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The challenge of explication 

To set the scene, in his first contribution

to this journal (Explication as a

Philosophical Enterprise), Peter

Franklin examines some important philosophi-

cal properties and credentials of explication.

Adopting a postmodern approach, he proposes

the necessity of a shared language to promote

our understanding of explication, and highlights

the complexity of attempting to make implicit

knowledge explicit.   Finally, in terms that are

likely to resonate with many managers and

consultants, he discusses the implications 

of explication for personal and professional

development.

Explication and discourse

As you browse the Contents page or read some

of the articles, you will see the work that we

have selected has its roots in different 

discourses.   This has the valuable effect of offer-

ing us different insights into the diverse nature

and practices of explication. 

However, you will also see in Peter

Franklin’s second paper (Working with

Explication) that we consider that the process

of explication involves a number of key skills and

practices which are relevant to any discourse.

That is, whatever our discourse, if our purpose is

to transform implicit knowledge into explicit

knowledge which we want to be regarded and
3
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Prologue: Towards an

Understanding of Explication

BOB MACKENZIE AND PETER FRANKLIN

As executive guest editors, we believe that this anthology

of articles, which has been specially written for

Organisations and People, is the first collection of work

to major on the idea and the practice of explication.

This issue is ‘special’, not only because it is one of an

occasional series devoted to particular themes, but also

because it brings to our attention the possibilities of

introducing a more explicit awareness of how we might

use explication to help us to achieve new knowledge,

understanding and practices in various contexts.  

Explication holds out the prospect of deriving new, incremental, explicit

knowledge through a holistic study of implicit knowledge.
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valued by others, then the explication process

must involve some or all of the following:

� Reflection;

� Analysis;

� Scholarship, in the sense of being knowl-

edgeable about past and recent

developments;

� Measured experimentation;

� Systems thinking.

With this set of key explication skills and

practices in mind, we now go on to highlight

some insights and questions that arise from our

authors’ work.  

New insights

The ideas, insights and practices that we have

gathered for this anthology cannot and do not

tell the whole story.  If we had more space and

time, and if we had invited people from other

disciplines and other professions to contribute

to this special edition, then we would undoubt-

edly have learned from their unique experiences

in working with explication too, and we would

thus have discovered additional insights.

What we can conclude from the rich variety

of work contained in this journal, however, is

that explication is widely practised and valued, if

not always explicitly at first.  Take for example

Sandi Russell’s description of signifyin[g],

which illustrates the vital importance of explica-

tion to black American identity and resistance.

Then turn to the Bishop of Edinburgh’s arti-

cle, and you’ll find a thought provoking article

about implicit knowledge which is embedded in

religious acts like praying or worship.

New questions

We also learn that explication is not necessarily

appropriate or easy to do.  Sadie Harrison’s

paper offers us a tantalising glimpse into the

world of composing, and questions the silent,

implicit assumption that composers must neces-

sarily explain their art in words.   Poet  B. A.

Humar tells and interprets a story of how he

has struggled to reconcile a lifetime of being

tugged between a professional career (that of a

probation officer and an academic) and his per-

sonal ambitions to be a writer and poet.   From

this struggle, which will resonate with others, he

explicates some themes and practices that are

common to both aspects of his identity.   Bob

MacKenzie proposes how critical friends have

an important role to play in helping to create

links between the often difficult solitary and

social aspects of explication.     He argues that,

employing a judicious blend of challenge and

support, critical friends can help each other in

ways that include noticing and facilitating the

interpretation of critical incidents.

Within a higher education context, Graeme

Harper tackles the question of whether explica-

tion might inhibit or enhance the creativity that

is inherent in ‘creative writing’.   He concludes

that explication is a useful and valid enterprise,

and he also makes some telling observations

about the relationship between creative writing,

explication and management learning.   Joanna

Kozubska summarises the origins and develop-

ment of the International Management Centre’s

SEAL D Phil by Explication.   Importantly, she

also argues that explication takes place within

many other contexts beyond award-bearing pro-

grammes, and she imagines its potential

application as a device for personal develop-

ment and organisational learning.

Peter Abbs provides a troubling explication

of ‘the self ’, where he explores the historical

development of the self in western cultures, and

conjectures about the future of the self in the

light (or darkness) of challenges from postmod-

ern thinking.   He raises important issues

concerning prospects for the self in a global con-

sumer society, and wonders whether explication
4
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might be a question of becoming who we are.

And, in the context of capacity-building in dan-

gerous post-conflict zones such as Kosovo,

Joyce Leech recounts how she uses story-

telling to build understanding and create team

spirit among staff who are drawn from different

ethnic backgrounds and languages.

Prospects and plans

In the guise of an Epilogue, the last piece in this

journal continues our editorial commentary by

considering where explication might take us

next, and where we might take explication.   We

know that fewer readers today start at the begin-

ning of a text, and then work their way

systematically and sequentially through to the

end.   However, it was necessary for us to find

space somewhere to raise questions and make

proposals about the future of explication.   So

not only have we created this space within the

various expressions of explication that are

framed in each contribution, but also in the

Epilogue itself.   We hope that this special issue

will encourage the readers of Organisations

and People to engage in a thoughtful and passion-

ate dialogue with us and with each other and their

clients, colleagues and networks about future

prospects for explication in their life and work.
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Introduction

This essay is organised over five consecutive

parts:

� Definitions and meanings of explication.

� The association of explication with literary

criticism and knowledge.

� Dealing with implicit knowledge.

� The implications of explication for practice.

� The implications of explication for personal

and management development. 

The first four parts involve close argumentation.

The final part proposes a loose mission state-

ment for explication in personal and manage-

ment development. 

1. REVEALING DEFINITIONS AND MEANINGS

The linguistic turn is an explicit realization that 

(1) the primary way human beings know and

participate in their world is through language 

and (2) different linguistic maps bring different

senses of reality and claims to truth.  The linguistic

turn, therefore, is the eruption into human 

consciousness of the perspectival, contextual, and

contingent nature of all truth claims.  Language

does not represent reality, rather it shapes 

and constructs it… 

(Best and Kellner, 1997: 260)
6
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Explication as a

Philosophical Enterprise
PETER FRANKLIN

In this essay, taken from a longer paper on explication and

philosophy which is in preparation, the case is made that the idea

and the practice of explication can be interpreted as a

philosophical enterprise concerned with the creation and

recognition of new knowledge.

KEYWORDS: Explication, meaning, knowledge, experiential knowledge, philosophy, postmodernism,

epistemology, management
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Reading texts is a matter of reading them in the

light of other texts, people, obsessions, bits of

information, or what have you, and then seeing

what happens. (Rorty, 1999: 144).

To begin to understand the idea and practice of

explication, it is helpful to get a sense of the ety-

mology of the word.   Indeed, by exploring the

etymology of the word ‘explication’ there are

three potential gains available to us: 

� First, we can try to get a sense of the differ-

ent contexts where the word ‘explication’

has been used (cf. Chia, 2004: 23).

� Secondly, etymology gives us the opportuni-

ty both to study the historical progress of the

word and to discover the sameness and dif-

ference of the meanings attributed to the

word.

� Thirdly, both these processes give substance

to the argument that language is socially

constructed and that words have no intrinsic

meaning (cf. De Cock and Chia, 2003: 21).

On nouns and verbs

The online Oxford English Dictionary (OED)

makes the distinction between explication as a

noun or adjective and explication as the verb

‘to explicate’.  

When expressed as a noun or adjective,

one of six definitions of explication (the first dat-

ing back to 1528) speaks of a “detailed statement

or description”, another is given as “making

clear the meaning of (a word, statement, sym-

bol, etc.)”, and a third (which we’ll discuss later)

is defined as “The process of developing or

bringing out what is implicitly contained in a

notion, proposition, principle, etc.” (My italics).

When expressed as the verb “to explicate”,

one of the six definitions (the first of these dat-

ing back to 1531) includes “To make clear the

meaning of (anything); to remove difficulties or

obscurities from; to clear up, explain..”, and

another reflects the use of the term in literary

criticism, “To develop, bring out what is implic-

itly contained in (a notion, principle,

proposition)”. (My italics).

Careful study of the online OED’s twelve

definitions of explication, including those given

above, suggests that none relates exclusively to a

particular human activity, and that none relates

exclusively to a particular discipline or field of

human activity.

2. LITERARY CRITICISM, EXPLICATION AND

KNOWLEDGE

Based on an earlier study (cf. Franklin, Kozubska

and MacKenzie, 2005), literary criticism is the

discipline which most often uses the term

‘explication’ as an integral part of its discourse.

Indeed literary criticism and explication are inti-

mately connected.  In one reference which can

be found on the web (Marywood University

Library), literary criticism and explication are

implicitly accepted as being identical, and in a

second reference, which is entitled “Writing a

Literary Explication” (Bruckwicki. Tyler Junior

College), an explication is defined as: 

‘a detailed analysis’, which provides a textually

accurate and logically luminous reconstruction of

the argument (reasons, grounds, support) that the

author used to justify a conclusion. (Suber. Earlham

College)

According to Baker, online at Kansas State

University, these initial definitions conceal the

nature and complexity of explication.  In a note

on the etymology of the words ‘explicit’ and

‘implicit’ Baker brings our attention to the prob-

lematic that the explication process involves

making explicit something that we already

‘know’ (or are familiar with) in its implicit form.

Baker’s argument is consistent with two of

the OED definitions of explication that are given
7
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above which refer to explication as, “The process

of developing or bringing out what is implicitly

contained in a notion, proposition, princi-

ple…”.  At first sight this definition has

face-validity and appears to present no philo-

sophical difficulty, but on careful reflection this

definition seems to suggest that explication can

only proceed if there already exists some form of

implicit knowledge (cf. Polanyi, 1969, on tacit

versus implicit knowledge).  This definition of

explication therefore entails important philo-

sophical issues relating to the idea of implicit

knowledge which we explore in the following

paragraphs.

3. DEALING WITH IMPLICIT KNOWLEDGE

If explication can only proceed on the basis that

there already exists some form of implicit knowl-

edge, it is sensible to inquire what is meant by

implicit knowledge.

According to Baker, implicit knowledge is

something which is present but is “not ‘out in

plain view.’ “  Like other writers, Baker uses

metaphor to illustrate this proposition.  He

writes:

If we want a more specific concrete image still to

remind us of all this, we can think of a bud on a

stem as an example of something that is mostly

‘implicit’: only the outer leaf is ‘explicit.’  When the

bud blossoms, it performs a kind of ‘self-explica-

tion.’  If we want to see what’s inside before this

comes about, our ‘explication’ of it would have to

take the form of dissection.

Initially comforting, perhaps, the metaphor

and the related analysis cannot be taken at face

value because the metaphor holds implicit

assumptions about both (a) our prior knowl-

edge of the implicit, and (b) our prior

knowledge of what we might expect to discover

(and hence attempt to unwrap) inside the bud.

Let me explain.

For someone who has no prior knowledge

about, or who has no prior experience relating

to a flower bud, the only knowledge which that

individual can be said to possess is the experi-

ence of seeing the bud.  As this is the first time

the individual has ever seen a flower bud, then

the individual has no simple or obvious way of

telling herself or others what it is, or what the

bud contains.  For sure, the individual can (prob-

ably) be expected to describe the object, but

without obtaining further knowledge (such as

appealing for advice) or further experience

(such as physically holding, touching, pinching

the flower bud), the implicit is not defined by

the explicit alone.  Rather, the implicit is defined

by the explicit in the context of the individual’s

prior experience and knowledge which, in turn,

will shape the questions, hunches and guesses

she will make about the nature (and contents) of

the implicit.

This argument is consistent with the propo-

sition that meanings are “perspectival,

contextual, and contingent” (Best and Kellner,

1997: 260).  As implicit knowledge is defined by

the explicit in the context of the individual’s

prior experience and knowledge, and as individ-

uals can be expected to possess different prior

experience and knowledge, then it follows that

when explicating the same identical object (in

this case a bud on a stem), different individuals

will end up with different explicit knowledge.

And at that stage, from the perspective of each

explicant, their new explicit knowledge is as

valid as the next person’s.

Implicit knowledge, then, is contingent

knowledge.  Being contingent, an individual’s

implicit knowledge is, in principle, open to fur-

ther analysis.  For instance, the possible

dissection of a bud on a stem (cf. Baker) brings

into focus the technologies and techniques

available to those who want to reveal more

about the implicit.  Again we can argue that the

application of identical technologies and tech-

niques by individuals will lead to different
8
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outcomes according to the prior knowledge and

the technical skills of the explicant.  For sure the

process of (say) dissection of the implicit is like-

ly to reduce the amount of variation, but unless

it is possible to replicate precisely every explica-

tion of the implicit, there will always remain

some differences in the explicit knowledge

derived through explication.

As we embellish this argument, however, we

also have to be careful not to make the assump-

tion that everybody will have the same objective

when seeking to dissect the implicit.  Some may

be content with developing an understanding of

the relationship between the bud and the stem;

others might be concerned only with the chart-

ing the changing properties of petals contained

in the bud; others might want to get a sense of

the chemical changes taking place.  The point I

am making here is that the implicit knowledge

that I possess about the bud on the stem is part-

ly determined by my prior ‘will to know’—and

by my purpose in wanting to know more about

the implicit.  As my will to know changes, then I

can expect to want to find out more about the

bud on the stem.  In that process, what was once

implicit knowledge has become the base for fur-

ther discovery; the implicit has become explicit

and hence offers the prospect of new implicit

knowledge and the opportunity of a new

explication.

Based on these arguments, we can deduce

that the process of explication has no natural

final cut-off point. Every explication generates

new explicit knowledge, and as new explicit

knowledge is assumed to entail new implicit

knowledge, this new knowledge is open to a

new explication (now to be undertaken in the

light of the experience of having completed

prior explications).

4. IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

These arguments, deductions and findings have

important implications for those who deal with

phenomena that we don’t really ‘know’; for

instance phenomena which we suspect exist

(e.g. phlogiston), or about which we have only

partial circumstantial evidence, or where, at

best, we can only venture an educated guess—

such as those hunches and guesses which

astronomers use when searching for new

planets.

Indeed, when this processual notion of

explication is brought into the fields of experi-

ential knowledge or knowledge management,

related philosophical questions arise.  In knowl-

edge management, for example, much is made

of implicit knowledge being surfaced and shared

and thence construed as being explicit knowl-

edge.  In some instances, however, there may be

doubt about the focus, boundaries and content

of the implicit and familiar knowledge that we’re

working with.  In these conditions, how is the

implicit to be treated? 

Similarly, our treatment of experiential

knowledge involves some of the same philo-

sophical issues.  When accrediting a manager’s

experiential knowledge, for instance, it is often

the case that she has not recognised, or has not

respected, the depth and quality of the knowl-

edge (and skills) that she possesses.  In these

two cases, of knowledge management, and

experiential knowledge, it seems to me reason-

able to argue that explication is akin to a

metaphysical process which often begins with

unknown or unrecognised prior implicit knowl-

edge rather than something already in “plain

view” waiting to be explicated.  In these circum-

stances, the idea and process of explication is

something more than being ‘simply’ about mak-

ing the implicit explicit.  Rather, in this context,

the process of explication is concerned

with the creation of new meanings and

(additional) knowledge.  Thus I conclude

that explication is a philosophical enterprise,

and like all other philosophical processes which

involve claims to new knowledge, must be sub-

jected to the stringent tests of science, including
9
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repeated attempts to disaffirmation.(cf. Franklin,

2004).

5. SO WHAT? IMPLICATIONS FOR PERSONAL

DEVELOPMENT

Interpreting explication as a philosophical enter-

prise shifts attention to the ways that people can

contribute both to the development of their

own knowledge and theorising, and to the

knowledge of the communities of which they

are a part.  By taking a post-modern approach

towards the idea and practice of explication, we

gain four other prospective achievements too.  

First, as the prime actors in our own devel-

opment, we are prompted to focus on our own

development needs and on our thirst to make

contributions to knowledge which enable us to

review and alter our contributions to the knowl-

edge communities that we are part of, and to

engage with new knowledge communities too.

Secondly, postmodernism gives us a licence

to create our own ‘localised’ knowledge and

helps us to reveal the insidious implicit assump-

tion, embedded in modernism, that the only

knowledge worth having is ‘out there’ provided

by somebody else.  

Third, explication is a process which

enables us to create our own knowledge.

Further, being based on a seemingly magical

interaction between our imagination, our intel-

lect and our experiences, explication has the

potential to conjure up new knowledge that is as

useful as anyone else’s.

Finally, the fruits of explication tell it as it is!

—and better.  In other words, ask yourself how

many managers actually rely entirely on others’

knowledge?   Few or none, I guess.  By contrast,

ask yourself how many people learn instinctive-

ly to find ways of nurturing their own ‘theories’

of the world from casual observation, from

exchanges with others and, of course, from their

past experiences?  Countless, I suspect.

To conclude, explication serves a basic

human need and serves a social duty too.  It

places human beings at the centre of knowledge

creation (rather than at the periphery), and

rightly honours individual wisdom.  

Surely, these outcomes are worth having in

our uncertain, contested, post-modern world.
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Introduction:   Explicating the
conditions of self

Iteach a somewhat heretical Masters course

at the University of Sussex called In Search

of Soul. It is, I have to confess, something of

a Big Dipper affair diving and rising through

western culture at tremendous speed. We begin

with Sappho and Heraclitus and end, ten weeks

later, with the present moment—a somewhat

fraught and breathless journey. But what I am out

to identify are some of the precise moments in

which the understanding of the psyche, soul, self

actively changed, inaugurating a further sense of

life’s deepest purpose or, if not purpose, open

possibility. I often begin with the work of the pre-

Socratic philosopher, Heraclitus, and take his

distinctive use of the word psyche to denote not

breath (as in Homer) but a self with infinite

depth. It is a good starting point in any historic

quest for the individual as it marks a significant

semantic and spiritual moment in the story of

the self. From there I move to the court-case

against Socrates in Athens in 399 BC to examine

his main speech where he claims, with an

uncharacteristic directness, that his driving

philosophical concern was to work on the psy-

che. These two moments register early quantum

leaps in the differentiation of the self from epic

tribal culture. From there I take our journey of

enquiry through the bible and the early Christian

theologians, through the Renaissance, through

Romanticism, through Modernism up to our

present Post Modern dissolution.
12
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Prospects for the

Floundering Self
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The concept of self has become deeply problematic. Post-modern thinking 

tends to deny the existence of any essential self while consumer culture

works to homogenize people. And yet if we explicate the historical 

developments of the self in western culture we can locate three dynamic 

premises for understanding our sense of individual identity. These relate 

to the notion of freedom, to the notion of the embodied nature of 

consciousness, and to the notion of ecology. When these three elements are

brought together they may throw further light on the self and its future.
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By the time the course has reached the

twenty first century it is the last week of term. At

our last session we gaze at each other with a cer-

tain incredulity. It is as if, instead of arriving at a

clear destination, we have juddered to a halt in

the middle of some unnamed ghetto. Feeling

something of the same giddiness and unease as

my students I say: “Well it’s really a life time’s

work, isn’t it?  So good luck!”  Perhaps I say it

lightly—and with a smile—but not without an

unfashionable high seriousness. For, indeed, our

dominant culture seems profoundly confused, if

not incoherent, about the self and offers little

guidance beyond the deceptive phantasmagoria

of quick money, managerial power and canned

celebrity. Has all the historic work on shaping

the self culminated in nothing: a denial of iden-

tity, a whimper, a scream from the basement, an

ironical aside, an advertising slogan? Not exactly.

For our cultural situation is much more ambiva-

lent and muddled than that. There have been

real gains and savage losses. Both sides demand

recognition. I am not sure that in my course I

bring out fully the conceptual difficulties and

latent possibilities.

So in this article I want to try and make more

explicit—to explicate—my own rather diffuse

thoughts about the condition for the self ’s true

flourishing. I want to jot down better notes, as it

were, for my last seminar, so that future students

will not leave the journey quite so dazed. I would

like them to sense the attraction of further hori-

zons, to have a measured sense of hope and

possibility. For the odyssey of self is not over.

A poetics of being in a restless
world

The first idea that I would want to stress is this:

the status quo need not define us; it is never as

authoritative as it appears. The sympathetic

study of history—I name what we do a poetic

form of archaeology—slowly liberates one from

the tyranny of fashion. It enables the mind to

contemplate other ways of being in the world,

other forms of desiring and conceiving. It offers

an arena for sustained contemplation, free from

the constraining imperatives of the market place.

But the study of our long philosophical and liter-

ary history also indicates something else: that we

live in an intellectually turbulent culture which

never stays still. As the philosopher Hegel point-

ed out, western history is one of absolute

restlessness. It possesses a protean energy, mov-

ing dialectically from one movement to another,

each position correcting for a time the defects of

the previous position until that, in turn, suc-

cumbs to the same inexorable dynamic. If this is

true, it means we can bring to our current ortho-

doxies such destabilising questions as: What is

the anti-thesis to Post Modernism? What is the

anti-thesis to global capitalism? What is the anti-

thesis to hedonistic materialism? Or to phrase

the question within the terms set by the course

In Search of Soul: what further possibilities

remain open for the shaping of self? Merely artic-

ulating such questions opens the doors and

windows of the reflexive house of consciousness.

Three developments in the
western story of self

But there are other vivifying notions we can

extract from the western story of the self. For

me, at least three major developments stand

out.   These are:

1. An unfolding narrative of freedom

2. Recognition of the embodied nature of

consciousness, and

3. A more holistic approach to the self.

An unfolding narrative of
freedom

The first relates to freedom. The story of the self

in western culture seems to be, above all, an
13
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unfolding narrative of freedom. The place and

power of freedom emerged in the classical

world with the great speech of Pericles praising

the freedom of Athenian citizens and gained a

further existential purchase in the rigorous

philosophical exercises developed by the Stoics;

it burst forth triumphantly in the Renaissance,

especially in the Oration on the Dignity of Man

by Pico della Mirandola. In this inspired treatise

God addresses man as follows: “We have made

you neither heavenly nor earthly neither mor-

tal nor immortal, so that, more freely and more

honourably the moulder and maker of your-

self, you may fashion yourself in whatever form

you shall prefer.” The same goal of freedom

ignited both the Enlightenment and

Romanticism where it found resounding expres-

sion in the words of Rousseau: “Man is born

free, and he is everywhere in chains.” And since

the time of the French Revolution it has taken

political, legal and ethical shape in all the pro-

gressive movements (pertaining to class, gender

and race) that we can name. For the discerning

individual this call for freedom meant, above all,

the freedom for individuation: the right to

think one’s own thoughts, to follow one’s own

conscience and to shape one’s life accordingly.

Not the summation of work on the self, of

course, but, always, the pre-condition for its

accomplishment.

Recognition of the embodied
nature of consciousness

The second advance concerns a recognition of

the embodied nature of consciousness.  The tra-

ditional reading of the self has been

overwhelmingly dualistic in nature; it fiercely

segregated psyche from soma, soul from body,

spirit from matter and judged the second term

in the equation as inferior, as generally brute,

insatiable and essentially evil. In classical philos-

ophy this dualistic conception of human life,

amounting often to a loathing of the senses, was

given archetypal formulation in the Phaedo,

Plato’s account of Socrates’ reflections before

drinking the hemlock. In that document

Socrates’ hatred of the body is palpable. This

negative judgement ran like a dark current

through most of Greek and Hellenic philosophy

to join the stream of theology in the early cen-

turies of Christianity. Here the notion of the Fall

further damned the body, as both corrupt and

corrupting. As Kierkegaard was to write: “the

consciousness of sin is the conditio sine qua

non of Christianity.” For eighteen centuries

human life was thus fundamentally conceived as

a preparation for another life in the supernatural

realm, finally free from the distorting and dis-

tracting energies of the senses and the natural

world they disclosed. Since the middle of

the nineteenth century this monumental 

dualism—still so heavy on our collective psyche

and embedded in our common language—has

been slowly crumbling away. Again and again, it

has been seen as offering an untenable account

of who, how and where we are. It was Darwin’s

work to put human life humbly back into the

zoological order, back into nature from which it

had been wrenched by the twin engines of

abstract reason and wish-fulfilment. The theory

of evolution, so shocking to the Victorians, has

radically changed the landscape of the soul and

its genesis.

A more holistic approach to the
self

The third advance relates to the second. Our

approach to the self now tends to be more holis-

tic, we conceive the soul and body as indivisible,

interactive and interdependent. Indeed, in our

own time the story of the soul has metamor-

phosed into another essential story: the story of

the body—of its genetic codes, of its sublating

instincts, its various sexualities, its own genre of
14
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non-conceptual wisdom. (Behind these

changes, of course, lie the seminal influences of

psychoanalysis and the biological sciences). To

make the case in its broadest shape: if the true

inner theme of our confused century should be

individuation, then its outer theme must be

ecology.

Towards a multi-dimensional self

So we are, perhaps, uniquely equipped to

understand the promise of identity. We are able

now to envisage a multi-dimensional self; a self

housed in nature and the body; a self shaped by

a multitude of interacting forces—genetic inher-

itance, society, history, language—and yet itself a

locus of freedom; a self which belongs to all that

has shaped it, yet which bears also the reflexive

power to think beyond the status quo, and to act

ethically and imaginatively in ways that can be

neither predicted nor described in advance.

Such a conception of a polyphonic self (a self

creating out of the constraining conditions of its

own being) is, then, one of the extraordinary

outcomes of the long history of the soul. And yet

the warm invitation it throws out to us seems

deeply discordant with our daily jangling experi-

ence of contemporary life and the world in

which we have to survive. It hovers tantalisingly

before us, suggesting an image of human whole-

ness that seems to be in profound opposition to

the collective and organisational demands of our

age. And it is precisely this contradiction which,

I believe, creates the intellectual sensation of

bewilderment in my students at the end of the

course.

Prospects for the self in a global
consumer society

For it would seem that today we inhabit a tech-

nological tribal culture, a Brave New World,

where, once again, collective goals are defining

the limited horizons of millions. Mass-culture,

almost by definition, is not a culture of probing

inwardness, of subtle nuance, of elected idiom.

People happily allow their bodies to carry the

brand names of the age—as if to announce their

group happiness, their servile membership of

the tribe.

Across Medieval Europe it was the Church

which dictated the social codes and rituals;

today it is the over-arching multi-nationals anx-

ious to secure sales rather than souls, but even

more potent in the influence they can exert

because of the hypnotic powers of the ever

more sophisticated electronic media. Under

such formidable collective pressures the individ-

ual becomes re-defined not as a citizen of an

alert democracy, not as a soul capable of moral

growth, but simply as a consumer, a customer

with certain contractual rights. All that does not

pertain to this one-dimensional role of con-

sumption is simply relegated to the hidden

abyss of private distraction.

The only other values given the imprimatur

of collective assent are the ‘advances’ of science

and technology, ‘advances’ which, without the

direction of inner wisdom and rooted creativity,

merely compound the externalisation of human

existence and intensify the manic rhythm of the

collective tribal dance. Paradoxically, in such a

context the espousal of freedom contributes not

to the inner goal of individuation, but to an ever

growing alienation of the spirit, which, obvious-

ly, nothing in the society is able to address.

Psychological influences of
postmodernism

It is passing strange that at the same time as

global consumerism has become our social real-

ity, the dominant intellectual fashions in the

west propound the absolute relativity of all posi-

tions and, consequently, the impossibility of any
15
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kind of definitive understanding. In Post Modern

thought even the notion of self has been decon-

structed, being conceived as an illusion cast by

the spell of language. According to this thinking,

the person can possess no true identity, no

essence. The “I” is merely a floating noun with-

out a referent. These arguments, many of them

dating back to the great destabilising writing of

Nietzsche, need close attention. All I can do here

is point to their psychological influence, their

disconcerting synchronicity with the age of hype

and shopping, their dissipating influence on per-

sonal and creative life. My students’

disorientation as we return to our forlorn twenty

first century seems, indeed, a fitting response.

For have we been studying no more than the

history of another illusion—the multiple mani-

festations of a linguistic deception? In which

case, what is left for us? A life of irony, with our

speech always in self-conscious quotation

marks? A ventriloquism without heart?

Explication: a question of
becoming who we are?

It is characteristic of my seminars to end with a

series of questions. But the above questions are

not exactly neutral; they are meant to be abra-

sive, dissenting, challenging. For I wonder if

another road may be open to us. There may be

a fertile way through the Post Modern habits of

thought, as there must be a way (if we are to

survive) beyond our one-dimensional consumer

culture. As I have suggested history is inherent-

ly dialectical and things are never quite what

they seem. Is it possible that the future may be

shaped not by current fashions, but by 

what they have invariably repressed: the pro-

found need to connect with our long history and

to our longer biology; the need to cherish more

fully our creativity and our impulse to individu-

ate; the need, in brief, to become who we are?

Our history is one of absolute restlessness.

Is it possible that in the unconscious counter

energies are already constellating, and that they

prefigure the next chapter in the story of the

self.

NOTE

The reader may be interested to know I have

written a related chapter depicting the story of

the self in relationship to the genre of autobio-

graphy. It can be found in Against the Flow: 

the Arts, Postmodern Culture and Education,

published by RoutledgeFalmer (2005)
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Should the creative writing
process be made explicit?

It is a fine chestnut of a notion to say that to

talk about Creative Writing is one way to

destroy the chance of undertaking it.  In

other words, to lay it bare, explain or describe it

somehow prevents it from happening.  Or, at

very least, prevents it from happening with the

potential for accomplishing something notable.

By ‘Creative Writing’ I mean forms of imaginative

writing that are distinguishable in approach, atti-

tude, form and, often, content from generic

writing.  The full extent of references encom-

passed by the term ‘Creative Writing’, however,

is often left very open, in order not to restrict

the writing possibilities engendered by it.  By

‘laying bare, explaining or describing’, I am

speaking of what I consider to be the core activ-

ities of ‘explication’.  The chestnut notion then,

is that the creative writer who talks about their

work-in-progress, or even overly expounds with

regard to their finished work, is a poor creative

writer; the creative writer who does not, or will

not, reveal much along the way, or even once a

work is complete, is far more likely to be pro-

ducing work of quality. Simply, then, explication

could be said to be an act in opposition to pro-

ducing work of quality.

It would be easy to dismiss this reaction as

the result of a Romantic ideal. Essentially, the

idea is that creativity is generated from within

the self and therefore should be protected from

outside influences both during the drafting
17
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There is no better way, it has been suggested, to

destroy a piece of creative writing than to talk about

it while writing it. Yet explication, or the laying bare

of process and product, seems as much about

discovery and knowledge in the field of creative

writing as in any other field. Contemporary

developments in teaching and learning in higher

education reveal this to be true.
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process, perhaps the period of its greatest cre-

ative intensity (cf. Pope, 2005), and afterwards in

the interests of maintaining what might be

called, perhaps, ‘artistic integrity’.  The creative

writer seen, then, as solitary genius, or potential

solitary genius, keeping ideas, modes and meth-

ods to themselves in order not to sully them

with the dirt of ordinary human interaction.   

Of course, in reality, creative writers are as

varied as the works they produce, and their feel-

ings about explication during the process of

creation, or even after it, vary considerably.

Some writers share their journeys, along the

way, and or share their thoughts on completed

work; others find the sharing takes away the

‘newness’, the ‘uniqueness’, or fear that they

might reveal too much and undermine the

creative property they have built.

Creative writing in higher
education

Reactions to the ‘in process’ consideration of

Creative Writing have truly come to fore with the

vast expansion of Creative Writing in universities

and colleges over the past half a century, with a

particular intensity in the years since the late

1980s.  In Higher Education the idea of trying to

explore the processes and products of individual

acts of Creative Writing links to the notion of

assessing or analysing the learning process—both

for positive and, some might say, negative reasons. 

The case against explication: the
Romantic solitary genius

First, let us consider the negative case—that the

only reason for attempting to lay bare the prac-

tice of Creative Writing is so as to be able to nail

it down for the purposes of meeting institution-

al or governmental criteria.  So, for example, if a

Higher Education institution wishes to show

government, or the representatives of educa-

tional authority, that it is ‘maintaining quality

control’ then it needs to be able to reveal the

undercurrent of its pedagogic or, more accu-

rately, andragogic processes (cf. Knowles, 1984).

It’s hard to do this if these are hidden in the

Romantic notion of the solitary, self-referencing

genius.  Therefore it must encourage revelation,

description and explanation that seek to com-

modify the processes and outcomes of Creative

Writing, and to lay them bare for the act of qual-

ity validation and official confirmation.  

This negative take on the impact of the con-

temporary expansion of Creative Writing in

Higher Education is not without validity.  In some

cases, the mode and method of explication occa-

sionally employed by teachers of Creative Writing

in universities and colleges is not that concerned

with the epistemologies of Creative Writing but,

instead, that concerned with the calculation,

comparison and control of Creative Writing with-

in the kind of institutional framework described

above.  Rarely, anecdotal evidence suggests, is

this done maliciously; and, most often, it is done

to try and give Creative  Writing an equal status in

institutional terms to that enjoyed by others sub-

jects within academe.  Rarely, similarly, is such a

false notion of explication in relation to Creative

Writing a very good idea.

The case for explication: holistic
engagement with the
contemporary world

Now, let us deal with the positive case—that

Creative Writing provides access to human expe-

rience, human understanding, human nature

and human achievement and therefore laying

bare its practices and results is a contribution to

our pool of knowledge. It assists in building a

site of knowledge that others can access. Thus

explication in this case is not about institutional-

isation; rather, it is about improving our
18
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knowledge generally, improving our sense of the

specific activity and outcomes of Creative

Writing and how these add to the world around

us, and about contributing to the interaction of

individual humans with their holistic environ-

ments: their cultures, the cultures of others

around them, and with society.  

There is also a third consideration here, and

one worthy of at least a moment’s close thought.

It is, simply, that the outcomes of Creative

Writing have often been examined critically in

academe by those who have studied such sub-

jects as literature or theatre or, more recently,

film and media.  Explication here has not been

about process, or rarely has it been about

process.  But it has often claimed to be laying

bare the nature of the artifacts produced by cre-

ative writers.  There is nothing fundamentally

wrong with the idea that critical study of a novel

or poem or a script will produce insights into

the ways in which that piece of work engages

with themes and subjects, its own form and

structure, and with its place in the world as cul-

tural artifact—to name just a few things that

such critical examination might reveal.

However, it must be recognised that such ‘after

the fact’ examination of Creative Writing is not

the same as the examination of Creative Writing

‘in process’.  It is not the same as a creative

writer examining and considering their own

work during or after its evolution.  What the cre-

ative writer is seeking can be called responsive

critical understanding.  That is, understanding

that responds to the work at hand, but that

might also be useful for constructing other

Creative Writing in the future.  In other words,

the creative writer uses explication—if, indeed,

the creative writer uses this well at all—as part of

their creative survival instinct.  It is, in essence, a

natural act aimed at improving the writer’s

chance of accomplishing the work at hand and of

being able to go on to produce more work, bet-

ter work, work more likely to ensure the writer’s

place in the world.  Responsive critical under-

standing is thus about building Creative Writing’s

personal, as well as public, knowledge base.

Creative writing is both process
and product

Because ‘Creative Writing’ refers to both a

process and a product, thoughts about explica-

tion can be approached in two ways: those

elements concentrating on the act, and those

elements concentrating on the end result.

However, Creative Writing is never one or other

of these; because of the focus on responsive crit-

ical understanding it is always both.  Similarly,

using explication well involves treating Creative

Writing as an act, and a subject, in its own right. 

Indeed, no one would deny that Creative

Writing is a subject with an eclectic knowledge

base.  But the facts of Creative Writing’s multi-

dimensional engagement with the world are not

facts against explication in relation to it.  Nor can

the Romantic solitary genius model hold out

against the modes and methods of engagements

we see in the contemporary world—even if, at

some time, such a model ever had validity.  The

contemporary world, however, is one of inter-

action—technologically, in terms of general

human movements, economically and environ-

mentally. Creative Writing breathes the air of

these things. One of the reasons for its popularity

with students and staff in Higher Education today

is because it is an empowering subject, linking

personal action, allowing the impact of individual

disposition, intention and understanding, with

the more holistic notions of academe.

Explication’s contribution to
creative writing in higher
education

What role, then, has explication in Creative

Writing, particularly in relation to how it the sub-

ject is undertaken in Higher Education? 
19
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Firstly, its role is related to increasing our

knowledge of the processes and products of

Creative Writing, showing the ways in which

Creative Writing contributes to our understand-

ing of, and engagement with, the world.

Secondly, it relates to improving acts and prod-

ucts of individual creative writers, thus assisting

them in maintaining and developing their indi-

vidual careers, chasing their individual

ambitions, meeting their personal expectations.

Thirdly, it highlights the need for approaching

Creative Writing as a specific act/event and spe-

cific end result/product, one that can be

discussed in relation to its own epistemologies,

and shouldn’t be considered merely a ‘borrow-

er’ of the epistemologies from other subjects or

fields.  The standard epistemological question

‘How do we know what we know?’ relates in a

specific way to Creative Writing, and needs to

investigated, explained and modeled with such

specific understanding in mind, and the specific

outcomes noted in sight.  Finally, harnessing

explication in this way is not likely to shut down

or limit the achievements of creative writers in

the world; rather, it is highly likely to allow these

to be better recognised, help to feed the work of

individual writers more actively, and provide for

a development of the Creative Writing pool of

knowledge in a way that will benefit both its

makers and its receivers.

And finally: creative writing,
explication and management
learning

What, then, are the implications contained in

this discussion for management learning in the

21st Century?  Concluding on a personal note: I

think these implications relate largely to the

nature of human understanding, to our best

exploitation of this, and to the heuristic devices

that can assist us. 

I’m reminded of the results of a Belbin test

I once completed, in which my combined

strengths were said to be predominantly in the

area of the ‘Plant’ (i.e. a generator of new ideas)

and the ‘Completer/Finisher’ (i.e. a painstaking,

conscientious individual delivering on time).

Reading the results, I wondered if Dr Meredith

Belbin was somewhere there in the wings,

laughing, trying to make me a character in one

of my own short stories or novels!  After all, what

about my ‘Resource Investigator’ (i.e. my enthu-

siastic explorer) personality?  What about my

‘Shaper’ (i.e. dynamic, overcoming obstacles)

tendencies?  

Of course, Dr Belbin was there. . . but only

by implication.  That implication was that a cre-

ative writer is never a solitary individual but

always a participatory, inter-acting one, whose

perception is balanced, paralleled or even (as

was proven by my own Belbin test!) contrasted

with his or her self-perception—a part of a

‘human team’, in some key respects.

Such self-knowledge is undoubtedly part of

the broader site of knowledge that is Creative

Writing, and of management learning too.  It

relates to a consideration of human personality

traits, dispositions and intentions.  Whether, as

Belbin suggests, there is a finite number of

human behaviours is perhaps less certain.

However, my notion of responsive critical

understanding relates to there being at least a

graspable set of personal and public behaviours;

behaviours that might best be harnessed to pro-

duce the desired results.  

Belbin-ed, I was said to have most natural

strengths in an ‘action-orientated’ role (i.e. the

Completer/Finisher) and a ‘cerebral’ role (i.e.

the Plant). According to this schema, I was a

creative writer who concentrates on process and

product, it would seem. However the need to

remind myself of my audience, my readers (i.e.

to think also in terms of a third, ‘people-orien-

tated’ role) suggests to me that all types of

Creative Writing model, in a heuristic way, the

events, actions, thoughts and ideals readers/the
20
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audience experience in ‘real life’.  That’s part of

Creative Writing’s attraction to its audience, and

it’s also another implication for management

learning, contained in the discussion of Creative

Writing and explication. If humans seek creative

and critical models, as evidence suggests they

do, then management learning might best per-

haps consider the question ‘How do we know

what we know?’ as an inter-active and evolving

one that produces heuristic devices for learners,

based on the meeting of individual and holistic

circumstances.
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Working with explication

SOUND BYTES?

Acouple of years ago, I was challenged to

develop a stand-alone e-book which

would reflect some of my thinking,

practice and writing on strategy.  It seemed easy

enough to complete and within a few days I’d

created an architecture and begun to populate

web pages with relevant content.

In its original form, the e-book (called

“Working with strategy”), lasted about a year.

Every time I refreshed the site www.working-

withstrategy.org.uk  I became more and more

uneasy; critical of the architecture, and also crit-

ical of unjustified assumptions which I had made

about the ways visitors would access and read

web content.  

On reflection and analysis, the main prob-

lems with my first edition were that I had: 

(a). borrowed the architecture of ‘real’

books (which have hard covers, and an

obvious and sequential beginning,

middle and end);

(b). imagined, foolishly, that my visitors

would also want to read my e-book

‘cover-to-cover’, and

(c). failed to take account of the behaviour

of users where far less than 50 per 

cent of people enter a website 

directly through the index page or

home page.

22
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The outcome of my observations was to

replace the original architecture of the e-book

with navigation aids which reflect the ways that

people treat my site.  And to enable this to work,

my biggest challenge was create an e-book

where each individual page (a sound byte)

would have its own purpose and meaning, while

the sum of all of the pages (which can be read in

any order) would offer a systemic view of work-

ing with strategy.

On explication and personal
development

Working with explication has many of the prop-

erties of working with strategy.  Working with

explication involves an iterative process; a

process which gives practitioners the freedom

to major on those elements of explication which

seem most likely to help them achieve their per-

sonal development objectives over time.  Each

of these different elements stands apart from

the others, and each is an integral part of an iter-

ative systemic process where (knowledge) gains

in one element impact on the objectives and

tasks relating to the others.

Whether we are dealing with the individual

elements of explication, or dealing with the sys-

temic iterative process as whole, explication

helps people to query and to reinterpret the

legacies of their experience.  The explication

process, therefore, offers practitioners the

prospect of noticing and refining a personal

meanings-system which permits the endless pos-

sibility of new meanings being discovered and

shared with others.  This meanings-system is

consistent with the postmodern turn (Best and

Kellner, 1997) where thoughtful people crave

meaning (Watson 1994:23), recognition and ful-

filment through better descriptions (Rorty,

1999a, 2000) of their roles, values, contributions

and achievements within their respective (lan-

guage or knowledge) communities.

The explication cocktail:
repeatedly shaken and stirred

SO WHAT DOES EXPLICATION INVOLVE?

The explication cocktail comprises a handful of

potent ingredients. These ingredients include:

� Reflection: the adoption of a reflective mood

where practitioners look back over their

experiences to tease out past learnings and

ongoing meanings and assumptions with

insights drawn from current experiences and

conjectures about the future.

� Implicit knowledge: searching for and recog-

nising the implicit while assessing the

possibilities and consequences of successful-

ly transforming the implicit into new

(explicit) knowledge.

� Action learning: (controlled) experimenta-

tion with new (explicit) knowledge where

social and functional feedback have impacts

on the survival, longevity and likely colonisa-

tion of the new knowledge.

� Scholarship: being knowledgeable about rel-

evant past and recent developments which

help or hinder the chances of the new

(explicit) knowledge being taken seriously.

� Languaging and narrative: the skill in being

able to re-form meanings for others’ use. 

� Analysis and synthesis: being careful about

the appropriate balance between analysis

and synthesis so that new (explicit) knowl-

edge is not unduly synthetic (i.e. not unduly

detached from its intellectual roots) and is

not overly analytical (i.e. not overly

processed) and hence falls within the sys-

tems of understandings of those who might

want to work with the new knowledge. 

� Holism: being able to recognise and to work

with the systemic consequences of explica-

tion; noting and exploiting the

interdependencies of the process as a whole;

studying and experimenting with cause and
23
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effect relationships among individual

ingredients.

In the background, as I write about these

ingredients, I have in mind a fuzzy distorted pic-

ture of Kolb’s (1996) experiential learning model

where concrete experience, observations and

reflections, the formation of abstract concepts

and generalisations, and the testing of the impli-

cations of concepts in new situations, are

repeatedly iterated over time and space.

Similarly, as we stir and shake our cocktail of

ingredients, there are echoes of Argyris’ work

(1994) on double loop learning where individu-

als learn to learn better, learn to be alert to their

experiential learning, and learn to be construc-

tively critical about their explicated knowledge.

As a cocktail of ingredients, the explication

process has applicability across a broad canvas of

human activity, including science, literature, the-

ology, management, music and dance, and in

this light, it seems to me that explication has

many of the attributes of a paradigm.  This

proposition leads me on to consider another

strand of thinking about the nature and impact

of explication—that of explication and the idea

of paradigm.

Explication and the idea of
paradigm

Since the early 1960s, the word ‘paradigm’ has

haunted intellectual discussions about scientific

progress (cf. Kuhn, 1970).  In this essay, I shall

take advantage of Brian Loasby’s perspectives

(1971), and use the term ‘paradigm’ as a way of

envisaging and explaining scientific progress,

where scientists agree on the research agenda

and concur with “the methods and abstractions

to be regarded as legitimate within a particular

problem area.” (Loasby 1971:866).

Throughout this essay I have brought for-

ward my argument (cf. Franklin, 2006) that

explication is a context-specific philosophical

process which offers the prospect of (new)

knowledge being discovered from the implicit.

While the process involves practitioners working

artfully with the ingredients we’ve discussed ear-

lier, there are no rules about the choices,

sequences, and timings which users should

adopt when undertaking an explication.  Thus,

in transforming and replacing the implicit, prac-

titioners are free to begin with any ingredient

which is likely to provide them with further

insight about the focus, boundaries, issues and

procedures associated with the explication.

Similarly, as the explication proceeds, and new

problems and puzzles emerge, practitioners are

free to sequence the ingredients in ways which

they consider likely to be efficacious.

Whatever the sequences and timings of

these activities, we can argue to the proposition

that the explication cycle (or spiral: cf. Bruner,

1960) is only complete when all the ingredients

of explication have been appropriately exploited

and (new) knowledge has been recognised by

others.  Thus the tests of any explication, like

the tests of the products of any science, lie in the

integrity, elegance and thoroughness of the

process, and in the judgements of others about

the robustness of the (new) knowledge in the

light of repeated attempts to disaffirm the

knowledge claims of the new.  In addition, the

processes of developing, selling and subscribing

to (new) knowledge involve complex ethical

issues, where there are implicit duties of care

not to mislead and not to overstate the applica-

bility and benefits of the incremental knowledge

achieved by explication.

It seems to me that these processes and

concerns echo those of any half-decent induc-

tive research process, including interpretative

research and ethnography.  Where personal and

professional development involves a sort of

autobiographical process, then additional philo-

sophical issues arise about knowledge and truth.

These contested issues are discussed next.
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Autobiography, fiction and ‘truth’

the search for the truth can never stop. It cannot

be adjourned, it cannot be postponed.  It has to be

faced, right there, on the spot. (Pinter, 2006).

[Postmodernism] affirms that whatever we accept

as truth and even the way we envision truth are

dependent on the community in which we partici-

pate . . . There is no absolute truth: rather truth is

relative to the community in which we participate.

(Grenz, 1995:8).

So far in this essay, I have managed convenient-

ly to skip over the philosophical issues that are

embedded in the practice of explication when

taken as a process of personal development.

These philosophical issues are deeply engrained

and essentially problematic because they involve

a sort of archaeology—a temporary crafting of a

narrative autobiography where the achieve-

ments of the historic self are unearthed and

analysed by the current and prospective self in

the context of one’s current discourse.  In other

words, whether admitted privately or publicly,

one’s current understandings of oneself are

informed by the contents and structures of

(socially determined) meanings that we, as

members of various communities, are willing to

be part of.

Here, at last, we have to acknowledge that

one’s historical record is myth; an historical nar-

rative open to continuous reinterpretation by

oneself, such that each time one returns to the

historical record, new interpretations emerge

about oneself, to oneself, by oneself.  In this

autobiographical process, informed by the

rubric of explication, we have entered a contest-

ed postmodern world where it becomes

impossible to distinguish ‘fact’ from ‘fiction’. (cf.

Watson, 2000).  Each reading of our past, by our

self alone, shifts and turns as we seek to imagine

how we can and should explain our self to our

self in the context of the meanings that we want

others to have about our meanings.  In autobi-

ography very little is fixed: very little is secure

against contestation and falsification.

To settle on one view of history rather than

any other, however, involves a duty of care to

oneself and to others too.  At the heart of this

duty of care is the troublesome concept of

‘truth’—a concept which pervades analytical

philosophy.  Here, however, given that our focus

is on explication, we will look at the way that

postmodern discourse treats ‘truth’.

In postmodernism, to deal with ‘truth’ we

have to choose a notion of ‘truth’ which con-

forms with our own theories of ‘truth’.  For me,

the notions of ‘truth’ which come nearest to my

own preferences and use, are part of my rela-

tivism.  In other words, I prefer to think and talk

about a ‘reasonable doubt’ rather than some

statement or argument or result being absolute-

ly ‘true’ or ‘untrue’ (cf. Grint, 1997; Franklin,

2004a).  I find comfort in the arguments and

ideas of Richard Rorty (cf. Rorty, 1999b:23-46)

who argues that ‘truth’ derives from social and

linguistic conventions among those who choose

to settle on an agreed (contingent and tempo-

rary) meaning of ‘truth’.  (By comparison, an

appeal to the divine, or alternatively, an appeal

to a single truth handed down from one elite to

another, seems to me to heighten the risk that

people will be deterred from disputation and

find their ability to think for themselves dulled).

Explication and strategic
management

When my obituary comes round to be written, I

hope others will say that I have encouraged peo-

ple to think for themselves.  In a couple of my

articles (Franklin, 2001, 2004b), I have gone fur-

ther and have developed an argument urging

managers to ditch the comforting recipes and

fake descriptions of strategic management

theory that populate the shelves of the libraries
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and cram most strategy text books.  Instead I

have encouraged managers to create new theo-

ries which are based on their own experiences

of doing strategy.

In my scholarship of that time, and being

ignorant of explication, I failed to use the lan-

guage of explication.  Also, I failed to advocate

explication as a process to achieve the objective

of new theory.  I know better now.  I have come

to understand something about the power of

explication in developing new theory and in sup-

porting the recognition and development of

managers’ (experiential) knowledge.

Nonetheless, looking back on the second of

these papers (Franklin, 2004b), under the head-

ing “Shaping the future through informal

theory: the leader’s new work”, I offered the fol-

lowing argument which anticipates some of the

ideas we’ve discussed in this essay (Franklin

2004b:395-396):

informal theorising [derived from experiential

learning] becomes part of a perpetual dialogue and

an emergent discourse which reflects, anticipates

and shapes the future of an organisation and its

multiple relationships with stakeholders.  In this

postmodern epoch advantage is taken of ambiguity,

uncertainty and chaos.  Change is to be relished

rather than denied and the purposes and process-

es of the organisation continually reassessed.

Informal theories that emerge in this sort of cul-

ture differ from theory in the textbooks because

people’s passions are engaged in the quest to

create a unique and appropriate mindset which

defines their ways of thinking and working

together successfully.  Thus informal theories

are created, quarrelled over and owned by those

who practice rather than by those who preach.

Indeed, these informal theories are formed to

meet the particular circumstances, codes and

protocols of a particular team or organisation,

are shaped by their ontological stance, and

thereby claim their uniqueness and legitimacy

from the specifics of the individual case rather

than from the Grand Claim of Modernism that

the specific case offers a General Theory of

Management.

Towards a new beginning from
the exhibits of our past

Postmodernism stresses the relativity, instability

and indeterminacy of meaning; it abandons all

attempts to grasp totalities or construct Grand

Theory, in favour of more modest, specific, local

and fragmented analyses. (Best 1991:188)

meaning and understanding are not naturally intrin-

sic to the world... they have to be constructed.

(Cooper and Burrell 1988:99).

LIVING WITH CHAOS AND UNCERTAINTY

This essay is part of a bigger project which val-

ues explication as a means to personal and

professional development.  Those who have

practised the arts of explication can speak for

themselves, and I have no intention of stealing

their thunder.  Whatever their experiences, how-

ever, the records of their experiences are a sort

of explication about their own experience, and

as each record is studied and reflected upon,

each will be subject to a different lens.

As Charles Handy remarks in The Empty

Raincoat (1994), we live in confusing times.

Uncertainty and ambiguity are recognised and

endemic in every discourse (other than in poli-

tics where politicians are refusing to admit that

they have no clear-cut solutions).  The tyranny of

paradox deters sensible debate about the possi-

bilities of understanding, enjoying and living in a

world which is inherently puzzling and problem-

atic.  As a result, management and political

discourse lurches, like a drunkard, from one

half-cut solution to another; from one fashion-
26

ORGANISATIONS & PEOPLE,  AUGUST 2006, VOL 13. NO 3

Working with Explication  10/10/06  10:05 am  Page 26



able theory, model or idea like business process

re-engineering (which was never meant to

destroy UK businesses), to another, like cus-

tomer relationship management (which has

failed to deliver its arrogant promise to cus-

tomers).  Hence we are stuck with the past

rather than thinking radically about what we

want the future to look and feel like, and how

we are to achieve these ends ethically.

What prevents companies from creating the future

is an installed base of thinking—the unquestioned

conventions, the myopic view of opportunities and

threats, and the unchallenged precedents that

comprise the existing managerial frame. (Hamel

and Prahalad 1994:61).

A FUTURE FOR THE PHILOSOPHER-

MANAGER

One of Charles Handy’s many aphorisms which

has stuck in my memory is this one (1994:20-

21):

If anything is to happen… it has to start with us,

individually, in our own place and time.  To wait for

a leader to guide us into the future is to be forever

disillusioned.

We human beings seem to have an amazing abil-

ity to learn.  From the cradle to the grave we

seem to have a natural instinctive ability to learn

new skills, acquire new knowledge and share

these with those who are important to us.

Some of this learning, of course, is acquired

deliberately.  Our attendances at school and col-

lege; those training sessions with our golf-pro;

those first challenging moments when learning

to drive a motor car or ride a bicycle are repre-

sentations of deliberate learning.  But much of

our learning takes place silently, simmering away

as a sort of subversive process that we only

know about when we are suddenly surprised by

our knowledge and skills due to a new unex-

pected event, like a challenge, an accident or a

crisis of some sort. 

The processes of explication give us a way

into discovering stuff that we never knew that

we knew, and that we never claimed that 

we knew about ourselves.  And because 

this knowledge is about us, acquired by us,

owned by us, and used by us, it has unique

emotional value and a convincing personal

credibility.

Explication offers each of us the prospect of

exploiting knowledge and skills that we and oth-

ers have not recognised before.  Explication

offers us the chance to become members of

knowledge communities that we’ve barred our-

selves from joining and, in parallel, explication

gives us a chance to test our knowledge, exer-

cise and hone our new-found skills, and

convince others that we too can play their

knowledge games.

Explication is, therefore, a sort-of philo-

sophical affair.  Explication reveals the implicit,

and when treated tenderly, intelligently and cre-

atively, offers the prospect of ‘new’ explicit

knowledge and skills that we have not noted

before.  And because explication encourages us

to practice the valuable skills of reflection, argu-

mentation, analysis and systemic thinking, it

helps us to develop a honed philosophical

mindset which can recognise and deal with

humbug, uncertainty and ambiguity in a con-

tested postmodern world.  

In summary, explication helps to give us, as

managers, consultants, and writers, a new role in

the strategic development of people in and

beyond traditional organisations—a role which

is intimately concerned with the surfacing and

sharing of new knowledge and skills derived

from the contexts of our profession.  At last, the

possibility of the philosopher-manager is there-

fore no longer a pipe-dream.  No longer do we

have “to wait for a leader to guide us into the

future.” (Handy 1994:21).
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The challenges of surfacing and
sharing our knowledge

One might be forgiven for thinking

that the leaders of thought in man-

agement reside solely in the halls of

academe—so great is the written evidence, that

our book shelves groan with learned tomes.

Why is this? Surely not because university and

business school faculty have a monopoly in

these areas? Rather, most practising managers

would probably say that they ‘don’t have the

time’ to write articles and books. And anyway,

they excuse themselves by saying “It’s not what

I do”.

The irony of this is that practising managers

do have the ideas and the real live experience

to make a contribution to knowledge.  Similarly,

consultants working in the same arena have the

potential to offer additional insights gained from

their intimate discussions with the clients they

serve.   But apart from the major international

consulting houses, few consultants regularly go

into print. 

As a consultant, I venture that most of us

would like to validate our experience—to see

our ‘footprints’ and to offer our knowledge and

wisdom to others.  Looked at from a simple eco-

nomic perspective it makes little sense to waste

our learning, and if we take the  concept of the

‘learning organisation’ seriously, surely it is time

we are heard. 
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explication. It suggests that, including and beyond

institutionalised programmes, explication is a powerful

tool for personal development and has the potential to

become a bedrock for organisational learning.
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Explication is not a new idea

The word explication is derived from the Latin

explicare—to unfold—hence to explicate—to

unfold. The word was first recorded in use

around the sixteenth century; philosophers

developed the concept further in the late nine-

teenth century and practitioners in a variety of

fields have used the word to describe, illuminate

and challenge the received wisdoms of their

respective field of knowledge. Today’s defini-

tions of explication provide a range of starting

points—revelation, analysis, development, clari-

fication, moving from implicit to explicit, making

sense of experience, to note just a few.

Using and valuing explication

For many years, universities have recognised the

value of explication in fostering the develop-

ment of new knowledge.  As organisations

committed to research and to the publication

and sharing of new knowledge and best prac-

tice, universities, have taken advantage of their

award-bearing status to confer the title DLitt on

people who have published a coherent body of

work which, holistically, makes a significant con-

tribution to knowledge.

The International Management Centres

(IMC http://www.i-m-c.org/imc/) has taken this

academic model and developed it for practising

managers and consultants.   This has unleashed

exciting opportunities for them as doctoral can-

didates to use the experience and learning they

have gained over their career, developing their

ideas and thoughts into original contributions to

current knowledge and debate. This process of

explication, when undertaken at doctoral level,

equips managers, consultants and other profes-

sionals working in organisations with

sophisticated thinking and research skills,

enabling them to express their ideas and con-

clusions authoritatively, and to enhance their

practice further. Their contribution to current

debate stands comparison with any other, and

has the added credibility which comes from

‘having done it’ and ‘got one’s hands dirty’. It’s

not just ‘theory’. Individuals have researched

and honed their material for many years. They

have used their own experience and often them-

selves as their material. 

The explication process enables them to val-

idate their experience and make sense of it.

Managers come to recognise their ‘footprints’—

and so do other people. They are encouraged to

talk about their experience and learning; they

are prompted to see it in context, to write about

it, to develop models and to present and defend

their ideas robustly, knowing that they have rig-

orously prepared and validated their material.

They can, and do, write articles and books! 

Different modes of explication

Set the explication process within an action

learning context—where a group or set of man-

agers are committed to learning together, with

one another and from one another—and the

result is the richer for this added diversity and

mutual challenge and support.

The explication process is not confined to

the written word. Photographs, memorabilia,

artefacts, music, story and more are all available

material for explication.  Expressing ourselves in

another medium can release inhibition and

remove blocks to development. One of the most

exciting revelations for me has been that expli-

cation appears to be a natural process for some

artists and composers, and we in the business

world have much to learn from them. 

Explication as a personal and
professional development tool

Explication is a very ‘grown up’ activity. It can

not be done effectively without substantial per-

sonal experience, because it is a retrospective, as

well as a prospective, process.  We rarely have30
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the opportunity to look at our own personal

journey. We are rarely encouraged to explore the

ways in which our ideas and our thinking have

developed over our careers, and we rarely have

the time to reflect on our emotional, personal

and professional development, or on how we

wish to proceed on this basis.  The explication

process demands that we do all of this, but it is

not easy and it is not a panacea. Not everyone

wants to embrace the process and not everyone

is emotionally ready to do so.  Explication

demands that we live with ambiguity within an

amorphous landscape, which can be truly

uncomfortable and alarming. (It can be very

tough for those facilitating the process too).

The reward?  Coming to grips with—and making

sense of—the complexity we have uncovered

moves us along on our path to wisdom and con-

tinuous improvement. 

Wise people are sorely needed in every

enterprise. Explication provides us with a very

powerful approach to personal, professional,

organisational and artistic development. The

outcomes of the process—whether written or

not—express and record learning, insights and

uniqueness. New knowledge, ideas and theories

are captured and become accessible. 

Explication does not have to be attached to

an institutionalised award-bearing programme,

and indeed people in many walks of life may well

practice some form of explication without being

explicitly aware that they are doing so.    If we can

help them to reify what they are doing, to give

this a specific name (explication), and help them

to understand it in terms of intentions, processes

and behaviours, then the idea and practice of

explication will take on new meanings, value and

authority for them personally, which will be dif-

ferent from any institutionalised interpretation.

Explication for the board room

In the context of creating and managing ‘the

learning organisation’, explication could be an

immensely valuable approach which has the

potential to become one of the bedrocks of

organisational learning. 

Is explication a way to make available the

experience that is so often locked up in the

board room?   Here are the views of one board

member who is currently engaged in the IMC’s

D Phil by Explication.

Explication so far has been the start of a journey to

new and exciting places that I didn’t know existed,

with the promise and expectation of more at each

of the stops along the way. It is a journey of dis-

covery, enabling structured reflection, recognition

for the path already travelled and a great opportu-

nity to grow beyond initial expectations. It has

already strengthened my confidence to assess what

I want to do now and what I want in terms of the

future. 

Terry Tucker, Director of Learning and

Development, Barchester Healthcare, June 2006

After twenty five years in the business, is it pos-

sible that, through explication, I am approaching

the Holy Grail for management and leadership

development? 
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Setting the scene

Not many folk appreciate what a

Capacity Builder does, let alone one

working in post-conflict aid situations.

In the context of reconstruction aid, capacity

building is used as a mechanism to support a

range of strategies surrounding high-level policy

change, and as such is targeted towards regen-

erating governments and economies in

democratic transition. It is arguably one of the

central challenges of the day, as much of social

change and economic progress will depend on

it. Capacity building occurs at three levels; the

individual, the institutional and the societal. It is

a developmental approach towards raising stan-

dards of living in a move to reduce poverty. (See

Fukuda—Parr et al, 2002).

When you come to think of it, not many

people understand the aid agenda either, partic-

ularly in the context of the European Union’s

Peace Implementation and Poverty Reduction

Programmes (PRPs). Let me explain a little.

There are generally held to be three aid

levels—Humanitarian (first level, survival),

Secondary (e.g. temporary rebuilding of commu-

nications, shelter, and medical) and Post-conflict

(e.g. economic regeneration through democratic

restructuring and the rule of law, together with

capacity building). PRPs are developmental

approaches towards raising standards of living in

a move to eradicate poverty.
32
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Story-Telling Within Project
Teams in Post-Conflict Zones

JOYCE LEECH

In this paper I adopt a pragmatic approach to

explication. I begin by outlining my role as a Team

Leader for capacity building in post-conflict zones. Next, I

explain how I use storytelling as a way of building and

sustaining project teams, and hence as a way of

contributing to capacity-building. I then show how I have

developed a series of triangulates to illustrate the theory

and practice of story, and I conclude that story-telling has

great potential as a communications device to support

the human relations function.

KEYWORDS: Capacity building, explication, management development, public procurement, 

story-telling, teamworking 
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International donors, such as the

International Monetary Fund, the World Bank,

national governments and the European Union,

and Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs),

such as Care International, Oxfam, Save the

Children, and Unicef, invest vast sums of money

in aid programmes. The EU spent Euro 2.61 bil-

lion on Technical Aid for democratic stabilisation

in the Western Balkans alone between the years

2000–2004, with a commitment of Euro 4.65 bil-

lion to the region between the years 2000–2006.

This aid, whether in the form of money, medical

supplies, survival kits, or technical services,

comes from the public purse by way of taxes or

individual donations. So it is up to the donor

community to ensure that the projects that it

supports and finances give true value for money

and benefit those who need the greatest help.

This is not an easy task.

The role of the team leader

The team or project leader plays an integral,

multi-faceted role in technical aid projects by

seeking to ensure that the key aims of the

donors, beneficiaries, contracting authorities,

team members, and other stakeholders are com-

patible. Because technical assistance is about

capacity building, or closing the knowledge gap

within institutions, helper-doer relationships

have to be created between the team, the proj-

ect beneficiaries and the various stakeholders,

not all of whom will want to change the status

quo. Undoubtedly technical aid workers have a

great deal of knowledge and experience. Even

so they will themselves need help to understand

the organisational environment, share the vision

and ensure that everyone with a ‘stake’ in the

programme has bought into it. Thus, helpers

need “help” as much as the “doers”. When this is

recognised, cultural alignment becomes a better

prospect.

Often teams meet for the first time “on-the-

job”, and it is at this point that group cohesion is

most at risk. It will fall to the team leader, to knit

this multi-cultural, multi-national, interdiscipli-

nary group into a tightly woven team by

surfacing and agreeing a vision of the intended

achievements of the team as well as the ways of

working with one another to achieve these ends.

Primarily involved with institutional re-building

in transitional economies, technical aid teams

often find themselves working in chaos, amidst

damaged infrastructures, death, destruction and

pollution. The team leader’s task here is to facil-

itate the process of longer-term regeneration,

through institutional reforms and law building,

which is in step with the work of the resident

international community.

Working in this way can make the team both

economically vulnerable and politically danger-

ous. Those Project Leaders who seek to reform

rather than support the existing regimes often

find themselves under threat—the subject of

political gamesmanship at best; victims of the

criminally dangerous fraternity at worst.

Using story-telling in the field of
operations

Aid workers mostly refer to their workplace as

“the field”; this is because they work in a clearly

defined geographic location, with specific terms

of reference. They usually carry a “country-wide”

portfolio for their project. Post-conflict situa-

tions often involve the use of peacekeeping and

security forces; accommodation and other basic

facilities are generally poor. Aid workers expect

to live and work in similar conditions to their

beneficiaries; they demand no quarter or special

treatment.

On international missions my days, and

sometimes nights, are crazily hectic. I am situ-

ationally based, often with out-dated

communication networks or systems, working

on the hoof, and lacking the dependability of
33
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sound office practices. Totally unpredictable

incidents occur on a daily basis, making non-

sense of project plans. I use various innovative

and pragmatic methods to help me find quick

and workable solutions within the context of

poverty and hostility. I find myself locked into

getting a job done in resourceful ways to meet

project deadlines, despite the difficulties.

My choice of method is often justified by

means and ends, which are heavily reliant on the

people, the donors, and the government whom

the project serves. Triangulation is done mostly

by sensory perception—flying by the seat of my

pants. We live, walk, talk, smell, hear and see

what is going on. Results triangulated in this way

often indicate that reality is totally at odds with

the written report. Not for us the cosy library or

the supreme luxury of reflective dialogue. Most

of my project teams don’t even have a common

native tongue, let alone a common news service,

so we resort to the telling of stories about our

day-to-day successes, failures, relationships or

culture. In this way the barrier of language is

overcome, because my teams are noted for love,

loyalty and laughter built up from sharing pic-

tures, photographs, songs and plays as we recall

our experiences and working life. These univer-

sals take us through the difficult times. They are

the bonding agents of smart, resilient teams who

are committed to the change process whilst

respecting a plethora of alternative views and

cultures.

Why am I telling you all this? Well, because

this is the reality of explication in the workplace.

We start off with very clear notions of what we

will achieve, we think we know where we are

going, the methods we are going to use to get

there and the process we are going to adopt to

give measurable results. And then, quite literally,

the bomb explodes or an earthquake strikes,

and we are paralysed. We realise that survival

and sustainability cannot be a lone state process.

At such moments we really do need the support

of others—our critical friends, our mentors, our

staff, and yes, our partners, because working

through the process of explication is a totally

unpredictable, very high-risk personal affair.

This is the kind of playing field that many

managers would recognise.

Explication as a personal
viaticum

From my perspective, explication as a method-

ology is a viaticum—a personal journey through

critical periods of life, which are set into a con-

text of culture. Dictionary.com defines viaticum

as: (1) Ecclesiastical. The Eucharist given to a

dying person or one in danger of death. (2)

Supplies for a journey. Of course, the personal

journey can be set into virtually any context,

depending on what needs to be done. But for

me as a team leader, culture and ethics are the

most important features in building imple-

mentable laws to fight fraud and corruption in

public procurement. So in answering the ques-

tion of what makes me successful in this role, I

needed to understand how my own personal

development has occurred. And that, quite sim-

ply, is how I came to tell stories about myself

(see Figure 1), and about my spiritual, emotion-

al and professional development over time.

From these stories clear patterns emerged and I

began to see the true value of storytelling in my

leadership role.

Personal storytelling is not a haphazard

process. In fact, although it starts off as a series

of reflections or anecdotes, these have to be

written down, selected and classified. I wrote

them, talked them through endlessly to myself,

told them to groups (which helped me to sort

them) then I spent four days in a studio, record-

ing them. The mind map in Figure 1 shows how

the whole process was deconstructed.
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The value of stories in
management development

Everyone loves a good story. But of what real

value are stories in the workplace? What are the

characteristics of story? Can we learn manage-

ment skills from storytelling? Should stories be

based on reality? A number of questions spring

up when we talk seriously about stories and

storytelling in personal development; and that is

precisely their strength. They encourage debate

and discussion. The idea that everyone has a

story to tell, and that every story contains an ele-

ment of ‘truth’, can be seen as a useful means of

communication which can empower individuals

in a non-threatening way.

Storytelling to support the human relations

function has gained momentum over the last

decade, both in the United States and United

Kingdom, where the work of academics such as

Boje (2001) and Gabriel (2000) has been enthu-

siastically received by many organisations, large

and small. A post-modern view of management

would, for instance, recognise the liberated role

of people in the workplace; the need for them to

upskill and the importance of continuing educa-

tion in strengthening individual competences.

Simple stories told by senior managers, of their

negotiating experiences, cultural gaffes, how

they have handled or mishandled difficult per-

sonal decisions, can all be forceful drivers in

generating new ideas within teams, and have a

sense-making power of their own.

Story triangulates

It soon became apparent to me during the

process of classifying my stories that a format or

set of criteria is required, by which those stories

best suited to the aims of explication can be

selected. Indeed, I realised that such a model or

format would also be a necessary pre-requisite

35
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when choosing stories for different manage-

ment purposes.

Producing stories is one requirement, but

often other things are implicitly required.

Following Lipman (1999), I developed a series of

triangulates to explore my experiences from

several other perspectives.

When told at an appropriate level and pace

by respected role models or colleagues, stories

have a high learning value. Sensitively used, a

personal story can help individuals to identify

their personal strengths and weaknesses as well

as their roles within the workplace and their

ambitions within the job context. The major

attribute of story as a post-modern approach to

management development is to use narrative in

short and long stories to convey messages in a

dramatic and memorable way. A good story has

salient persuasive power which makes sense to

its audience and endures over time, like the

nursery stories and fables you heard as a child,

and perhaps now tell as a parent.

I subconsciously find myself using stories as

a mechanism for bringing about cultural change

in the workplace. Moving from a single state

economy, which has been driven by written

rules and procedures, is undeniably difficult for

some. Staff have to learn to take responsibility

for their actions and make decisions based on

appropriate criteria rather than on a system of

patronage or familial ties. Inevitably stories told

in this atmosphere often bring about disclosure,

especially during organisational change. When

this happens I learn to be most careful not to

allow self-effacement during the telling. I find

that by being non-judgemental and adopting a

sympathetic approach, whether it is a hug or

simply a few appropriate words, dignity can be

maintained and the underlying messages con-

structively used in future decision making.

Story time on international missions is not

just entertainment. Once we start, everyone

joins in with anecdotes and riders of their own.

What a lot I learn from these sessions about the

social fabric of ethnic diversity, work customs

36
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and practice, and I quickly establish who really

influences authority and holds the power. Thus

my personal strategies become flexible enough

to adapt to a multiplicity of change agents at dif-

fering levels of government, without too much

disruption of the team effort.

My own input is usually made to reinforce

standards or to demonstrate the use of equip-

ment, software or reform procedures using

story as a medium. As language is often initially

a problem, my interpreter works alongside me,

with the whole office involved in making up

visuals and storyboards after she (my inter-

preter) has adapted my story to the local

situation to get my point across. (The translator

is now a UN worker in Burundi on an HIV Aids

Project, and regularly sends me illustrated sto-

ries about her work there via the Internet.)

This activity is well received and quickly

becomes the norm. High levels of presentation

skills are developed within the local backstop-

ping team over a relatively short period of time,

building both confidence and capacity. After one

such amusing session, the whole office informal-

ly adopted a dress code, even though they

couldn’t really afford it. But, they reasoned, they

were “on stage” with me as part of the change

process, therefore they should look the part too!
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Story production for explication
purposes

Storytelling is not always about having a fun

time, especially when it is linked to the serious

business of explication for management devel-

opment. Clients will expect some added-value to

the workforce, implying that rigour has to be an

inbuilt feature of the exercise. For management

development purposes, one needs to have a

grasp of the theory of story, identify its purpose

and function in relation to its use in the work

place, make decisions on whether the story

should be written, recorded or told to the

group, and ultimately have a clear idea of what

eventual impact the story will have on the

audience.

Linking the various triangulates (Figures

2–5) with the personal deconstruction

(Figure 1), I found that I could demonstrate a

robust framework for the whole process by

using a simple, but effective, pictorial chart as a

reference point. This is shown in Figure 6 above. 

Conclusion

Conducting explication through story illustrates

its relevance and importance to personal devel-

opment, not only by building capacity within my

teams and the project beneficiaries, but also

importantly within me. Carefully chosen stories

help me to conceptualise my personal values,

management style, special skills and staff rela-

tionships (see Figure 6). By consistent

interrogation of the stories, I am able to theme

and group stories into specific timeframes,

thereby tracking my own development. It

enables me to identify my own strengths, imper-

fections and personal value drivers and to gauge

their relative impact on the project and team. I

have become aware that I regularly use story to

build relationships, to illustrate best practice,

and to develop critical skills. I use the persuasive

power of story to overcome difficulties, and to

develop a “can do” culture amongst the group.

Ever since I discovered the impact of story

across the language barrier, I have encouraged

its use to demonstrate respect in teamwork to

overcome the ethnic divide. We use stories joint-

ly to explore vision; in workshop games to learn

about the administrative reforms; and in discus-

sion during briefing sessions to exchange views

on the change agenda.

I have come to realise through Explication

how much fun stories can be, even at work. Fun

connotes happiness, and happiness is infec-

tious. Leading such teams, who themselves have

suffered so much personal pain and loss

through war and ethnic strife, is both a very

great privilege and a humbling experience. To be

able to explicate this has shown how critical this

rich experience has been to my own cultural

development, enabling me to dance with glee in

my own shadow, now that I work in Kosovo.
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Introduction

Iam a consultant who uses words, language

and writing as a means of facilitating per-

sonal and organisational learning. I chose

writing as the medium to express and exhibit my

doctoral explication, which was about these

enhanced skills (MacKenzie 2005). One out-

come of this process has been my renewed

belief in, and understanding of, the role and

value of good critical friends.

My views about the role of critical friends

assume that explication is an holistic, interpre-

tive process along the lines outlined by Franklin

(2006). In the context within which I am using it,

explication involves transforming an earlier,

inexact concept into a new, more exact concept,

by using knowledge, thinking and technologies

that were not available to me previously.

Explication renders implicit knowledge and

practice more explicit. In this more refined

form, this more explicit knowledge can be fur-

ther honed in practice. In this article, I suggest

some criteria for people engaging in explication

to identify their own critical friends through a

form of conscious or unconscious stakeholder

analysis, to support them on their journey. I con-

clude that there are ways in which we can learn

to become more competent and confident as

critical friends to each other, to our mutual ben-

efit, for example in our attempts to make sense

of critical incidents.
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Critical Friends in

Explication
BOB MACKENZIE

Explication has both solitary and social dimensions. Sometimes, we

need to be alone with our thoughts. At other times, we need to

negotiate and co-create meaning in debate or dialogue with other

people. This article explores the argument that good critical friends

provide invaluable help to each other in creating links between the

solitary and social aspects of their explications. One particular way

in which critical friends can help is by noticing and facilitating the

interpretation of critical incidents, from which we derive new

knowledge and understanding.

KEYWORDS: Communities of practice, critical friends, critical friendship, critical incidents, dialogue,

explication, knowledge, writing 
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Explication is not easy

For writers like me, explication involves working

with our experiences and ideas, often sitting in

front of a computer, conducting desk research,

and engaging in scholarship and dialogue.

However, in whatever context or medium it is con-

ducted, the explication process is not easy. In my

own experience, there have been marvellous—

even joyful—moments. But there have also been

periods of doubt and uncertainty—sometimes

protracted—where I have needed to confront and

make sense of uncomfortable, difficult or puzzling

ideas, experiences and actions. My journey

through explication has sometimes been easy and

swift, and more often slow and painful. For exam-

ple, this article is the result of some ten different

drafts over several months, each one changing as

a result of feedback from, and debate with, critical

friends. This fluctuation may be symptomatic of

any art or science which aspires to achieve some-

thing beyond a relatively easy or immediately

obvious increment to knowledge.

Like other forms of art, an explication

through writing involves learning-by-doing in

both lapsed and real time. It is a process of cre-

ation and destruction, as new ideas are formed,

and as words and sentences are expressed and

then—later in the explication cycle—are seen as

inappropriate, to be abandoned and replaced by

other expressions which seem to have greater

merit. As this physical-textual process stretches

out, so techniques of explication are honed and

developed in a sort of double loop learning that

continually informs the process and provides 

a framework for subsequent interactions with

colleagues, clients and critical friends. 

An example of knowledge gain
through working with critical
friends

A very immediate example of explicated knowl-

edge gained through critical friendship comes

from my experience of writing copy for this issue

of O&P. My exchanges with other writers and

editors have demonstrated to me the opportu-

nity for mutual learning that takes place within

the reciprocal nature of good critical friendship.

This relationship has had significant implicit

knowledge gains for each of us in our editorial-

authorial roles, when from time to time we have

been at the centre of making meanings for our-

selves and with others. As such, this interaction

has served as the basis for constructing new

explicated knowledge for each of us through a

variety of media, such as e-mails, telephone

calls, commenting on each other’s manuscripts,

and occasional face-to-face meetings. In this way,

we have worked in both a solitary and a social

context, to mutual benefit, and to the potential

benefit of a wider community, who in this case

include contributors to, and readers of, this

journal.

Critical friendship is a particular kind of

interpersonal relationship. The difficulties in

understanding different types of relationships in

business are well recognised, for example in

marketing theory, where various hierarchies of

customer relationships are sometimes distin-

guished, each with its associated bonding

process. One such typology is that of the so-

called ‘Ladder of Loyalty’ (Macmillan India

2002). In recognition of these difficulties and dif-

ferences, I now go on to outline my experience

and understanding of three key relationship

terms—i.e. friendship, critical friendship, and

critical friends.

Friendship

I understand that friendship and critical friend-

ship are problematic concepts, defined by

behavioural and social norms of the time, and by

the moral purposes and attitudes of those who

see critical friendship as a crucial and integral

aspect of their learning and practice. 
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Friendship has always been a central rela-

tionship for most human beings. It is normally

understood as an interpersonal relationship

involving an intellectual and emotional affinity,

and as expressing a form of trust and intimacy

between certain people which is demonstrated

differently in different cultures and contexts. 

Critical friendship

The term ‘critical’ variously means ‘key’, ‘cru-

cial’, and ‘constructively challenging’. The term

‘friendship’ denotes the quality of the relation-

ship. Thus critical friendship can be regarded as

‘engaging in critical reflection within a friend-

ly climate to support transformation of an

individual’s or an organisation’s practices’.

(Achinstein & Meyer 1997, slightly adapted). In

this sense, it is not a hierarchical relationship,

but rather one that is based upon trust. Critical

friendship is entered into willingly and mutually

by peers. It is therefore distinct from one person

(a disciple) sitting at the feet of another (a

guru)—although on occasions critical friends

may negotiate this way of collaborating. As a

rule, the content is confidential, although there

may be occasions when insights, conclusions

and proposals arising from critical friendship

need to be brought to wider attention in order

for new knowledge to be shared. 

Critical friendship is multifaceted, offering

authors moments when friends act as readers;

moments when they are critical; and moments

when they offer interpretations, words, sen-

tences, ideas and challenges which move the

author (and his/her script) into new writing.

Critical friendship has the potential to con-

tribute to an individual’s aspirations to achieve

personal development, insight and mastery.

(Further work is needed to confirm my hunch

that it can also contribute towards a business’s

aspiration to become a Learning Organisation).

It involves a blend of challenge and critical

reflection on the one hand, and the co-creation

of a collaborative, friendly, supportive personal

or professional learning environment on the

other. 

I take critical friendship to be expressed and

exhibited by a particular set of behaviours

where, at first sight, there appear to be two

apparently conflicting roles; one being about

friendship, and the second being linked to criti-

cism. While critical friendship may seem to be

something of an oxymoron, I am keen to reha-

bilitate the idea of creative, positive criticism in

the context of personal artistic development,

and in the development of ‘schools of thinking’,

‘communities of practice’ and artistic move-

ments. For me, critical friendship is marked by

its intention always to be mutually constructive

and developmental. Moreover, an issue may also

‘be critical’ to the success of an argument, or to

a reader’s understanding, in which case a critical

friend is an engaged reader or interpreter of

another person’s work. And to the extent that

s/he exchanges words or writing about or occa-

sioned by someone else’s ‘original’ text or

performance, a critical friend is in effect a quasi-

editor, author or co-creator. Further, ‘being

critical’ is grounded in a desire to sustain a social

relationship which goes beyond the functional

role of being ‘simply’ a critical friend.

Critical friends 

Within the fields of personal and professional

development, the term critical friend or critical

colleague is sometimes used for someone who

supports action researchers (cf McNiff, Lomax et

al. 1997). In relation to peer coaching, Greene

cites Peter Makin’s use of the term ‘support and

challenge partner’ (Greene 2006, forthcoming).

However, I take advantage of the dogma-free use

of the term ‘critical friend’ to apply it to a wide

range of processes, each of which is contextu-

alised by a specific discourse, e.g. that of the
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learning organisation (Senge 1999) or of com-

munities of practice (Brown and Duguid 1991;

Lave and Wenger 1991). In my experience, an

uncritical friend offers unquestioning support,

whilst a critical friend offers questioning sup-

port, when given permission to do so. And of

course it’s perfectly possible for the same per-

son to offer both uncritical and critical

friendship at different times, as circumstances

dictate. This flexibility suggests the complex

dynamics that are implicit or inherent in the

relationship. 

Critical friends are rare on the ground, so

it’s important to be alert to the circumstances

and opportunities which provide fertile condi-

tions for the development of critical friendships.

With this heightened awareness, we are better

able to decide when and with whom we can

engage as critical friends. And to do this, it helps

to know what qualities to offer, look for and nur-

ture in each other as critical friends. It seems to

me that these qualities include those listed in

Table 1:

I have been extremely fortunate to enjoy the

company of several different critical friends from

within and beyond my doctoral explication.

Examples include members of the AMED

Writers’ Group, colleagues who have shared two

recent weekend Writers’ Cottages with me to

develop our writing for this journal, a writer who

lives in Switzerland, and my former doctoral

supervisor. In the latter case, we have been

encouraging and critiquing each other’s writing

and thinking regarding our respective—and

shared—intellectual projects, for well over a year.

Drawing upon my experience of such mutually

beneficial relationships, I now go on to suggest

how it is possible to recognise and interact with

critical friends. I locate this discussion within the

context of engaging in story-telling and dialogue

about ‘critical incidents’ (e.g. Leech 2006). 

Critical friends and dialogue

Like the most fertile interactions between doc-

toral supervisor and supervisee, critical

friendship sooner or later becomes a relation-

ship based upon equality of status as well as

mutuality of interest. It can be a formalised
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Critical friends are:

� Trustworthy and competent, or potentially so.

� Able to lower their defences sufficiently to enable them to receive as well as to give con-

structive feedback.

� Mutually supportive.

� Reasonably available to each other.

� Intent on helping each other to achieve a critical perspective.

� Able to give the benefit of the doubt to each other’s learning, ideas, advice, experience and

actions.

� Able to monitor and re-negotiate their respective psychological contracts, e.g. (Guest and

Conway 2001).

� Prepared to end their critical friendship at an appropriate point. 

� Capable of avoiding collusion, and able to resist being sucked into a counselling or therapy

role.

Table 1: Some qualities for critical friends to nurture
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process (e.g. within an Action Learning Set), but

it is also possible to engage in spontaneous acts

of critical friendship. During my own doctoral

explication, my encounters with critical friends

have been essentially in the form of spoken and

written dialogue over issues relating to my grow-

ing interest in writing as a facilitative

intervention, and as a mode of explication. As

friends, they have encouraged me to believe that

I have something useful to surface and share,

and to explore different ways of expressing it.

They have also supported me in the dark days of

my writing doldrums. As creatively critical

friends, they have questioned and challenged

my ideas and actions, provided me with prompt

and honest feedback, and opened me up to

fresh ideas and perspectives to deepen and

extend my thinking and practice. 

Of the several definitions of dialogue, I find

Schein’s most relevant to my thinking about crit-

ical friends (Schein 1999). For him, dialogue is

used in process consultation as:

a form of conversation that makes it possible, even

likely, for participants to become aware of some of

the hidden and tacit assumptions that derive from

our cultural learning, our language, and our psy-

chological makeup ..... Dialogue as a form of

conversation starts with the assumption that every

person comes with different assumptions and that

mutual understanding is in most cases an illusion

..... In dialogue, the participants explore all the

complexities of thinking and language. [Schein

1999: 201-204].

According to Schein, the essential concept

underlying dialogue is:

the discovery of one's own internal process for

choice regarding when to speak and what to say.

[ibid: 208—209]

What I think Schein means is that we need to lis-

ten to ourselves in conversation before we can

really understand ourselves and others.

Moreover, critical friendships provide a neces-

sary form of containment, in which these

learning conversations can take place. Schein

writes of: 

the need to build a container for dialogue, to cre-

ate a climate and a set of explicit or implicit norms

that permits people to handle ‘hot issues’ without

getting ‘burned’. [ibid: 212] 

I see critical friendship as just such a container,

though admittedly porous. Within such contain-

ment, conflict with critical friends can be

‘suspended’, or otherwise handled constructive-

ly, in a trusting, supportive yet challenging

relationship.

Critical friendship as a voluntary
engagement

Critical friendships come in various guises and

have different life spans. A common characteris-

tic, however, appears to be that of voluntary

association, and of mutual commitment and

responsibility. By this definition, formal coach-

ing, mentoring or tutorial arrangements do not

in themselves constitute critical friendships, but

they may evolve into them if the chemistry and

conditions are right. For me, critical friendship is

characterised by a thirst for intellectual and prac-

tical excitement, sharing papers and other forms

of writing, exchanging gossip and experiences,

watching each other perform and engage in

meetings, and relishing the sheer fun and pleas-

ure of being in the real or virtual company of

other critical friends. 

Making critical friendships work

Critical friendships cannot be imposed, although

their formation can be facilitated. As part of the
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explication process, each of us must identify our

critical friends for ourselves. This may involve

expressing our learning needs or wants to likely

candidates, being open to their offers, a period

of trial and error at the early stages, and a shift-

ing network of critical friendships as one

another’s focus, interests and needs gradually

emerge and change.

As in any effective relationship, relevant

skills and competences for critical friendship

develop with practice over time, and these are

directly applicable to the process of explication.

Table 2, adapted and extended from Greene (op

cit), includes some examples of critical friend-

ship competences.

The interaction of all these competences

results in a set of higher order cognitive and

affective skills, framed in some sort of creative

endeavour in an environment that is committed

to shared critical learning.

Each of these competences merits further

discussion. However, I’d like to focus here on

how critical friends can help each other to

recognise and explicate critical incidents.

Recognising critical incidents

A major exponent of Critical Incident Analysis or

Technique (CIT) in the context of education and

learning is David Tripp (Tripp 1993). In explica-

tion, the purpose of CIT is to enable critical

reflection upon specific incidents from personal

and professional experiences and practices.

Through engaging in the intrapersonal and

social dialogue which this process generates,

critical friends gain fresh perspectives, and also

become more explicitly aware of the learning

process. 

Some incidents are immediately and obvi-

ously significant, such as a major trauma or civil

or military emergency. Others may not initially

appear to be critical, and perhaps occasionally

might even seem trivial:

The vast majority of critical incidents, however,

are not at all dramatic or obvious: they are

mostly straightforward accounts of very com-

monplace events that occur in routine

professional practice which are critical in the

rather different sense that they are indicative of

underlying trends, motives and structures. These

incidents appear to be ‘typical’ rather than ‘criti-

cal’ at first sight, but are rendered critical

through analysis. ….. [It could be] an incident

which passed entirely unnoticed when it

occurred, but which was made into a critical

incident by what was subsequently seen in and

written about it. [Tripp 1993].
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� Building rapport and

effective working relation-

ships.

� Negotiation.

� Empowerment.

� Giving and receiving con-

structive feedback.

� Surfacing and dealing

with assumptions and

defences.

� Promoting evidence-

based dialogue and action

learning.

� Managing meetings.

� Performing or facilitat-

ing Critical Incident

Analysis or Technique

(CIT).

� Supporting and challeng-

ing each other.

� Engaging in advocacy.

� Coaching and developing

self and others.

� Skilful and ‘fresh’ ques-

tioning.

� Active listening.

� Critical (self-) reflection.

� Action planning.

� Constructive de-briefing.

� Defining outcomes and

setting goals.

� Being friendly.

Table 2: Some critical friendship competences

Critical Friends in  10/10/06  10:06 am  Page 45



If explication is possible in every field of

human endeavour—especially the artistic—then

this definition could be extended to make it

clear that an incident can be rendered critical

through forms of expression other than writing

or dialogue. Such forms would include music,

painting, sculpture, mime, dance, and other

forms of performance. 

According to Tripp, there are two main

stages in CIT. These are:

Stage 1: The production of an incident (identify-

ing ‘the What?’):

First, some phenomenon is observed

and noted, which produces a descrip-

tion of what happened.

Stage 2: The creation (I would prefer to say the

social construction) of a critical inci-

dent (explaining ‘the Why?’):

The critical incident is created [socially

constructed] by seeing the incident as

an example of a category of wider, usu-

ally social, context. [My qualification of

Tripp].

Using this framework, here is an example of how

two critical friends worked on a critical incident

within a doctoral explication:

After much persuasion from her doctoral

supervisor, Kathleen asked Charles (another

doctoral candidate) by e-mail if he’d be pre-

pared to stay behind after a Set meeting and

read one or two stories that she’d written

about her childhood memories.

Exhibit 1: Critical friends and a critical incident

� Here, the text in the box describes the

Incident (Stage 1).

� A possible initial explanation and meaning is that

Kathleen feels that she has no right to make this

request publicly within a doctoral programme.

� An inference is that Kathleen has sensed that

personal childhood stories are not regarded

as proper material on which to base her doc-

toral explication. 

� To regard this as a critical incident, we

need to find a more general meaning and

classification, or ascribe a wider significance

to this incident. (Any critical incident is an

ontological construct). In this case, we could

read it—one of many possible interpre-

tations—as a particular example of the initial

uncertainty that explication frequently caus-

es, or even of the way that an awarding body

can unintentionally stifle innovative or cre-

ative approaches of working to doctoral

standards.

� One of many possible inferences might be

that Kathleen must become more assertive in

pursuing her unique research theme and

interests, and that the awarding body needs

to be willing to create a more empowering

culture which enables her (and other doctor-

al candidates) to do so.

In this example, an apparently trivial or com-

monplace incident has been rendered critical

through social construction, analysis and reflec-

tion (Stage 2). By engaging in dialogue with a

critical friend about her initial diffidence, and

about his response to her stories, Kathleen was

subsequently in a better position to recognise

the importance of this critical incident, and of

working with critical friends. It also surfaced

some cultural and regulatory barriers to creating

a more open and empowered learning environ-

ment. This helped faculty to identify actions 

that they could take in order to change the

situation.

How to identify a critical incident
when explicating

Ontologically, all incidents or experiences are

potentially critical. Hence the identification of
46

ORGANISATIONS & PEOPLE, AUGUST 2006, VOL 13. NO 3

Critical Friends in  10/10/06  10:06 am  Page 46



any so-called critical incident is inherently prob-

lematic. So how do we choose which one(s) to

explore? Tripp suggests that we can make a start

by searching for incidents that we have remem-

bered and noticed afterwards, and then take

them through Stages 1 and 2. To initiate this

process, I have found the short exercise in Table

3 useful as adapted from Tripp (1993).

Having surfaced some of this raw material,

critical friends should be in a better position to

explore their chosen incident(s) in greater detail

with each other.

A health warning

Of course, we need to be aware of idealising the

role of critical friends. We know that not all rela-

tionships are healthy or desirable, in that they

can consolidate or encourage inappropriate

practices, or create unhealthy dependencies. We

also know that, in inexpert or inappropriate

hands, attempts to offer critical friendship can

be detrimental and damaging. It is not an easy

role to play, and we need to adapt our practice

of critical friendship to suit the specific context

or discourse within which it applies. Different

critical friends will behave more easily and effec-

tively in some circumstances than in others. So

there is a health warning—we should choose

our critical friends carefully, and negotiate with

them how best to derive mutual benefit from

our critical friendship. 

Conclusion

Despite this health warning, I have concentrated

here on the aspirational aspects of critical friend-

ship within explication, because good critical

friends have made such a positive difference to

me. Based upon my own experience of explica-

tion, it seems to me that, within various forms of

overlapping communities of practice, critical

friends can enhance the explication process, for

example in helping to interpret critical inci-

dents. They have a role to play in enabling each

other to make sense of the different artefacts

they have examined or created (such as writing),

and of their respective experiences, voices and

standards, within a mutually sustaining, chal-

lenging and supportive relationship that

contains them within a state of emotional and

intellectual engagement. Critical friends offer yet

another dimension to, and resource for, explica-

tion. They do this in the context of making an

original contribution to personal, artistic, practi-

cal, professional, management or organisational

knowledge, learning and development. 
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� Find a quiet spot. In ten minutes, list as many incidents in your professional or personal

experience, however seemingly trivial, that you can recall without effort.

� Then go over this list, and classify them as typical or atypical events.

� Then ask yourself ‘Which one of these incidents am I really looking for, in relation to my

explication?’

� Then spend 10 minutes writing about your chosen incident in as much detail as you can.

(Stream-of-consciousness writing is a very useful technique here).

Table 3: Preparing to discuss critical incident(s) with critical friends
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Prologue

Like any other, this explication is incom-

plete, since there are other ways in which

the material I am presenting might be

interpreted. And if I tried, I could probably

uncover more facts and information which

might reveal different meanings. I imagine that

an explication must stem from whatever con-

struct one has in mind as a starting point, and

mine, I suppose, is essentially about narrative

and storytelling. How did it begin? What hap-

pened? Where did it go from there? For me,

meaning will always lie more in the lived experi-

ence (call it a journey if you like) rather than in

any subsequent gloss or interpretation. I am not

suggesting that this makes my explication more

likely to be authentic or truthful; it simply indi-

cates the sort of person I am, and how I have

approached the task. 

Introduction

I was born in 1926, and had dovetailing careers,

extending over thirty years, in Social Work,

University Teaching and Adult

Education/Development in the third world.

Since retirement, I’ve fulfilled an earlier ambi-

tion to write, and I’ve produced a number of

poems, plays and fictional works over the past

twenty years or so. 

The focus of this narrative is to explore a

conflict of aims that I have experienced through-

out my career, including the present. Pared
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Explication—A

Personal Narrative 
B A HUMAR

In this paper, the author describes his attempt to

reconcile a professional career with his original

ambition to be a writer and poet. Experiencing both

frustrations and satisfactions, he also discovers how

personal qualities and attributes may be transmuted

from one field of activity to another. A case-study

from early on in his career provides a reference for

what follows.

KEYWORDS: Art, morality, narrative, poetry, power, profession, storytelling, writing
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down to its crudest form, this conflict may be

stated as a three-way contest involving art,

morality and power—but its enactment has

been subtle and generally subterranean. I use

the terms ‘art’, ‘morality’, ‘power’ to identify

certain motivational factors—these are not the

only ones—that are inherent in the way people

choose and carry out their jobs. My explication

is in the form of a narrative, centred on one of

my cases from shortly after I began work as a

Probation Officer in 1956. 

Personal Background

At my otherwise disabling boarding school

(from ages 8 to 17) I was considered to have lit-

erary and artistic talent. It was assumed that I

would go on to read English at University—I had

ideas of becoming a writer and a poet, but the

war intervened and in 1944, after a brief spell at

university, I was called up into the Royal Navy.

There followed several years of depression and

anxiety—caused mainly by the trauma of a pro-

longed, institutionalised adolescence. I just

hadn’t grown up. After demobilisation, I was still

in a state of emotional turmoil, and it was only

gradually that I began to sort myself out. I was

offered a place at the London School of

Economics (LSE) where I studied a broad Social

Science syllabus. This experience not only gave

me intellectual achievement and reassurance,

but was also an extended therapy.

After finishing at LSE, I decided to join the

Probation Service for three main reasons. First, it

provided the possibility of a socially worthwhile

job (that was important for me at the time).

Secondly, the Probation Service in that distant

era encouraged its practitioners to work in an

individualistic way. Its official but simply stated

aim was: ‘To advise, assist and befriend’—just

that! The third reason was that I was interested

in people and in the forces that affected individ-

ual, group and social behaviour.

Throughout these years at LSE, and as a

Probation Officer, my literary ambitions were

submerged, but never wholly abandoned.

Everything I wrote was probably written, I think

now, by someone who also thought of himself as

a writer. Initially, though, this concern wasn’t

uppermost in my mind—I was much more con-

scious of coming alive again after years of

atrophy and demoralisation, and felt committed

to my new career. 

The case of Mrs G 

In addition to my official case-load (people on

probation and ex-prisoners under supervision),

I also had a number of voluntary clients. Mrs G

was one of these. I was asked to see her by a

solicitor who told me that he could do nothing

to help his client since she was unwilling to start

legal proceedings against her husband, with

whom she lived. But she certainly needed help.

I asked if she was willing to see me, and the

solicitor said yes. So I gave Mrs G an appoint-

ment, and booked her in under the case-file

heading ‘Matrimonial’. 

Mrs G was a slight woman of average height,

neatly dressed, with pleasant features, about

thirty-five years of age. She was also very timid

and frightened. Our first meeting consisted of

long silences, interspersed by small bits of factu-

al information that she provided with some

reluctance. She was in a state of considerable

anxiety, no doubt heightened by coming to see

me. I didn’t press her.

I started to see Mrs G on a regular basis, and

she was gradually able to reveal more about her-

self. She had been married for eleven years and

had two children, a girl of 10 and a boy of 7. She

had met her husband—eleven years older than

her, at the firm where they had both then

worked. Mrs G’s parents had died when she was

in her late teens, and her nearest relative was an

aunt. 
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She had married her husband, she thought,

because he had noticed her, had been nice to

her, and she had seen him as a steady older man.

Things hadn’t been too bad at first, but from the

time of her first pregnancy, she had felt increas-

ingly like a prisoner in her home. Her husband

had refused to let her return to work after their

daughter was born—even though the firm had a

well-run crêche for employees—and since then

she had been entirely dependent on whatever

housekeeping money her husband gave her. He

also required her to account for everything she

bought. Although he spent most evenings at a

local Club, he never took her there or invited

her out elsewhere. They never had family out-

ings or holidays—although from time to time Mr

G might go away with his Club on some

exchange visit. 

His word was law in the home, and she and

the two children were terrified of him. He was

not normally violent, but would chastise the

children physically if they did something wrong,

and had also hit her once or twice when he

thought she had disobeyed him. He behaved

towards her in a cold, distant way, and they

rarely talked about anything outside family mat-

ters. She had been told that he seemed to be on

intimate terms with another woman at the Club.

Mrs G said she had no affection for her husband,

but feared him, and tried to ensure that she and

the children didn’t displease him in any way. 

What had been her purpose in going to the

solicitor? This had been her aunt’s idea, and she

had gone along because she liked her aunt and

was grateful for her constant support. The issue

had been about money. A year or two ago, her

aunt had learnt of the tight housekeeping

allowance provided by Mrs G’s husband, and

had opened up a Post Office Account for Mrs G,

into which she put money every month. With

this help, Mrs G had been able to buy small extra

things and occasional treats for herself and the

children. But her husband had recently found

out about the aunt’s financial support. This led

to angry tirades—physical and verbal abuse,

with accusations of deceit and disloyalty. He had

since reduced his wife’s housekeeping money

by an equivalent sum to the aunt’s monthly con-

tribution. This had infuriated Mrs G’s aunt, and

she had arranged for them to consult a solicitor.

Mrs G, however, against the solicitor’s advice,

had been unwilling to pursue the matter. 

Why had she agreed to see me? She didn’t

know—probably I was a last resort. She felt

trapped and helpless, but was adamant that she

did not want me to contact her husband; that,

she was sure, would make matters worse. She

could not see any solution although, since she

had been seeing me, she had felt some relief in

being able to speak more openly. 

How my professional involvement
with Mrs G developed

Although Mrs G, as a voluntary client, should not

have been given priority over my official cases, in

fact I gave her a good deal of my time. The infor-

mation above came out slowly over five or six

meetings. During this period, she became more

confident and articulate, and I could see that she

was an intelligent woman, but with a heavy,

oppressed sense that she was locked into an

unalterable situation. Because she was so deeply

unhappy, my initial aim in this case was largely

about acceptance and support. I was bringing

professional skills to this task, and was enabling

her to talk with increasing clarity and courage—

working at her speed, with whatever material

she introduced. In this way, she began to speak

more freely about herself and her past life. 

Gaining a more complete picture of Mrs G,

I realised that she had a number of personal

strengths. Although unassertive, she was intelli-

gent and a good organiser. In spite of the

constraints imposed by her husband, she

seemed to have a home-life with the children

that was loving, orderly and sometimes fun. She
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once told me how much she missed a particular

friend, a neighbour with two children like her-

self whose husband had been killed in an

accident. They had given one another a lot of

support, but some two years ago this woman

had decided to move north to Keighley in

Yorkshire where the cost of living was cheaper—

she had been able to buy a house, find work and

was happily settled there.

I had actually forgotten about this when,

some time later at one of our more relaxed

meetings, I said to Mrs G that, if the good fairy

suddenly appeared and granted her just one

wish, what would it be? Without hesitation she

replied: ‘Go to live in Keighley with my chil-

dren.’ I was surprised—it came out so positive

and clear-cut. After this, I began to change direc-

tion with Mrs G. Until then, I had been working

supportively with her, waiting for a break in her

depression and despair. I think I had brought

insight and skill to this task—and additionally, I

believed I was ‘doing good’, that my interven-

tion was morally sound. Also, looking back

(although I could not have expressed this at the

time), my impression is that the intellectual and

imaginative commitment I brought to the case

was in some ways a kind of art. I was working

with Mrs G in a unique and creative way that

involved not only professional expertise, but a

good deal of myself as a person. 

Our meetings took on a new tone and, with

Mrs G slowly taking more initiative, we began to

devise a plan. This required working with Mrs

G’s strengths (which now included hope) and it

was she who had to work out the logistical

details. The primary resource need was money,

and here she thought her aunt would probably

help. She considered Keighley as some kind of

Paradise, and knew she would get help from her

friend who lived there. She was confident that

the children would be happy about the move.

Mrs G was beginning to function with a new

energy, and she decided to see her aunt as soon

as possible. At our next meeting she told me that

her aunt would open a bank account for her

with sufficient money to get her started in a new

life. Her friend in Keighley had found some-

where for her to stay temporarily, and had

spoken to her boss about job prospects. It all

looked possible. 

Mrs G. was clear-headed and efficient about

how she would leave home with the children.

She would not tell her husband she was going,

but would contact him by letter, through a solic-

itor, when she was settled in Keighley. Taking just

clothes and children’s toys, she planned to pack

up and leave when her husband was on his next

Club trip. In the meanwhile, at my suggestion,

she arranged interviews with the Bank Manager

and the solicitor to explain her intentions, and

seek their advice. A month later, I received a let-

ter from Mrs G in Keighley. She had done it.

The case examined

My Senior Supervisor was not happy about my

handling of this case, and challenged me on a

number of points. Could I justify giving Mrs G so

much of my time over three or four months? In

matrimonial cases, it was unusual to work with

just one partner—was I not getting a one-sided

view of the G marriage? How could I be sure that

Mrs G’s account was correct? In working direct-

ly (he may have said ‘colluding’) with Mrs G and

her children to leave husband and home, was I

really taking the long-term interests of this fami-

ly into account? Did I, by any chance, fancy

myself as the ‘Good Fairy’? 

For a recently appointed Probation Officer,

this was tough, but not unreasonable questioning.

My justification was along the lines that my client

was Mrs G—not Mr G, and therefore my obligation

was to her; that I had used critical intelligence,

skill and judgement in my assessments and could

not have helped her otherwise. I thought my han-

dling of the case had both professional and ethical

validity. As for being a ‘Good Fairy’, I actually had

no magic wand. I could have done nothing with-
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out Mrs G’s willing co-operation and capacity to

act. (My supervisor confessed that part of his con-

cern was how the Home Office Inspector would

react when my cases were reviewed prior to my

confirmation in a month or two’s time.) 

In the event, the Home Office Inspector (a

woman) selected three or four of my cases for

close study and discussion—including ‘Mrs G’.

During her detailed examination of the case, she

asked why I had proceeded the way I had.

Towards the end of my explanation, feeling that

I still had to justify myself, I said something like:

‘I can see that there were risks, but this is a case

that has turned out well, because Mrs G is hap-

pily settled in Keighley and her husband now

seems to have accepted the situation.’ To which

the Inspector made this reply: ‘Well I see this as

a clear case of empowerment, in which a defeat-

ed and enfeebled woman was empowered to

redefine her situation and herself in such a way

that she was able to change her life.’

Reflecting on my use of power

This sounded good at the time, but it raised an

issue that caused me to reflect a great deal. The

issue was ‘power’, and the use of power in my

work. The Inspector’s observation made me

realise how much power I had exercised in this

case. It consisted not only of professional expert-

ise, but also the use of myself as a person as I

engaged with Mrs G. Empowerment was, at the

time, a new concept for me—perhaps because,

underneath my bright new academic and profes-

sional clothes, I was still inclined to see myself as a

recovered drop-out rather than a power dealer. In

1956, I had (amazingly) never seriously thought

about power or the idea of empowerment.

Afterwards I did—quite a lot, not only when I had

a senior position in the Probation Service, but also

subsequently in my academic career. I would

make a point of it: ‘In any relationship, social situ-

ation, group or organisation, always look to see

where power lies, and how it is being expressed.’ 

Once I had conceptualised this, it became

obvious: right from birth, the development and

use of personal power becomes an integral part

of our identity, and it’s important to know this so

that we can direct and control our power sensi-

bly. I had to come to terms with the fact that I

not only exercised a certain power, but enjoyed

doing so. In my case, this was not the power of

having authority over others, but in being able

to assist them, through discussion, analysis and

clarification to better understand—and engage

with—the problems and issues that concerned

them. And sometimes to change their way of

thinking. Similarly, I enjoyed writing academic

papers and critical reviews, and knew that in

doing so I was trying to influence others. Here,

because writing was involved, it also enabled me

to believe I was engaged in literary activity. As an

academic, I also became interested in Group

Work of various kinds, including Group

Learning, and I worked with students and col-

leagues in ways that weren’t dissimilar to my

involvement with Mrs G. 

The latent conflict between my
artistic and professional instincts

Although for some while I wasn’t too self-con-

scious about it, I did gradually become aware

that, in my work, I was employing a combination

of knowledge, power and artistry; and, hopeful-

ly, that this process also included a moral

dimension. But after a time I began to have a

sense of frustration. I sometimes felt that I was

allowing myself to be seduced by a gratifying

amalgam of professional activities—using cre-

ative energy for something that gave me

satisfaction, but which was not, deep down, my

first choice. If I could still think of myself as a

poet, I had to acknowledge that I hadn’t written

a poem in ten years.

I am now summarising an emerging con-

sciousness over a fairly long period. During
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nearly twenty years, I held three, quite different,

senior appointments with responsibility for pro-

grammes, staff and administration. I was happy

in all three, got on well with colleagues, and felt

satisfaction with what we achieved. I enjoyed

working as the leader of a team (power) which

had socially useful goals (moral purpose), and

also knowing that to perform my role effectively

involved a personalised input of knowledge, skill

and judgement (art). And yet, from time to time

I would have this feeling that I wasn’t doing

what was really right for me. 

Towards the end of my last appointment

(overseas), I had begun to juggle with my work

commitments and my artistic impulses, and was

beginning to write poetry again. A sense of con-

flict caused me to be frustrated and sometimes

anxious. I would vacillate between feeling that I

was wasting my creative resources and, often

simultaneously, worrying that I wasn’t doing my

job. At these times I could easily believe that my

administration was sloppy, and that my engage-

ment with my work was not what it should be. 

I also began to suspect that my confident use

of personal power, even when it was supportive

and helpful to others, was taking me away from my

true goal—I was beginning to yearn for an austere,

dedicated privacy in order to write. I therefore

seized the first opportunity that presented to take

early retirement—and felt conscious relief that ‘I

would no longer have power’. I expressed it to

myself in this inflated way because I knew I had to

choose between the satisfactions of a professional

persona—in which I expended a good deal of cre-

ative energy—and withdrawing to a private world

where I would be able to write.

Epilogue

I now have time to write, and I am more selfish

with my time. I can satisfy most moral concerns

without too much personal involvement. I am

fairly productive, but am still sometimes tempt-

ed to stop my own work, if asked, in order to

write an article or run a workshop. And although

I am busy preparing some poems for a literary

event in the near future, here I am trying to

write on ‘Explication’ without even being sure

what it means. 

I can acknowledge that I was never wholly

committed to being an academic, and that, as a

senior manager, I was sometimes bored with detail

and less than dedicated. That I got by was probably

due to an ability to think clearly (usually), listen

carefully, value the contributions of others, and to

delegate. Whether I would have been a better play-

wright and poet had I started sooner is

unknowable—but I would almost certainly have

written more. This causes me some regret but not

too much—all living is compromise.

I like to feel that I was able to transmute any

innate gifts I had so that they informed the dif-

ferent activities and relationships of my personal

and working life. Had I been more obsessional,

talented, ruthless, or self-confident, I might have

asserted myself into a literary career earlier, but

I may not then have had such an interesting life.

As a slow developer, I have needed to live long

in order to gain the sort of experience and

understanding that give me something to write

about. All the same, I hope that, throughout my

life, I have been able to express the different and

conflicting parts of myself, and that something

akin to poetry was seeping through, at least

intermittently, into whatever I was doing. 
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Editorial comment

Drawing upon a theological perspec-

tive, in which beliefs are expressed in

action, language and text, this essay

brings to our attention the proposition that the

explication of implicit beliefs embedded in any

practice yields two valuable benefits. First, it

helps practitioners to develop deeper under-

standings of the history, principles and ideas

which underpin their expressed beliefs.

Secondly, it helps to prevent that practice from

becoming divorced from other aspects of con-

temporary life and understanding.

Explication and theology

The task of explication must be seen as that of

rendering explicit that which is already con-

tained in what has been set before us. For

example, Sir William Hamilton, the Scottish 19th

century philosopher, speaks of the discipline

mathematics as the evolution of potential

knowledge into actual knowledge, and therefore

of its procedures as being merely explicative. So

too Kant can talk of analytic judgments as being

explicative because the predicate adds nothing

new to the subject. In this sense explication is a

task that we can expect to be performed in any
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they hold can be achieved.
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subject matter. Following Hamilton, we may

want to become clear about what any axioms

and principles, to which we are already commit-

ted, imply in terms of further commitments.

Following Kant we may be glad to see the full

meanings of terms we are using clarified and

expanded. 

Explication in theology

Within both these understandings the subject of

any explication is a statement, or perhaps an

extended text. We are dealing with assertions,

and we can ask either about the full meaning of

any assertion, or about what is implied by that

assertion. However other matters can also be

the subject of explication. Within the field of the-

ology and religion, what often requires

explication is the use of language, not in order

to make such assertions, but to do things such

as to pose questions, to make requests, and to

perform liturgical actions with words. Indeed,

we may also seek explication of actions which do

not involve the use of words. This is the focus of

the next section.

Explicating actions other than
words

However let me make a preliminary point about

belief, which for the purpose of this brief article

I want to assume rather than discuss. When we

talk about a person believing something we

must reckon with the possibility that not all our

beliefs may be explicit to us. We may be said to

have beliefs of which we may not be particularly

aware. For example, a person may look uncer-

tain if they are formally asked “Do you believe

apples are edible?”. Yet straightforwardly they

may evince to themselves and others their belief

that apples are edible by simply picking up an

apple and eating it. Alternatively, a person may

assert that they believe in racial equality, but by

their actions evince strong racist attitudes. Of

such a person we might say (despite any per-

sonal protestations), that he or she does not in

fact believe in racial equality.

Now let us suppose that within a person’s

religion a person performs a religious action. Let

us suppose that they utter a prayer to God for a

person who is sick. They may pray in such words

as “Almighty God, we hold Tom before you ask-

ing that he might be restored to health.” How

does explication help us here? We begin with the

assumption that the person praying is acting (or

seeking to act) as a rational human being. Thus

we can pose the question “What (explicitly or

implicitly) must that person believe to be true

about the world when they perform that partic-

ular action.” Clearly an atheist may well believe

that some of that person’s beliefs are mistaken,

but at this stage we are simply asking what might

be the basic elements in that the person’s world-

view out of which that action, if it is deemed to

be a rational action of a human being, stems. 

We might say that the person is committed

to a belief in the existence of someone (say God)

who is being addressed in the prayer. They

might be seen as being committed to a belief

that it is appropriate to address such a God in

the way that they did. They might be seen as

being committed to a belief that the God thus

addressed is somehow aware of Tom and his sit-

uation. They might be seen as being committed

to a belief that God may be deemed to have in

some sense a measure of “responsibility” for the

health of Tom. There may also be “almost” an

assumption in the prayer that God would will

the good of Tom if correct circumstances

prevailed. 

This is clearly not a full explication, but

may be seen as rough notes towards a first

attempt at addressing the question—“What

explicitly or implicitly might that person be

seen as believing by their performing that

particular action.”
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Explication, theological insight
and dialogue

Further reflection, and a more careful examina-

tion of the metaphors and analogies used to

express the beliefs to which the individual might

be seen as committed, can lead us further into

expressing the theology that lies behind, and is

implicit in, that short prayer.

However, having begun the task of render-

ing explicit the beliefs implicit in an act of prayer

(or indeed any other religious action) what do

we do next? Clearly, having opened the matter

up in the way we have, it is now open to the sec-

ular critic of religion to say “Well your action

only seems to make sense if we were to assume

that such and such a belief is true. However, I

cannot believe that your belief is true. Therefore

your action makes no sense to me. So I would

like you to stop doing it if you still wish me to

call you a reasonable person.” A debate on the

coherence of the religious position can thus

begin. The religious believer will respond, seek-

ing to show that the beliefs to which his or her

religious practice have committed them can still

be expressed in such a way as to address the

concerns of the critic. He or she may move to

express them in slightly different ways that will

meet the legitimate demands of the critic, while

still underpinning and keeping faith in his or her

particular religious practice.

But another area of debate may also open

up. Once the beliefs implicit in any particular

religious practice have been made explicit the

path is also open for debate with a religious crit-

ic of a religious practice to take place. Such a

religious critic may look at the beliefs that have

been drawn by explication from out of a particu-

lar religious practice, and argue that they are in

fact at variance with some explicit doctrines and

traditional beliefs of that same religion. For

example it might be argued that the beliefs that

were seen to be implicit in some new practices

were at variance with biblical or early church

teaching. Alternatively the religious critic may be

led to praise the practice as exhibiting what they

believe to be a true understanding of God as

that has been maintained in the tradition.

Common practice and shared
meaning

In a religion, where for most people religious

practice (such as prayer) is something in which

they frequently share, explicating the beliefs

involved in any practice is of significant impor-

tance. It enables the practice to be understood

in relation both to current and unfolding secular

and religious world-views.

How far should we believe ‘the
experts’?

As this stage we should make a distinction

between two trajectories of explication as

described above might follow. A question can

naturally arise as to how far any particular indi-

vidual, say a member of a church, needs to have

all the theological justification of their religious

actions rendered explicit to them and, in explic-

it form, accepted by them. An individual, if asked

what beliefs underpinned their performing of an

action, may simply say “I do it because Father

Jones said I should, and I trust him, for he has

proved to be trustworthy in many other mat-

ters.” However the task of explicating the belief

would move then to face the issue of the expli-

cation of the beliefs which Father Jones must

have, which underpin his making this particular

recommendation. 

Although this attitude may be problematic

for some non-believers, it is found widely else-

where. If I am prescribed a drug for a medical

complaint, I may take it because I trust the doc-

tor. I do not myself expect to have to grasp all

the pharmacology lying behind his or her act of
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prescribing. I trust the doctor’s professional

judgment. Implicitly, I would make the assump-

tion that the source of this professional

judgement, however contingent, is based on

certain assumptions made by that ‘expert’ about

the science of medication. I would also be mak-

ing my own judgement about the skills and

competence of this particular medical practi-

tioner. Moreover, I would expect the doctor who

performed the act of prescribing to have explic-

it beliefs about the operation of the drug that

are sufficient to persuade me to regard it as a

rational act to perform! 

Conclusion

Whilst remaining grounded in a theological per-

spective, this essay has argued that the

importance of attending to the explication of

beliefs that are implicit in any practice is that it 

can prevent that practice from becoming

divorced either from other aspects of contem-

porary life and understanding, or from the

religious or other tradition out of which that

practice arises.
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Introduction: Difficulties in
interpreting composition

There is a great misconception that, as practi-

tioners of a sonically expressive art, composers

are good communicators. It is also not unrea-

sonable to assume that they are the people best

placed to explain their own works, to illuminate

process and inspiration and to make tangible

through words the mystical relationship

between hidden muse and heard music. How

rarely this is the case! Pre-concert talks often

reveal composer’s observations to be rather

superficial, their descriptions faltering and their

ability to explicate inversely proportionate to the

quality of their music. 

By the very nature of their occupation many

composers are solitary and highly egotistical

beings. Even those who collaborate as a means

of creating, spend much of their time either

physically or intellectually (and often emotional-

ly) locked away. Yet the consumerist machine,

built largely on personality, saleability and acces-

sibility, demands that composers adopt a public

face. They are required to explain the inexplica-

ble in terms that that are often both insufficient

and misleading, diluting an intensely specialist

language for a non-specialist audience and in so

doing losing much in translation. And herein lies

the problem. Effective communication requires

a shared language at some level, yet the deep

level process of composition defies explanation

in any language other than that in which it natu-

rally reveals itself—music. 
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For this reason composers frequently

explain their creative methods exclusively in

relation to the extra-musical sources that inform

them. This is a perfectly legitimate approach

given that composers use an extraordinary range

of phenomenon to inspire, formulate and con-

trol their music. However this does little more

than provide a colourful and engaging explica-

tion of a far more complex and multi-layered

process—one that composers find hard to

explain to themselves, let alone to others. 

Over the years I have done my share of both

written and spoken interviews and have found

enforced explication a difficult and hugely unsat-

isfying experience. It was not surprising that I

found my twelve years of university lecturing in

composition equally problematic. The academic

and the creative are not easy bedfellows, the lat-

ter regarded as something akin to social therapy

by certain hard line musicologists. PhDs in

Composition consist not just of original musical

scores but also a lengthy thesis on the decon-

struction of the candidate’s creative methods

and motivation. The oft-quoted question posed

to composers and musicians—‘but what’s your

proper job?’—looms large in academic circles

too. Even at the level of a PhD the music just

isn’t enough—examiners need words—they

need to know how you did it, why you did it,

what governed your choices—as if only the

words can validate an otherwise insufficient

product. I consoled myself often with the

thought that although music analysts might be

able to partially unravel a work by scrutinising its

elements (notes, rhythms, structure), placing it

in historical context, examining the mental state

of its composer and then writing up a glorious

explication of how and why the work came in

being, that they would never be able to recon-

struct the work from this explication alone. In

his first Reith Lecture this year (2006) the con-

ductor/performer Daniel Barenboim stated that

‘the inexpressible content of music mirrors the

inexpressible content of life’ and in hindsight I

realise that this validating statement could have

been an explanation of why I gave up academic

life to pursue my composition without the need

to justify its existence for others. 

So it was with some trepidation that I

accepted Dr. Kozubska’s invitation to contribute

to an article on Explication, because it made me

confront two difficult and relevant questions—

what part does explication play in the creative

relationship between composer and material;

and does explication enable creative develop-

ment? 

The answer to the first lies partly in an

exploration of the infinite! Composition is not

about ‘being’, it is about ‘becoming’, about

searching the infinite for the necessary. By this I

mean that a piece of music is not a solution wait-

ing to be found in its completeness. Its elements

are scattered in many places; collected and

drawn into focus they form and reform in the air

as a single heard object—a work’s final configu-

ration dependent upon a myriad of elements

that on the surface may have nothing to do with

sound at all. My own collection of these

includes, amongst many, many others, the

movement of tectonic plates, falling in love, the

folk history of the Lithuanian theatre, becoming

a mother, the practicalities of a performance

space, a friendship with a conductor, ancient

Greek funeral rites, the paulonia leaves (Leaves

of Death) dropped on the Japanese by the

Americans in WWII and the geometrical propor-

tions of Shah Jahan’s gardens in Kabul. 

For me, composition is not a gentle con-

templative process—battling with the infinite

requires huge amounts of emotional and intel-

lectual energy, constant affirmation of the ego

and continuous musical analysis where every

note is scrutinised for its ‘rightness’ within the

whole. Perhaps the process is something akin to

that of the hermeneutic circle, except that in the

case of the composer the movement is not

between interpreting subject and the interpret-

ed object, but between the silent and the
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sonic—an unnervingly subjective search for

musical meaning and personal meaningfulness.

How far from the received notion of the artist

with their inspirational muse in some verdant

garden of the imagination! 

History and technique as props
for explication

Whilst certain composers seem to have burst

onto the scene with a radical and extraordinarily

unique voice, none has created their music in a

vacuum. Through my own explication and

understanding of other writer’s works I have

come to have a sense of my own historical and

stylistic context. Intentionally or otherwise, I

have allied myself politically and aesthetically

with one school then another and by doing so

have limited my choices, building up a reper-

toire of sounds and structures that become

identifiable as my own, but within an effectively

restricting environment. The internal discourse

then moves between creator and context to cre-

ator and material and thence to technique. The

early twentieth century composer Arnold

Schoenberg recognised the terror of the infinite

and was known for his controversial dictum

‘rules enable freedom’. Through self-referential

explication about the details of my own musical

material—particular chords, melodic shapes,

rhythmic patterns—it is possible to define and

construct an personal repertoire of malleable

techniques which provide a semi-automatic

means of composition at some levels.

Thankfully, the composer has two ‘crutches’

archived away—history and technique. 

Explication as internal discourse

Perhaps the best way to illustrate this internal

discourse is to explain in outline how I created a

recent work. The Fourteenth Terrace is the sec-

ond in a trilogy of works inspired by the ancient

culture of Afghanistan, a cycle written in

response to the destruction of the Bamiyan

Buddhas in 2001. The work is constructed along

similar lines to the extraordinary gardens built

outside Kabul by Zahiru’d-din Muhammad

Babur in the sixteenth century. Babur’s tomb

stands on the fourteenth terrace of the garden

overlooking Kabul and its surrounding country-

side. Typically Persian, the garden was once

bordered by marble-edged streams, reservoirs

and waterfalls, constructed within strict geomet-

ric patterns. Whilst Babur’s tomb itself remains

basically intact, the surrounding area, said to be

the first example of a Mughul ‘paradise garden’

was destroyed in 2001. A rebuilding programme

supported by the Aga Khan Foundation com-

menced this year, replanting the plane and

mulberry trees that had been planted by Babur’s

grandson, Shah Jahan in 1640.

In Muhammad Amin Kazwini’s

Pâdshâhnâma (a seventeenth century account

of Babur’s life) the gardens are described in

great detail:

The burial garden was 500 yards (gaz) long; its

ground was in fifteen terraces, 30 yards

apart…Babur’s tomb is on the fourteenth terrace.

In accordance with his will, no building was erect-

ed over it, but Shah-i-Jahan built a small marble

mosque on the terrace below...From the twelfth

terrace running-water flows along the line (rasta)

of the avenue; but its twelve waterfalls, because

not constructed with cemented stone, had

crumbled away and their charm was lost; orders

were given therefore to renew them entirely and

lastingly, to make a small reservoir below each fall,

and to finish with Kabul marble the edges of the

channel and the waterfalls, and the borders of the

reservoirs.—and on the ninth terrace there was to

be a reservoir 11x11 yards, bordered with Kabul

marble, and on the tenth terrace one 15x15, and at

the entrance to the garden another 15x15, also

with a marble border.—and there was to be a
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gateway adorned with gilded cupolas befitting that

place, and beyond (pesch) the gateway a square

station, one side of which should be the garden-

wall and the other three filled with cells; that

running-water should pass through the middle of it,

so that the destitute and poor people who might

gather there should eat their food in those cells,

sheltered from the hardship of snow and rain.

Extract from Babur-Nâma (Memoirs of Babur)

So, how to get from this description to a

piece of music? Firstly, I mapped out the work’s

proportions from the dimensions given as if

walking from the first terrace to the fifteenth.

This gave me a sense of the overall structure, its

length and something of the character of each

section (inspired by waterfalls, marble borders,

gateways, reservoirs—movement or stasis, hard-

ness, softness, ends and beginnings).

But no music yet! From this point the prob-

lems start and I turn to the ‘technique archive’

pushing the dots one way then another, listen-

ing, pushing again, back and forth until the

result starts to conform to my repertoire of

sounds and these in turn dictate a musically driv-

en structure overlaying the initial visual template

which is now reconfigured, enveloped and

frozen within the music. 

Figure 1 is an extract taken from a section

depicting the fluidity of water (marked free) run-

ning through marble channels (either side of the

free music and marked Faster.) (Reproduced

with the kind permission of the University of

York Music Publishers)

Friedrich von Schelling’s (1802-03) famous

quote that ‘Music is like frozen architecture’

seems relevant here as is the twentieth century

retort ‘but architecture is not melted music’. It

would be poetic to talk about how a musical

archaeologist might dig into the work to reveal

the architectural plan. But I am sure that no

amount of interpretation or explication could

reconstruct the work, though it might be possi-

ble to uncover the source. 
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The necessity of creative
explication

So, is explication about the generation of the

work necessary for an audience to appreciate the

work? Is the music enough? For me, creative

explication at every level is essential—the work

wouldn’t exist otherwise. For an audience, almost

certainly not, though it might be of intellectual

interest. When music is complex, textual explica-

tion can become a guide but ultimately, the

sensual experience is of paramount importance.

Explication without words

So undoubtedly explication plays a part in the

development of musical creativity, though I

doubt that any composer would refer to it by

such a term. Explication is both a conscious and

subconscious act; a fluid appraisal, acceptance

and rejection of information manifest as sound;

a drawing on past techniques and experiences

but not in a way that could be easily expressed

to others as a structured process. Whether we

call it ‘weaving magic’, or ‘the spark’ or ‘divine

inspiration’ or ‘the Muse’, no amount of explica-

tion will illuminate how a work of art suddenly

becomes ‘right’, when the scattered pieces inte-

grate and make sense. And herein lies the joy.

The power of music, regardless of its style (and

perhaps even its quality), is that it doesn’t need

to be explained to communicate; it doesn’t need

to be understood in terms other than its own to

have an immediate, shared, developing and last-

ing impact. I remember a most frustrating

afternoon spent with my mother wandering

around a gallery of Symbolist and pre-Raphaelite

paintings. Her appreciation was deeply sensu-

ous whereas mine was intellectual and probing.

It seemed to me at the time that without under-

standing the artist’s hidden messages, she was

losing half the picture. However, despite a

lengthy exegesis on my part it was soon clear

that she understood these works quite as well

and perhaps more deeply than I—she simply

didn’t need any mediation between herself and

the art—it spoke directly and emotionally and

with great clarity. 

Daniel Barenboim’s observations that

‘music makes sense of life’ and that musicians

are social and creative ‘integrators’ is so telling.

Composers integrate collaborative experience

with individual technique, the known with the

new, sound with silence and the disparate with

the specific in a constant act of self-reflection

and outward projection, creating a universal lan-

guage that doesn’t rely on verbal explication to

be expressive. And herein lies the joy!
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Got one face for the world to see

‘Nother for what I know is me,

He don’t know,

He don’t know my mind.

Oakley (1978, p. 15).

Editorial comment

This brief paper provides a tantalising

glimpse of a form of explication [known

by Sandi Russell and others as signi-

fyin(g)] which has its roots in black American

culture. Here, music, literature and song conceal

hidden meanings which other, unknowing casu-

al listeners, wrongly interpret as something

innocuous. This tradition of languaging, of

creating new meanings of existing words, and of

creating new words too, are part of the explica-

tion process of any linguistic community.

Signifying is a particular outcome of the lan-

guaging process in black American culture,

where words and phrases, in utterances and in

writings, reveal the indeterminacy of meaning,

the love of humour and irony, and of tropes and

metaphors.

For a couple of websites which offer a fur-

ther brief insight into signifying see:

http://social.chass.ncsu.edu/wyrick/debclass/

gates.htm, 

and 

http://www-english.tamu.edu/pers/fac/myers/

signifying.html

(Sites last retrieved 01 July 2006).
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As a black Amencan jazz singer the idea and practice of

‘signifyin(g)’ are essential and integral parts of my repertoire. This

paper briefly explains my understanding of the importance and

history of signifyin(g) within black American culture, and shows

how signifyin(g) is a profound example of explication.
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Explication—A Black Perspective

African-Americans have their own term for the

practice of explication: they call it ‘signifyin(g)’.

The scholar Henry Louis Gates Jr. defines this

practice in black speech, writing and music, as ‘a

mode of formal revision … often characterised

by pastiche’, and explains that signifyin(g) ‘func-

tions as a metaphor for formal revision, or

intertextuality, within the Afro-American literary

tradition.’ (Gates, 1988, pp52, xxi).

I have endeavoured to carry on this tradi-

tion in my book, Render Me My Song:

African-American Women Writers from

Slavery to the Present (Russell, 2002) and in

my one-woman show, based on this book, in

order to explicate through drama and song, the

multifaceted way black Americans women have

contributed to, and enriched American culture.

In my performance, I attempt to expand the

possibilities inherent in the texts themselves, as

well as show how African-American literature is

deeply wedded to black American music and

how that music has been essential to African-

American existence; not only for pleasure, but

for survival and political purposes. By bringing

all the various components together in this

show, I embrace a vast cultural, political and his-

torical expanse in an hour’s time.

Render Me My Song was the first book of

its kind, as it not only introduced black

American women writers to a largely unknowing

public, but traced African-American women

authors’ beginnings to the early 18th century,

when most black Americans were enslaved and

when, in most parts of the country, it was a

crime to teach a black person to read or write.

The work was also the first to focus on the full

scope of African-American women’s writing: fic-

tion, non-fiction, drama, polemic, poetry and

song.

1986 was a propitious time to start research

for this book, as Henry Louis Gates, Jr., along

with many others, was discovering and rediscov-

ering the written work of unheard of and forgot-

ten African-American women of letters. As I

researched and read, throughout the nineteenth

century, I found that each writer brought more

information about the trauma of being a slave,

an escaped slave, or a ‘free’ black, than the one

writing before her. These writers also brought to

the fore the lives of black women, under the

yoke of this ‘peculiar institution’, each one

expanding on the previous one’s ordeals and tri-

umphs. 

In the twentieth century, we see this pattern

continue, with each author signifyin(g) on or

explicating another’s work that has gone before,

therefore taking the lives of black American

women to a more complex and richer level. An

example of this would be Zora Neale Hurston,

who signified/explicated on the work prior to

hers by making her ‘mulatto’/light-skinned hero-

ine fall happily in love with a dark-hued black

man. By contrast, two well-known black women

writers before her, Jessie Fauset and Nella

Larsen, dealt with their ‘mulatto’ or light-

skinned heroines by having them wrestle with

the supposed means of a ‘better’ life by ‘passing’

(pretending to be white and marrying into the

white world, both literally and figuratively),

thereby substantiating the term, ‘tragic mulatto’.

Tragedy was not Zora’s style and her positive and

rebellious heroine, Janie, eradicated that stereo-

type forever. 

This kind of deeper and more involved por-

trayal has, through explication, brought us to

such writers as Toni Morrison, who first made

known in print the ‘interiority’ of the black

woman’s life, when she stated that she wrote her

first novel because she hadn’t read it yet, mean-

ing she had not seen herself, or many of the

women she knew, depicted in any fictional

works before. (Russell, 1998, p.92). Thanks to

her and many after her, we now have more fully

engaging and compelling black female charac-

ters, whose sole purpose is to tell their story,

and not just be an engine for a sociological tract.
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Music and the oral tradition play a large role

in African-American literature, as can be seen in

my book and show. From slavery’s inception, on

Virginia’s shores, Africans of various tribes found

a way to take their master’s language and make

it their own, thereby improvising and even expli-

cating on what had come before, giving not only

new meanings to words, but beginning to meld

a new language, allowing them to be at one with

the old, while forging the new. 

Songs that white southern gentlemen in the

late eighteenth and nineteenth century thought

were sad songs and dirges about going to heav-

en, or jubilant ditties that spoke of the joy of

finally meeting Jesus, were really created by

slaves to give signals to one another, in order to

escape or to announce a secret meeting place.

Thus began African-Americans’ great ingenious

ploy: their play on words, inversion of meaning

(e.g. good = ‘bad’), thus allowing coded speech,

or black folks’ own explication, just for them-

selves. 

In the oral tradition, this

improvisation/explication has always been

employed. The most humorous and cutting

example, known as ‘the dozens’, is when verbal

badinage is conducted at a furious pace, each

speaker trying to outdo the other, each time tak-

ing the language and situation discussed to

another level. An example is the card game in

Richard Wright’s novel, Lawd Today:

‘Let’s go, said Slim.

‘One No trump’, said Al.

‘I ain’t got a Gawddamn thing, whined Jake,

squirming in his chair.

‘Don’t confess to me!’ said Slim haughtily. ‘I

ain’t no priest.

(Smitherman, 1977, p.122)

In Render Me My Song, both the book

and the show, I have only carried on a tradition 

of signifyin(g)/explicating like those who have

gone before me. I am now continuing on my sig-

nifyin(g) way by trying to address the relations

and inter-relations of African-American and

Native-Americans in my next work, which no

writer, as yet, has begun to explore. In all the

poems, stories, books and movies written about

the first encounter of the English and the Native-

American, no one has yet addressed the

dynamics and repercussions that ensued, when

a few years after the first Englishmen landed on

Virginia’s shores in 1608, the first slave landed

on that same soil in 1619. It is my desire to bring

this story to the public’s attention and to give

voice to the space that has stood empty for five

centuries.
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Reflection

As far as we know, this anthology is the first col-

lection of articles to major on the idea and

practice of explication.  In conceiving and plan-

ning the anthology, we had a number of key

objectives.   Among these, three stand out for us.

These are:

� The desire to share our experiences of expli-

cation with a wider audience.

� The desire to evidence the contextual nature

of explication, such that there are different

meanings in use—different ‘traditions’ of

explication, each based on the practices of

different disciplines and different profes-

sions.

� The desire to prompt others to see the

potential benefits of explication in personal

and organisational development.

The articles that we have selected for publica-

tion in this Special Edition of Organisations and

People achieve these objectives, and provide a

sound foundation for further work.

Further work

For us as editors, the publication of this Special

Edition represents the end of one project and

the beginning of another.

Alongside this Special Edition, our website

www.explication.org.uk is a work-in-progress.  It
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already provides a growing resource base for

people interested in the idea and practice of

explication, and in the days before we go to

print, the articles that we have been unable to fit

into Organisations and People will be published

on the site.

In addition, most of our authors have also

said they want to explore their ideas and experi-

ences regarding explication in a longer, more

sustained way.  In fact one has already identified

a co-author for her next article on explication.

These conversations encourage us to believe

that there is a rich vein of creative talented peo-

ple who are already doing explication, but until

now, have not been prompted to talk or write

about or share their practice publicly.  Another

stage in the development of our project, there-

fore, is to encourage and to involve others 

in practising, writing about and talking about

explication.

In a world dominated by spectacle and

celebrity, and in a digital era characterised by

rapid communications and round-the-clock

sound bytes, the dash for the new serves to deny

our heritage and obscure our wisdoms. By con-

trast, explication takes comfort in our existing

explicit knowledge and skills. In this way, it is

more likely that our futures will be better under-

stood, that our change agendas will be more

firmly grounded, and that our wisdoms will be

more carefully cherished and developed.

Getting involved

This special issue of Organisations and People,

the website and our numerous email exchanges

with authors has helped to create a critical mass

of people interested in the idea and practice of

explication.  If the idea of explication appeals to

you, or if you want to know more, or if you want

to get involved in any of the developments

we’ve outlined here, please leave a message on

our website: 

http://www.explication.org.uk/contactus.htm .
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Introducing Explication
A workshop for advisers, managers and consultants concerned

with developing  people

Monday 16 October 2006, 11.00 am to  4.00 pm

Institute of Directors, 116 Pall Mall, SW1Y 5ED, London

Focus: In today's knowledge society, explication is capable of transforming people's implicit
knowledge into new, incremental, explicit knowledge. 

Participants: This event is designed especially for experienced senior people who are
involved in helping to develop others.   They include consultants and facilitators; management
development advisers; people with budgetary accountability for the development of HRD; and
coaches and mentors.

Purpose: To introduce, explain and simulate certain aspects of explication in personal and
professional development.

Facilitators: Dr Joanna Kozubska and Dr Bob MacKenzie, with Professor Peter

Franklin.   Joanna and Bob have themselves practised the process of explication intensively,
and now facilitate other people who are engaged in explication.   Peter augments this extensive
practical experience with a rigorous theoretical perspective.

Indicative programme:

Explication's potential for personal, professional and management development. Sandwich
lunch and networking.   How to explicate.   An activity to provide an experience of explication.
Information about online and hard-copy resources, and about other opportunities for
practising explication.  Review and action planning.

Cost: £160 (£135 for AMED Members)

Booking: Numbers are restricted to ensure maximum interaction.   To reserve your place,
and to receive further details, please contact the AMED Office before 5 October.

AMED Office, 12 Station Road, St Ives Cambs PE27 5BH
Tel: +44 (0) 1480 493253 Fax: +44 (0) 1480 493259

e-mail: amedoffice@amed.org.uk website: www.amed.org.uk.

Another leading-edge AMED event 
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FAX-BACK BOOKING FORM

Facsimile: 01480 493 259

Introducing Explication
A Workshop for advisers, managers and consultants concerned

with developing people

Monday 16 October 2006, 11.00 am to 4.00 pm

Institute of Directors, 116 Pall Mall, London SW1Y 5ED

To reserve a place on this AMED leading edge event, please complete and return this form, or e-mail
amedoffice@amed.org.uk.   The closing date for applications is Thursday 5 October, but early booking
is strongly advised, as we have limited the number of places to ensure maximum interaction.

To find out more about explication, why not browse through our special Explication website
http://www.explication.org.uk/events/October_2006_full.htm

� .......................................................................................................................................................................

To: Debbie Florence, AMED Membership Manager, Association for Management Education 

and Development, 12 Station Road, St Ives, Huntingdon, Cambridgeshire PE27 5BH
Telephone: 01480 493253 

I would like to reserve a place on the AMED special event on Explication.

Name (please print): ............................................................................................................................................

Signature: ..............................................................................................................................................................

How I would like to be identified on my name badge (please print):

................................................................................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................................................................................

I have the following dietary, access or other requirements:..............................................................................

................................................................................................................................................................................

Address: .................................................................................................................................................................

................................................................................................................................................................................

Post code: ..................... Tel no:................................. e-mail : .......................................................................

� I am not an AMED Member, and I would like to reserve a place @ £160

� I am an AMED Member (Membership Number........................), and I would like to
reserve a place @ £135

� I enclose a cheque made payable to 'AMED' 

� Please contact me to obtain my credit card details 
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