defended Ireland’s borders. They stayed out all spring and summer watching the boundaries, and during the winter came in. I live both inside and outside my psychic house. When inside, I deserve the right of sovereignty. If I have no sovereignty, I must be worthless. If my sovereignty and my boundaries are not respected by others, their disrespect seems to me overwhelming proof of my inadequacy. If my boundaries are constantly invaded, my inner warrior dies, and even if revived, quickly dies again.



Jim	So how do you preserve your inner warrior?   



Ben	My inner warrior is strongly built up, alive and vibrant when I respect myself and others. And it isn’t only a guardian of my boundaries, of my territory. It is also a disciplined warrior fighting for a cause beyond myself, which is at least partly about my living engagement with my God, enabling me to author my own life as I relate educatively with others. My inner warrior guards the boundaries of my spirituality, a spirituality which embraces both a dovelike and a toothed part of my soul, a hopeful, joyful part and a necessary hostile, contestatory part.



Jim	Yes, Ben, I believe I understand you more clearly now. Do you mind if I change the topic here and ask you about communication? It strikes me now when I think back over your ‘dialogues’ with Iris and the principal - if 	they could be called dialogues - how little real communication there was. How do you account for it?



Me		I can’t, I’m at a loss. It sounds like something Buber said (1957: 5), if I can remember it rightly. It went something like this: 



"if I meet others with a double glance, an open one which invites fellowship and a secret one which conceals   my conscious aim, I am poisoning the springs of life." 



		Unless I was fully present to both Iris and the principal, and they to me, then there was no true communication. I admit that I knew we weren’t ‘present’ to one another in any of the dialogues presented in this chapter. There’s little doubt in my mind, there was never an ‘I-You’ meeting between us. It couldn’t happen because none of us could speak to each other with our whole being. I-You is about relation and being together. And, crucially, it means each of us remaining ourselves, which really means being different from one another. I experienced myself being treated as another ‘I’, which means that the other in the ‘dialogue, didn’t really see me as other than a projected image of themselves (Friedman, 1976: 61).



Jim	It was rather like an I-It mode, wasn’t it? 



Ben	Yes. Here we were speaking to one another in an ‘I-It’ mode. It was a mode totally lacking in mutuality. I have to admit that I did experience being spoken to as if to an ‘It’. I’ll make no effort to hide that. I am aware too that in seeing Iris and the principal through an ‘I-It’ mode, I wasn’t seeing them as whole persons either. I was seeing only part of them. Although I would have preferred to meet both of them in an I-You mode I may, paradoxically, have achieved it if I had more often been 	assertive, stood my ground in our ‘conversations’, insisted that what they were saying was unacceptable. They and I could only change, if at all, if they respected me, and I them. In any case, I realise that the building of community in these circumstances is impossible. Each of us would have needed to attend to one another’s individual differences, a prerequisite for community to come into being!  

		



(b)  I Accept ‘Where I Am’ in Life    

 

Jim	Do you accept where you are in your life right now, in the sense of your spirituality?



Ben	Yes, my spirituality isn’t about ambition, promotion,  achievement or my success. Rather, I am wanting to be content, tranquil, at peace with myself and with others. In a way it reminds me of Larry, whom I talk about in chapter 6. He was at peace, I believe, because he had let go of ambition and promotion, and in the process, acquired peace and tranquillity. I want that, too, a peace and tranquillity I can offer to others. To acquire it, 	though, I believe I have to let go.    



Jim	So what do you mean by letting go?



Me		It is about trying to simplify my spiritual life. If you now asked me for my definition of truth (even though I hate giving definitions!) I would answer: simplicity! The opposite of simplicity, or truth, is artificiality, which I would now characterise as a lie. I’d like to think I am really attempting with as much sincerity as I can to live 	my everyday life with more wisdom than I've been able to do up to this. I can only do that by letting go of ambition, of achievement.



Jim	Is that where silence fits in, too? 



Me		Yes. I’d like to think of it this way. I have real silence when I am not too eager and anxious to be heard speaking. I’d like my silence to be an invitation to others to speak. Of course I didn’t always like my natural stance of silence. I was afraid others would see it as taciturnity or that I really had nothing useful to say. Neither did I want to be wordless. That would only be burdensome to myself and maybe to others too. I don’t want my silence to be construed as being hostile, threatening or unsettling. I want it to be creative and liberating. I want it to invite an I-You form of communication and to help foster it. I want whatever silence I possess to help bring peace to others, a silence that is more interior now because I am beginning to be at peace with myself.





More conclusions



I began this chapter by talking about the nature of the professional conflict I experienced as leader of an action research project at the college of education where I worked (1990-1995). As leader I had to make a decision about whether I would conform to what was expected of me or seek my freedom through nonconformity. In opting for the latter I attempted to bring about what Cooper, following Buber called an ‘open confrontation’ with long-established ways that had, in my view, become "adverse to the emergence of new meanings" (Cooper, 1990: 156). Through articulating my thoughts and words and by modelling nonconformity, I confronted what I observed to be the "long-established" norm of staff members being overly dependent on the leader. By being nonconformist I disappointed my new colleagues, but it invigorated me, helping to preserve my freedom and independence.   



I considered early in this chapter Bennis’s list of competencies for my leadership role and decided that I didn’t want to become locked into his prescriptive and predictive way of how leaders should act. I felt I had to conduct my leadership in my own way; I would constantly have to enact it, constantly seek to accomplish it (Sinclair, 1998: 12-13). In that way I could exercise my leadership ‘differently’ (ibid). Following Blackmore (1994: 93-129), I agree that a radical shift of thinking in re-conceptualising leadership is necessary. That power and control over other people needs to be re-defined so that those in leadership roles empower from the centre, rather than use power over people in leading from the front. I regret that in my exercise of power as leader, I didn’t seem able to find a way of empowering my colleagues, even though I did so ‘from the centre’. I was, successful at least to some extent, however, in being able to do so with the teachers with whom I worked. 



Following Hall (1996: 146-149), I tried giving up some control, I tried to encourage self-expression in my colleagues at the college. I tried modelling commitment, in order to empower them. That didn’t work either. Why not? I theorised, though I can’t substantiate it to any great extent, that the problem may at least partially have been how my colleagues viewed their vow of obedience as members of the same religious congregation to which I belonged. I had noticed that some of them as followers expressed this vow in being sycophantic, others in insisting as leaders on telling their followers what to do. For me, however, my vow of obedience is not about obedience, it is for partnership, according to which I don’t wish as leader to tell others what to do, nor be persuaded to conform to their expectations.



Regarding my experience of powerlessness at the hands of the principal of the college, I don’t now know what I could have done about it short of resigning my position. And that is what I eventually did. He didn’t seem to me to be able to ‘empower from the centre’. Perhaps I could have helped him if I had been able to tell him how his exercise of leadership affected me. But I didn’t, perhaps because I didn’t feel sufficiently self-confident to do so at the time.



What else did I learn in retrospect? I learnt how it feels to be a stranger. I learnt from Shabatay (in Witherell and Noddings, 1991: 138) that a stranger is one who seeks that their personhood, personality, ways of thinking, feeling and acting be honoured. But the community, fearing the stranger, is already a community of affinity, where every member conforms to internally established norms. Within such a community, gradually and often silently, personhood, difference, and dialogue is suppressed, to be replaced by security, allegiance, and ‘like-mindedness’. A stranger could become a guest, but to become a member they would have to mimic the ways of the members. I didn’t want to be a guest - a guest always leaves. I wanted to be a member - a member usually stays. But I didn’t mimic the ways of the members because I didn’t think I had to. I didn’t conform because I didn’t think I had to. I don’t know when it happened, but gradually and silently, my personhood was denied; my differentness went unnoticed; my words went unheeded. I learnt I was an unwelcome guest; my departure, when it came, would go unlamented; my help to teachers would go unreported. I finally knew in March, 1995, that I wasn’t a member. I knew I was being asked to leave the community. I knew when the principal politely said to me: "Why don’t you seek study leave to complete (your Ph.D.)?"   



Nevertheless, I still want to establish educative and spiritual communities. Communities of otherness that welcome strangers, that help create divergent points of view, that are quite like the ones that Friedman (1983: 135) recommends when he says:



What makes community real is people finding themselves in a common situation - a situation which they approach in different ways yet which calls each of them out. The very existence in genuine community is already a common concern from within the actual people present. Only then does it extend to gather other people in and then to dialogue with other communities.    



In this chapter I use a set of three imaginary dialogues: the first to help me objectify and distance myself from the trauma of pain I felt at being rejected as leader, rejected as a member of the community. It was a useful dialogue in that it enabled me to talk to my inner self and so enabled me to improve my understanding and, hopefully, my subsequent practice. 



The second imaginary dialogue, "Becoming More Myself," shows that I am learning to be an optimist despite adverse treatment; that I still want to create relationship with others though I am different to others. I show my new-found independence by telling those to whom I’m accountable that I do not wish to be controlled, that my sense of my identity and dignity won’t allow it. I show that I do have an ‘inner warrior’ that appreciates being assertive. I comment on the fact that my relationship with Iris and the principal was not an I-You relationship because none of us "could speak to one another with our whole being." 



In the third imaginary dialogue, "I Accept 'Where I am' in life," I admit that ambition or promotion are no longer important to me. Rather, I want to become tranquil and at peace with myself for the sake of others. That silence helps me to invite an I-You listening form of communication, and helps bring peace to others. I am now reminded of its quality by a recent acknowledgement (January, 1999) from Kath Green (lecturer in education, Nottingham Trent University) who said the following about me:



In 1994, I attended the ‘World Congress on Action Research, Action Learning and Process Management’ (at the University of Bath) where my host group leader was Ben Cunningham .... We discussed our work during the conference and found that, despite our very different backgrounds and religious beliefs, we shared much in common in relation to personal values and educational commitments. We have corresponded on a regular basis ever since. In writing to Ben, I have been able to express some of my deepest concerns about various aspects of my professional life and in particular explore some of the more tentative feelings about the way my inquiry was progressing. His letters have provided a rich source of intellectual and emotional support together with the most self-affirming feeling that comes from being truly, deeply and most attentively heard.       



Though I didn’t comment in this chapter on the importance of my educative relationship with teachers and with people like Kath Green, I wish to do so now as part of my overall learning from the development of my thesis. I saw the raison d’etre of my leadership of the action research project at the college as a vehicle through which to enable teachers to improve what they were doing. My representations in chapters 2 through 6 of my educative relationships with teachers show that I succeeded at least to some extent in doing this. The various teachers I was helping with their enquiries vouched for it in the various ways I indicated in the chapters mentioned. 



The intellectual and emotional support I offered the teachers, together with self-affirmation in order to make Kath "most attentively heard," is echoed in what I said of my educational intention towards Marion in chapter 2 (end of section one), and others, too. It is to do with a care that works at trying to find out the gifts and qualities of others and commenting on them positively. "I do it," I said, "not just because I believe it’s the right thing to do. I do it because I feel very strongly that others are in constant need of appreciation, as I am myself." That kind of support, I believe, enabled the various teachers I worked with to move into their own enquiries, feeling encouraged that they could do something to improve what they were doing. Of course, my support waxed and waned between encouraging and telling. I have often felt, at least initially, like Evans (1997: 275) felt when she says that: 



I was struggling with .... what I felt was a giving away of control and a worry that, if I did not tell the teachers what to do to improve their practice, they would not know what to do. 



That was true of me at times in relation to John (chapter 3) and David (chapter 4). However, I did eventually move to the point where, following Evans (ibid), 



I knew that I did not have answers for everyone and that if only they could find their own, they would be so much more motivated to try them out. And that is what happened. 



Like the teachers Evans talks about, the teachers I was helping found their own answers to their own concerns.



So it is only now in this chapter that I feel I do have a growing understanding of what educative relationships mean to me in my work with teachers. I now know that I stand for "the uniqueness and significance of the notion to which (I had) .... dedicated (myself)" (Van Manen, 1990: 18). The ‘notion’ I am referring to is how my living engagement with my God is enabling me to author my life as I interweave my values in my educative relationships. I am committed to doing this through improvisation, as I bring about my own self-realisation. I know that some uncertainty is necessary for my development. I know that it enables me to be vulnerable, and even humble, as I wait for the teachers and for my fellow religious to answer their own concerns by accepting liberation through their own improvisatory research, and not through my answers to their concerns. 



I am delighted that in working with teachers, I have been involved in "the act of affirming, of entering into someone’s thinking or perceiving" (Elbow,1986, in O’Dea, 1994) in order to help them, if necessary, to step outside societal norms and expectations. Doing so helped the teachers with whom I worked to be better able "to voice honestly and truthfully their perceptions of events and happenings that occurred in their classrooms" (O’Dea, 1994: 99). Of course, I know too that I felt a need as leader of an action research project "to step outside (the) societal norms and expectations" held by my action research team colleagues about how I should act as leader. Doing so was crucial to my need for freedom, independence and creativity, a need that I felt I couldn’t satisfy authentically in any other way.



I am committed to continue working with teachers and with my fellow religious. Following Evans (1997: 280), I wish to work with them to encourage the sharing of experiences, thoughts and feelings about those experiences. I wish to work to create an environment where each teacher and religious feels comfortable, where trust between me and them is carefully built up and where sometimes at least private thoughts are shared, so adding to the knowledge base each possesses. I believe I succeeded in activating my leadership mostly through, ‘relationship’ (Hollingsworth, 1994: 77-78). 



It is through relationship that I come to know myself and about myself. It is through relationship that I come to know my fellow teachers and religious. It is through relationship that I come to know the situations in which I work. It is through relationship that I improve myself by changing the way I think about myself. I am changing the way I think about myself by believing strongly in myself and in my capacity for enabling others, over time, to similarly believe in their own capacity to transform themselves. And finally, I know now that the ‘professional conflict’ I experienced at the college of education where I worked is an inestimable gift that is enabling me to bring about this transformation in myself.





A claim to educational knowledge



In this chapter I have been addressing, through my descriptions and explanations, the following distinct and original claim (Abstract) I make to educational knowledge:



I show how my leadership comes into being in my words and actions as I exercise my ethic of responsibility towards others.



Some months after I wrote this chapter I realised that in writing it I had answered the title-question of the chapter in a way that satisfied me, but had made no reference to the knowledge claim above that I also associated with this chapter.



My strong feelings of anger at being denied my values of dignity, respect and freedom, and the fairness I associate with care, had blinded me to the fact that I was also exercising “my ethic of responsibility” towards the teachers I was supporting in their action research enquiries. In retrospect, I now recognise that this was a balancing factor in helping me to come to grips with the issue of my chapter title-question: "How do I explore the nature of a professional conflict I experienced as leader of an action research project at a college of education and come to an understanding of how to resolve that conflict as I exercise my leadership differently?" As I was offering acceptance, affirmation and confirmation to the teachers I was supporting in their action enquiries, so I was being supported by them in turn, thus bolstering my strength and courage to face my various leadership 'conflicts'.



My perception of the collusion between Iris and the principal of the college, eventuating in the principal holding unscheduled meetings with me, gradually led me to accepting the ‘rightness’ of my feelings of anger at being denied dignity, respect and freedom; being denied fairness which, for me, is a sign of my love for others and for myself. Fairness was a symptom of the care I felt towards others. Care was one of the values, together with freedom, that was a factor in how I conducted my educative leadership and in how I wrote about it.  



I became aware again (as in chapter 4 and in other chapters) that my “I” existed as a living contradiction, holding values but experiencing their denial at the same time as I was asking myself questions of the kind, “How do I improve my practice?” and “How do I live out my values in my practice?”  It led me to writing a poem, in which I make a passionate declaration about how I understood my ‘comparatively powerless position,’ as leader of an action research project. The poem  also shows how determined I was that the teachers I was helping with their enquiries would experience from me what I felt had been denied to me: dignity, respect, freedom - and fairness as an aspect of love. 



In my comparatively powerless position 

I knew I was not seen as real;

Was not seen as unique.



I felt valueless;

Defined by how 'similar' or 'different' I was to those defining;

'Similar' was okay, 'different’ was not.



I realised the power being wielded was 

Power without meaning, 

Power without relationship.

It was "will to power"

that used me as a means to an end;

An end that justified the means.

Did 'they' know that using evil destroys?



I learnt to hate the "will to power,"

Power without relationship,

Power without meaning

Justifying the means by the end.



I learnt to nourish

the need for self-worth,

the need for equality.

To give to others what I was denied -

Dignity, Respect, Love and Freedom.



I am learning to act out of the present

Knowing that every person is unique

Every situation 'new'.



In relationship nothing is needed except  

My presence

My responsibility

Me. 



My experience of having my values of dignity, respect, freedom and right to fairness denied when I was an action research project leader, helped me to to answer a radical call to myself of personal freedom, especially freedom from restraint and fear in order to realise my ‘true’ self. Concerning my conduct of my leadership, did I emerge free? I became free in so far as I was able to handle my then circumstances as leader. Being free didn’t necessarily mean I was autonomous (Marcel in Roberts, 1957: 304). Becoming free didn’t, for example, entail me in ‘action’ in the sense of being able to change the ‘power relations’ I experienced at the college. No, but I did seek and win interior freedom, a freedom that when complemented by love, helped me, I believe, in connecting the personal with the professional in my educative relationships with teachers and others. 
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