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Samenvatting 

 
Deze thesis onderzoekt het organizeren van processen in drie groepen innovators 

(“change agents”). Deze groepen hielden zich bezig met veranderingsprojecten en professionele 

ontwikkeling via discussies over veranderingspraktijken. Deze gemeenschap van deskundigen 

kan in elke case een aanzienlijke uitdaging van een of meer leden verwachten; deze uitdaging 

onder ogen zien voert hen naar maatschappelijk drama en dwingt hen hun ideologieën en 

praktijken op beschouwelijke wijze te onderzoeken. Ik nam aan elke groep deel: een 

gezinstherapeutengroep, een organisatieontwikkeling-consultantengroep en een interdisciplinair 

klinisch team dat een poging tot verandering deed met een gezin dat als problematisch 

beschreven werd. Voor deze thesis werd elke professionele groep onderzocht door middel van 

case-reflectie; de gebruikte methodologieën hielden in elke groep als een “Community of 

Practice (C-o-P)” (praktijkgemeenschap) voor te stellen, zijn organisatieprocessen te 

onderzoeken via kritisch verwantschapsconstructionisme en gezagsrelaties te overwegen die zich 

bij interacties voordoen, met gebruik van het gezagsperspectief van Foucault. Gezag werd 

gedefinieerd als het vermogen op verschillende manieren op te kunnen treden; dit omvatte kennis 

of constructies op hiërarchische wijze te activeren (subject-objectrelaties), niet-hiërarchisch te 

handelen en het vermogen uit te beelden een verschil te maken. Mainstream-vooronderstellingen 

met betrekking tot gezag in de C-o-P theorie werden gedeconstrueerd en vervangen door een 

participerend begrip van gezag. Verwantschapsperspectieven en hulpmiddelen worden 

gepresenteerd en bieden mogelijkheden voor meer interactiewijzen en samenwerking in 

autonoom georganizeerde C-o-P’s, met name voor wat betreft subject-subject (gelijke) relaties te 

ontlokken die nieuwe mogelijkheden voor samenwerking scheppen. 
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Summary 
 

This thesis explores organizing processes in three groups of change agents. They          

engaged in change projects, and professional development via the discussion of change         

practices. In each case, the community of professionals faces a significant challenge from one or 

more members; addressing the challenge takes them into social drama, and forces them to 

reflexively examine their ideologies and their practices. I was a participant in each of these: a 

community of family therapists, a community of organisation development consultants, and an 

interdisciplinary clinical team carrying out a change effort with a family described as 

problematic. For this thesis, each professional community was examined through case reflection; 

the methodologies used included conceiving each group as a community of practice (C-o-P), 

examining its organizing processes via critical relational constructionism, and reflecting on 

power relations occurring in interactions using Foucault’s perspective on power. Power was 

defined as the capacity to act in various ways; these included mobilizing knowledge or 

constructions in a hierarchical manner (subject-object relations), acting non-hierarchically, and 

enacting the capacity to make a difference. Mainstream presuppositions around power in C-o-P 

theory were deconstructed and replaced with a participatory understanding of power. Relational 

perspectives and tools are presented that offer possibilities for enhanced ways of interacting and 

collaborating in autonomously organized C-o-Ps, specifically along the lines of inviting subject-

subject (equal) relations that produce new possibilities for collaboration. 
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Prologue 
 

What this Thesis Is About 

In this thesis I employ critical relational constructionism (Hosking 2004), communities of 

practice theory (“C-o-Ps”; Lave and Wenger, 1991), and Foucault’s approach to power relations 

(1980) as methodologies to reflect on cases from my consulting in family therapy and             

organisation development. I employ these as methodologies by discussing each case community 

as a community of practice, by reflecting on the organizing processes of each C-o-P as relations 

between participants, and by including a reflective analysis of power occurring in those relations; 

power is theorized as the capacity to act in various ways, including to make a difference. While I 

treat all three cases as C-o-Ps, the organisation development of one of the C-o-Ps lacks the same 

degree of autonomy of the other two. I write as a reflective practitioner who engages in           

reflection-in-action during practice (see Schon, 1991) and reflects on insights and observations at 

later opportunities (see Andersen, 1987). I will be joining with Lave and Wenger’s description of 

C-o-Ps as communities that develop around a project, but I will be reflecting on relational       

processes occurring as persons produce the community by their joint action (Shotter, 1980), seek 

and are granted rights to participate, engage in power relations, ways of speaking, the relational         

construction of persons, and more. As an interdisciplinary practitioner, I will offer an insider 

view of organizing processes in C-o-Ps.  

    

My reason for this thesis is directly related to my work as a family therapist. In my work, 

I use a collaborative approach in which hierarchical relations associated with professional       

expertise are flattened by how I collaborate with the client. Anderson & Goolishian (1988: 372) 

refer to such collaborative interchange as “a mutual search and exploration through dialogue, a 

two-way exchange, a crisscrossing of ideas in which new meanings are continually evolving   

toward the ‘dis-solving” of problems and, thus, the dissolving of the therapy system and, hence, 

the problem-organizing, problem dis-solving system”. They write that, in this flattening of the 

knowledge hierarchy, change is the evolution of new meaning through dialogue (also see         

Anderson, 1997: 71). In that sense, such dialogue can be considered as generative, because it can 

change social realities. In my work I have often focused on helping clients reclaim their own 
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sense of expertise derived from life practice, expertise that is sometimes deemed irrelevant by 

dominant knowledges and mainstream constructions of what is validated as real and good (White 

& Epston, 1990). Flattening the knowledge hierarchy, often referred to as a “subject-object”        

relation (see Dachler & Hosking, 1995), can produce an enhanced collaboration between clients 

and myself, in which we are both knowledgeable subjects collaborating together. Anderson 

(1997: 71) describes such collaborations as “less hierarchical, authoritative, and dualistic and 

more horizontal, democratic, and egalitarian”. These can be referred to as subject-subject         

relations. By centering relational processes in this thesis my first objective is to offer possibilities 

for enhanced ways of interacting and collaborating in C-o-Ps, specifically along the lines of    

inviting subject-subject (power) relations that produce new possibilities for collaboration.  

 

Operating from a critical orientation, I differ somewhat with Lave and Wenger’s theory. I 

have found that their account seemed (1) single-voiced rather than inclusive of the voices of the 

many participants referred to; (2) not attuned to relations of power; and (3) not conveying other 

possibilities in situated learning, such as masters and old-timers learning from newcomers. 

 

Also integrated with my work as a therapist interested in non-hierarchical power 

relations, my second objective is to introduce a discussion on power relations into the C-o-P 

literature. Throughout this discussion I will be suggesting that power can be understood as 

strongly related with learning as well as changework and will be further developing the power 

aspects of relational processes as they construct communities of practice. I hope that this         

discussion, using Foucault’s understanding of power as the corporeal capacity to act in various 

ways, will be generative toward offering enhanced ways of interacting and collaborating in       

C-o-Ps.  

  

I am referring to each case from my practice as a C-o-P. The first is a change project 

involving family change practitioners and a client: practitioners had little autonomy, intended to 

work outside of the formal project hierarchy but failed: issues of equal participation were not 

handled well. The second case is an autonomous online community of family therapists 

discussing non-hierarchical theory and practice; it is less clear what the official project is other 

than professional development. Participants struggled with practice concerns and a formal 

subject-object hierarchy, and allowed a therapy client to participate; issues of equal participation 
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were handled well. The third case is an online community of OD consultants which actively 

practiced having no hierarchy in its management: it is less clear what the official project is other 

than professional development, and there appears to be no clients present; in this case 

practitioners struggled with individual styles of participation, issues of confidentiality, threats, 

trust, a dominating voice, and constructing a social norm to make equal participation safe.  

 

I engage in a reflective dialogue with these cases to offer possibilities for enhanced ways 

of interacting and collaborating, specifically along the lines of inviting subject-subject (power) 

relations that produce new possibilities for collaboration. Critical relational constructionism 

allows me to present a different story, centered on relations in organizing processes, and inviting 

the reader into a different way of understanding communities of practice.  

 

Background Influences 

Since the early 1970’s I have engaged in various forms of experiential learning 

adventures, from Gestalt and sensitivity groups, to intentional communities, and “T groups” at 

NTL Institute for Applied Behavioral Science. I am currently completing NTL’s certificate in 

organization development (OD). I have often been at the center of organizing in ashrams, 

farming communes, the men’s movement, and other community-based organizing efforts. As a 

therapist that helps bring about enhanced cooperation in families, I have encountered practice 

literature, training, and a large variety of cases. In my practice I have long been interested in how 

families can suddenly move from states of conflicted stuck-ness to understanding and resolution. 

In my quest to understand more I placed myself in a variety of group learning opportunities that 

could enhance my understanding, my facility with practice, and my humanity.  

 

I have always found these experiential learning adventures to be very interesting when 

there is a peak of interpersonal conflict occurring in the group. The question I have often 

wondered about in such times is “how will we work through this?” Through participating in 

multiple practice communities I have learned to be observant around such conflict and to be open 

to what our joint action might produce. Taking this back to my work with families, I began to 

consider the possibility that the difference between conflict and its resolution in group activities 

was brought about by our joint actions; it could be said that we produce both conflict and its 

resolution by our joint action. So I wrote this thesis as a way to explore and reflect on some of 

the organizing processes in C-o-Ps I have been involved with as a developing professional. 
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These cases can be seen as ‘development practitioner’ communities: professionals such as 

therapists, organization development consultants, and social workers helping groups of people 

change. Yet, while helping others produce change, these groups seem to simultaneously struggle 

with their own development as they produce their own practice community.  

 

 

Overview of the Chapters 

Chapter 1 will introduce C-o-Ps as relational processes of organizing that occur in joint 

action. Within this frame I will raise the possibility that a C-o-P produces itself relationally, and 

introduce subject-object relations as those hierarchical relations that produce closed down space 

for multi-voiced participation. I will provide an overview of Lave and Wenger’s theory (1991), 

and how C-o-Ps seem to organize around projects, producing an outcome (e.g., some thing or 

shared knowledge) and the community itself. I will also introduce Foucault’s (1980) dialogical 

approach to power as the “corporeal capacity to act in various ways”, producing different social 

realities within the community. The possibility for dialogue to provide possibilities for thinking 

relationally and acting relationally will be introduced. I will also address what appear as ‘blind 

spots’ around power in Lave and Wenger’s theory, and how C-o-P theorists seem to imply power 

as hierarchical. I will introduce discourses as systems of statements that construct objects, and 

will show how non-mainstream discourses such as critical relational constructionism and 

Foucault’s dialogical approach invite power to rather than re-constructing accounts of power 

relations as power over.      

 

Chapter 2 will discuss critical relational constructionism as being concerned with making 

space for possibilities in organizing relations. Some core themes will be centered that can be 

applied to the practice cases. Of particular interest is dialogue, participation, a sense of dialogical 

multiplicity, and openness. In discussing these themes I will provide an example of how clients 

and I sometimes jointly produce ourselves as a reflective community of multiple voices and 

generative dialogue. I will introduce how in any C-o-P there can be multiple forms of life 

engaged in different “language games”, and therefore different ways of participating. The 

discussion of power will be expanded to include different kinds of constructed relations and 

power. The notion of tool and result will support how we produce ourselves relationally and 

support being reflexive about how we act jointly. Explorations will be made to demonstrate 

openness and non-hierarchical relations in therapy and consulting. Wittgenstein’s notion of being 
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follow-able with each other will also be advanced as a possibility for enhancing organizing 

relations. 

 

Chapter 3 will explore the first of the cases, which I call “Producing the Client Joe”. In 

this case a collaborative change-effort team is made up of family support workers and others 

from a social services agency and its funder, the child protection Service. All parties including 

the client are considered equal participants on the team. Despite espousing to work 

collaboratively with clients, the family support workers realize they are expected to be the “eyes 

and ears” of the Service in an effort to produce the client “Joe” as a rehabilitated substance user 

and father. They begin to spy on Joe, and his trust of the team begins to erode. The support 

workers struggle when they realize they are not living up to their espoused non-hierarchical 

values: they are producing a change effort team in which subject-object relations objectify the 

client and provide little space for equal participation; yet they continue to blame Joe’s behavior. 

This case will demonstrate how a C-o-P can have a specific project, an espoused intention for 

collaboration, a method to carry out the project, but yet different constructions of the work and 

related mobilizations of power can still occur. The case will show how, from a relational 

constructionist perspective, there can be multiple emerging unofficial projects, and how power 

relations can occur, for example as power to or power over, or resistance, as persons mobilize 

with various constructions. The chapter will also demonstrate how our joint action can produce 

collaboration when we seek to follow each other.  

 

Chapter 4 will explore the second case, which I call “Producing Subject-Subject 

Collaboration”. The case will demonstrate how empowered therapy clients actively seek to 

expand their capacity to act in various ways, to be shifting from ‘power-less’ constructed 

identities by seeking new, subject-to-subject, collaborations with therapists. It will show how 

those relegated by subject-object relations to lesser levels of knowledge can be also providers of 

valuable feedback, making openings for subject-subject language games and new possibilities for 

collaborating. This case will show how professional practitioners can successfully realize their 

intent to practice in a subject-subject manner with clients. It will also show C-o-P participants 

working through issues of equal voice participation, and how those can be handled well. It will 

demonstrate how, even in a collaborative community, subject-object relations can still emerge in 

how persons attempt to influence others with their own projects and constructions of the real and 
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good. The case will provide a demonstration of the openness, curiosity and relational 

responsibility needed to follow with Other relationally, and be able to work through challenges 

such as subject-object relations using generative dialogue. 

 

Chapter 5 will explore the third case, which I call “Our Obstacles Are Produced in Joint 

Action”. This case will show how a community of organization development consultants actively 

practiced having no hierarchy, yet subject-object power relations still emerged. It will show 

processes in which persons become aware of how and what they are producing in joint action, 

including advancing one’s own projects or acting over others in a subject-object manner. The 

case will also show how some can be intolerant to other forms of life and their language games, 

while others might embrace and receive value from them. It will show how persons can assume 

capacity to act with influence, how others might act to counter such influence moves, and how 

power is often acted out through the interlocking (joint) behaviors of language. It will show how 

blaming an offender may call forth individual responsibility but a willingness to generatively 

dialogue on such differences might move them into a relational responsibility in which others are 

considered as part of the joint action (rather than individual action), and how talking into an issue 

might require trust and the cultivation of trust.  

 

 Chapter 6, which I refer to as the “Finale”, will capture overall conclusions about 

organizing processes and power relations in the three cases. It will convey emerged organizing 

themes and non-hierarchical processes that might be applied to other communities of practice.   
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… an organization is everything that is being constructed 

continuously, on a daily, even momentary, basis through individual 
interactions with others. The organization never settles into an 

entity or thing that can be labeled and described, because it is 
constantly changing, or reinventing itself, through the interactions 

going on within it.  
              - John Shotter, Ph.D. (2005: ix) 

 

 

 

… what distinguishes the postmodern from the modern is a style of 
thinking which eschews the uncritical use of common organizational 

terms such as organizations, individuals, environment, structure, 
and culture. These terms refer to the existence of social entities and 

attributes within a modernist problematic. This is because a 
modernist thought style relies on a strong ontology of “being” 

which privileges thinking in terms of discrete phenomenal states, 
static attributes and sequential events. Postmodern thinking, on the 

other hand, privileges a weak ontology of “becoming” which 
emphasizes a transient, ephemeral and emergent reality. From this 

thought style, reality is deemed to be continuously in flux and 
transformation and hence unrepresentable in any static sense.  

– Robert Chia, Ph.D. (1995) 
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.1 On my interest in communities of practice (C-o-Ps) 

.2 Organizing and C-o-Ps 

.3 The blind spots in C-o-P theory 

.4 How this thesis addresses the blind spots. 

.5 Concluding comments 

 

 

 

 

.1 On My Interest in Communities of Practice (C-o-Ps) 

 

My career as reflective inquirer on communities of practice started with my involvement 

in online C-o-Ps, which began in 1996 with a reflective question that I offered myself after 2 

years of practice at family therapy. 

 
I wonder if the online discussions of ‘postmodern’ family therapists reflect how they 

describe their practices in the literature as non-hierarchical? Or would these discussions 

reflect something other than how they describe their practices (from my reflective 

journal, 1996).  

 

I thought about this question in an online community that I belonged to for family 

therapists. I had been looking for a conceptual frame for such communities for the purposes of 

reflection. I had been using the terms “virtual learning through discourse communities” and 

“virtual discourse communities” and had been simultaneously connecting with organization 

theories (see Kavanagh, 2002). After much reflective consultation with others, I concluded with 

Tilburg University professors Hosking and Rijsman that ‘communities of practice’ provided the 

best fit. Lave and Wenger had already provided the language and a sense that participants were 

engaged in processes of belonging and becoming. They seemed to imply that belonging and 

becoming occurred as newcomers sought and were granted LPP, as they engaged in practice with 
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old-timers, and as they progressed toward full participation. I proceeded with the term 

“community of practice” and related theory. I noticed that the way I described these communities 

shifted how I thought about them. I realized that not only were C-o-P participants engaging in 

knowing processes through online conversations, they were also becoming part of a community 

with its own processes, it’s own challenges and power relations. 

 

Over some years I participated in and observed discussions in the therapist community. 

During that time I created a reflective research project, in which I performed a focused 

ethnographic analysis (Spradley, 1980) on six months worth of the C-o-P interactions. In this 

process I realized that participants in the family therapist C-o-P had been adhering to their 

described practices. I stayed on as a participant observer in that community for two additional 

years. However, I also noticed that Lave and Wenger’s theory of situated learning did not reflect 

life in those C-o-Ps that were comprised of adult practitioners and adult newcomers. I realized 

from participating in and reflecting on power relations, that C-o-Ps could often produce problem 

situations of uncertainty and social drama, following interactions in which the expectations of 

some persons around social norms were breached, and also that newcomers could bring 

knowledge to oldtimers. 

 

I have noticed in my participation that C-o-Ps seem to emerge as persons organize around 

projects; while many projects have a temporary nature they can also extend and/or move through 

cycles in which they become reinvigorated with new blood; sometimes the project evolves into a 

different project, or participants change. Sometimes persons organize around things they are 

emotionally passionate about such as the self-help C-o-Ps discussed by Miller and Gergen 

(1998). While Weick (1979) refers to persons as also organizing around emotions, I would add 

that emotions when transformed into social action can turn into projects. We often refer such 

projects as emerging from our passion for something. Even the simple practice of attaining 

community around common values can be considered a project. Some questions come to mind 

on this: “who benefits and how, what are the actions, and what difference does the project make 

to the participants and the larger system it relates with?” Projects that C-o-Ps organize around 

can take many forms, and some examples are introduced below: 

 

• Work group: project to start a new business venture, incorporation, development, marketing, 

etc. Members could change depending on the circumstances. 
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• Online group of consultants: project to share information and network. Participants come 

and go. A core group remains. 

• Sub-group of consultants in above C-o-P: project to influence others on the importance of 

registration in order to build OD consulting into a recognized profession. 

• Experienced neighbor helping another: project to build a porch.  

• Intentional communities: project is the attainment and maintenance of an alternative 

lifestyle. Themes include sustainability, collaboration, there is often a strong entrepreneurial 

theme, rural or city communal living, and sometimes products.   

• Self-help group for mental health issues: project to share information, share support and 

advocacy. This group could evolve into political action and lobbying efforts.  

• Carpentry apprenticeship: project is a combined trade-off: in constructing the building the 

master shares his skills, apprentices acquires the skills, a quality building gets constructed, the 

business continues its viability, and if enough apprentices are employed then industry receives 

enough newcomers into the trade to meet projected needs over the next 2-3 decades. 

• Informal support group in an organization: the project is mutual support, a place to gripe and 

be heard, potential for union organizing, etc. 

• Distance education consumer group: online project to share information on degree programs 

and fraudulent operations.    

!

 

.2 Organizing and C-o-Ps 

 

Organizing can be theorized to include interactions as persons engage in projects, 

learning, consulting and other endeavors. Most would agree that the central fabric of interactions 

seems to be language: or what we often call communication. Thus the central theme of 

organizing in this thesis is ongoing conversations: multiple act/supplements which bring social 

realities into being. In Lave and Wenger’s referencing of development in communities of 

practice, these behaviors occur within a relationship they refer to as legitimate peripheral 

participation (LPP) (1991: 31). The masters and old-timers at a practice, in bestowing LPP, 

allow newcomers to participate with them; newcomers act as co-performers in their behaviors 

and discourse. Lave and Wenger (1991) state that learners, in their development  

 
… inevitably participate in communities of practitioners” … A person’s intentions to 

learn are engaged and the meaning of learning is configured through the process of 

becoming a full participant in a socio-cultural practice. This social process, includes, 

indeed it subsumes, the learning of knowledgeable skills. (Lave and Wenger 1991: 29) 

 



 6 

… the concept of community of practice is largely left as an intuitive notion, which serves 

a purpose here, but which requires a more rigorous treatment. In particular, unequal 

relations of power must be included more systematically in our analysis (p. 42).  

 

Rather than focusing on communities of practice, the focus of Lave and Wenger has been on 

situated learning, that kind of learning which occurs as persons engage in “the mastery of 

knowledge and skill”, but which “requires newcomers to move toward full participation in the 

socio-cultural practices of a community” (p. 29).  

 

What seems needed for this thesis is a sense of what communities of practice might be, or 

perhaps could become. Lave and Wenger suggest that C-o-Ps “are realized in the everyday world 

of engagement in everyday activity” (p. 47). In his forward to Lave and Wenger’s book, Hanks 

invites us to think of C-o-Ps as everyday situations in which persons “co-participate to a limited 

extent, thereby gaining access to modes of behavior not otherwise available to them, eventually 

developing skill adequate to certain kinds of performance” (p. 18). In providing examples, Hanks 

includes faculty and students in the university setting, the home bricoleur who helps a carpenter 

build his porch, or a group of athletes training together. Hence, C-o-Ps seem to involve two or 

more persons in a practice relation which includes a project. On the emergence of C-o-Ps in 

everyday relations, Lave and Wenger suggest, for example, that C-o-Ps “may well develop 

interstitially and informally in coercive workplaces” as a resistive response to coercion (p. 64). 

Lave and Wenger also refer to a community of practice as “a set of relations among persons, 

activity, and world, over time and in relation with other tangential and overlapping communities 

of practice” (p. 98). Their examples of C-o-Ps appear to situate a hierarchical (subject-to-object) 

relation between the expert master or old-timer and the novice newcomer who can eventually 

become an old-timer in the practices of that community (see Lave & Wenger, 1991: 56, also p. 

36). It seems that this hierarchical relation occurs first by the granting of LPP and then by 

participation.     

 

I will examine for a moment the community of practice known as “family”, what many 

consider as the basic organizing component of society: Lave and Wenger suggest that “children 

are, after all, quintessentially legitimate peripheral participants in adult social worlds” (p. 32). 

Wenger (1998: 6-7) suggests that the family as community of practice carries out the project of 

survival, of establishing what he refers to as “a habitual way of life”. Wenger refers to the 
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components of the central family project as developing its own practices, routines, rituals, 

artifacts, symbols, stories, histories, and conventions (norm-governed social relations). Other 

examples provided by Wenger include workers, who “organize their lives with their immediate 

colleagues and customers to get their jobs done”, and students, who “come together to deal in 

their own fashion with the agenda of the imposing institution and the unsettling mysteries of 

youth”. Wenger also addresses the practice of developing relations in multiple contexts via the 

Internet: “across a worldwide web of computers, people congregate in virtual spaces and develop 

shared ways of pursuing their common interests”; and how “scientists correspond with 

colleagues near and far in order to advance their inquiries". He also gives mention to 

communities of support in which persons seek the practices of self help for addiction: “in the 

back room of churches, recovering alcoholics go to their weekly meetings to find the courage to 

remain sober”.         

 

What can also be considered is what might be produced as a C-o-P engages in the socio-

cultural practices of carrying out its project. While Lave and Wenger refer to a continual process 

of becoming, they also refer to contradiction and conflict as the community of practice strives to 

produce what appears to be a hierarchical system of knowledge relations.   

 
There is a fundamental contradiction in the meaning to newcomers and old-timers of 

increasing participation by the former; for the centripetal development of full 

participants, and with it the successful production of a community of practice, also 

implies the replacement of old-timers. This contradiction is inherent in learning 

viewed as legitimate peripheral participation, albeit in various forms, since 

competitive relations, in the organization of production or in the formation of 

identities, clearly intensify these tensions.   
 
One implication of the inherent problematic character of the social reproduction of 

communities of practice is that the sustained participation of newcomers, becoming 

old-timers, must inevitably involve conflict between the forces that support processes 

of learning and those that work against them. Another related implication is that 

learning is never simply a process of transfer or assimilation. Learning, 

transformation, and change are always implicated in one another, and the status quo 

needs as much explanation as change. Indeed, we must not forget that communities of 

practice are engaged in the generative process of producing their own future (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991: 57-58)      
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It seems that in organizing around projects and the socio-cultural practices of carrying 

them out, a C-o-P is replicating its relations and its practices, and that such processes could 

generate uncertainty: periods of conflict, or not knowing how to act when social conventions are 

breached. One question that emerges is what kinds of relations might open possibility for a C-o-P 

to be successful in reproducing itself given its hierarchical relations of master to newcomer? 

How can we consider other kinds of relations, for example non-hierarchical ways of going on? A 

relational constructionist view of organizing seems therefore fitting for a discussion of 

communities of practice. I draw the idea of organizing-as-interactions from Weick (1979), 

Hosking & Morley (1991), and Hosking (2004). Weick states that an organization is “fluid, 

continually changing, continually in need of re-accomplishment, and appears to be an entity only 

when fluidity is ‘frozen’ at some moment in time” (1979: 90). Weick goes on to state that in 

view of the above we must define organization in terms of organizing. Here is the definition 

offered by Weick: 

 
Organizing consists of the resolving of equivocality [ambiguity, uncertainty] in an 

enacted environment by means of interlocked behaviors embedded in conditionally 

related processes (Weick, 1979: 90). 

 

Hosking and Morley (1991: xi) suggest that persons enter organizing relationships to add 

value to their lives as they go about carrying out their projects. Therefore, it can be assumed that 

while a C-o-P might organize around one key project, persons who participate are 

simultaneously carrying out their own projects. Persons are seen by Hosking & Morley to need 

the help of Other to construct a sense of self, a sense of social order, and to act in relation to 

them. Persons seem to need the help of Other to construct order, “and in particular to pursue their 

own projects”. Therefore persons in organizing can be considered as tied, one to another, in 

relations of interdependence (p. 73). As Weick (1979: 91) has written, “each actor uses and is 

used by the other person for the accomplishment of activities which neither alone could 

accomplish”. Hosking and Morley (1991: 73) state that social order needs to be constructed 

imaginatively to make social action possible.  

 

Hosking and Morley suggest that in collaborations, as persons deal with challenges and 

uncertainty, they often negotiate and renegotiate continually, so that roles of helper and client are 

often interchangeable (1991: 6). Thus, that which can emancipate the imagination and lead to 
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social action could be considered as occurring in joint action with Other (Shotter, 1980). Weick 

writes that he assumes that the resolving of uncertainty is a joint activity, accomplished by sets 

of persons “who interlock varying sets of behaviors” (p.91). These interlocking behaviors of 

organizing include speech and other forms of action, occurring locally and historically: the basic 

interlocking “building block” is identified by Gergen (1995) and Hosking (2004) as the 

act/supplement, an act followed by its supplement.  

 
The fate of the speaker’s utterance is in the other’s hands. As we find, the initial language 

unit does not, in pristine form, demand any particular form of coordinated action. In 

principle, an utterance may be taken to mean anything (see Gergen, 1994a). The act of 

supplementation thus operates in two opposing ways. First, it grants a specific potential 

to the meaning of the utterance. It treats it as meaning this and not that, as entailing one 

form of action as opposed to another. At the same time, as it grants specific meaning, it 

simultaneously acts to constrain alternative possibilities of the utterance. Because it does 

mean this, it cannot mean that. In this sense, while others’ actions invite us into meaning, 

they also act so as to negate our potential. From the enormous array of possibilities, only 

a limited array are made possible. (Gergen, 1995: 37).    

 

It can therefore be stated that all acts appear to supplement something that precedes them. 

In organizing situations - e.g., work, family, education, social life - persons can be considered as 

forming communities of practice in which the newcomers learn by performing action with 

experienced old-timers (Wenger, 1998: 6; Hanks, 1991: 18). From experience I realize that many 

possibilities might emerge: multiple personal projects, new official projects, products, social 

orders, alliances, change processes, multiple performed identities, and persons being constructed 

as one thing or another by Other. As a change practitioner I am curious about interactions, and 

what kinds of social realities and possibilities emerge in those interactions of act/supplements.  

 

 

Subject-object relations and organizing 

Dachler and Hosking (1995) write that in subject-object (hierarchical) relations “Other” 

is known from the subject’s singular point of view and is thus “treated as available to be 

influenced, mobilized, motivated, directed… by the subject”.  

 
When a person is understood as a knowing individual s/he is being viewed as a subject, 

distinguishable from the objects of nature. The latter implicitly are viewed as passive, as 



 10 

knowing and malleable only by the subject. In other words, person as subject is active in 

object relations, with external nature for example by motivating employees, or with 

internal nature for example through the mind influencing internal states. Since other 

people are an important part of external nature, it follows that social relations are 

understood as subject-object relations and can only be understood in this way. Social 

relations are enacted by subjects to achieve knowledge about, and influence over other 

people and groups. Relations are considered only from the point of view of the entity 

considered as the subject in that relationship. Relations, and therefore knowledge and 

influence, are understood as more of less instrumental for the subject’s understanding of 

order.     

 

Subject-object relations can thus be seen as those hierarchical power relations that organize the 

subject’s own capacity to act by separating oneself from Other by knowledge. Other becomes 

objectified by the power differential in the relationship. Subject-object relations often organize 

around a quest to achieve knowledge or its benefit, for example to resolve uncertainty, or to add 

value to one’s existence in some other way. There are often projects involved: for example the 

‘client’ approaches the knowing consultant, therapist, coach, manager or physician seeking to 

resolve what s/he might have determined to be a problem situation. Likewise, the student, intern, 

apprentice or newcomer might approach an expert to resolve the uncertainty of ignorance, to 

learn aspects of the expert’s practice.  

 

From the above it can be considered that the practice expert can supplement a knowledge 

seeker’s quest by allowing participation in the relational processes of expert to non-expert. By 

his attempt to resolve uncertainty and to organize his own understanding of practice, the non-

expert can be considered as offering himself to be organized by the expert’s organization of the 

practice, which might be warranted by the larger professional community. In such organizing, 

power as the corporeal capacity to act in various ways (Foucault, 1980) seems to be mobilized so 

that the aspiring knower may eventually become socially certified, recognized for his skills. On a 

Foucault approach to organizing and power relations Falzon (1998) writes the following.  

 
Encountering the world, I would suggest, necessarily involves a process of ordering the 

world in terms of our categories, organizing and classifying it, actively bringing it under 

control in some way. We always bring some framework to bear on the world in our 

dealings with it (Falzon, 1998: 38).      
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Some might consider LPP to be a subject-object relation if LPP or full participation can 

be granted or refused by an expert. C-o-P leaders could therefore try to be reflexive about their 

practices in power relations, for example, they could reflect on how it is that they are organizing 

the realities of others. As Shotter (1997) writes, instead of studying how individuals come to 

know the objects and entities in the world around them, we might perhaps “begin to think and act 

dialogically and relationally in our practices”, focusing on relations between people and our 

practice: “we should first study our constructing of what Wittgenstein calls our different forms of 

life”. Given Wenger’s assertion that communities-of-practice can be many, varied, and centered 

on practice, it becomes possible to refer to each unique community as a “form of life” in which 

language and relations are front and center.  

 

Persons that newly arrive into a community of practice can have experience that can be 

extended to the practices of that C-o-P. In my experience with multiple C-o-Ps, being a 

newcomer does not necessarily imply inexperience, as I have witnessed newcomers’ related 

knowing emerge in the new C-o-P they have entered. Experienced newcomers are often not the 

children or young adults implied by Lave and Wenger’s case studies (1991: 61-87). Even adepts 

to A.A., in the quest to participate in community support processes, bring a wealth of experience 

and learning. Likewise, family therapists have cultivated knowing that can be extended to 

organizational relations. Consider Harlene Anderson, a family therapy practitioner and theorist 

who expanded her work to include organizational consulting and executive coaching.  

 
Her collaborative approach, first developed for use with families and mental health 

delivery systems, has proven effective with a variety of human systems and professional 

practices, including: organizations, businesses, higher education, and research. She is 

highly talented in creating, and inviting others into, spaces and process for transforming 

dialogues. Harlene takes her tools--her insights, her keen interest, her engaging 

conversational style, her clarity, her leadership skills--to help professionals, business 

owners, and leaders achieve new and often surprising possibilities for their clients, 

students, and organizations, and for themselves (Source: http://www.harleneanderson.org). 

Similar to the above, a group of therapists practicing an open systems approach to family 

relations expanded their work to include how persons in organizations can function in ways 

similar to how they function in their own families (see Wiseman, 1982).   
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Another therapist, Iris Martin (1996) provides an account of how her clinical experience 

became valuable to executives trying to negotiate their way through uncertainty. And W.T. 

Anderson writes that in organizational work  

… there is a strong demand for people who can help workers and managers make 

decisions, communicate effectively, figure out what they do wrong, and handle the 

psychological stresses that accompany business life in a highly competitive, rapidly 

changing, global economy (1998: 35-41).    

Family therapists often know that power relations in “organizations” can occur along familial 

patterns (see Sobel, 1982: 9). Organizations are also referred to in familial terms: e.g., “family”, 

“clan”, “multi-generational”, “paternalistic systems” (Barry, 1997: 32-48). On the above and 

organizing processes, Barry states that “many of the problems found in families are also found in 

organizations (e.g., issues of identity, survival, well being, social positioning, power, coordinated 

effort, and conflicting meanings)”.  

Reflecting on the writing of Donald Schon (1991: 128-167), on reflective practice, I 

realize that addressing this project of employing critical relational constructionism and C-o-P 

theory to reflect on practice data is similar to those processes of reflection-in-action I have used 

when mentoring therapist trainees, carpentry apprentices, and in how I have carried out 

consulting and family therapy. The process of carrying out this reflective thesis can be loosely 

described as a spiral-like journey moving through phases of appreciation, action and re-

appreciation, and on this journey multiple challenges have emerged for me to address. The 

process has been highly personal and creative, and might be different for each unique 

practitioner. 

 

This reflective inquiry’s design 

I started this reflective inquiry with no particular design other than a general frame of 

being reflective and having multiple practice experiences as cases. I had already carried out the 

enthnographic analysis of the therapist C-o-P. The recurrent themes have been how to design my 

reflective inquiry, and how to acquaint myself with what I already have been doing for years in 

practice, how to keep focused with the actual cases. The process required a lot of dialogue with 

my academic advisors about how to actually frame my inquiry, with colleagues, and with myself. 

The process also required me to go back and revisit little things I had noted in practice literature 
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but hadn’t gone out and developed. One of those things I refer to was Harlene Anderson’s 

references to the work of  Schon on reflective practice, and her incorporation of this into her own 

consulting (Anderson, 1997: 101). Anderson, whose reflective writings spoke strongly to me a 

decade ago, refers to awareness, openness and reflection on what we think we know, as integral 

to operating from a postmodern stance. Below are some comments from Anderson on how 

reflective practice transforms a practitioner’s knowing processes beyond the usual boundaries of 

one’s field of practice: 
 

This awareness, openness, and reflection combine to become a research-and-learning-

as-part-of-everyday-practice through which I am being transformed as a professional 

and a private person. How and what I learn is a fluid, interactive, and socially 

constructed process. It involves multiple, mutual, reflecting conversations with myself, 

clients, colleagues, students, and others. These reflections become part of a generative 

learning process that is broader than simply learning a client’s story and broader than 

the therapy experience itself (Anderson, 1997: 101).  

 

Anderson writes that being and defining oneself in a consulting capacity is a process, and that 

opportunities for innovation, collaboration and adaptation are lost when we think of ourselves as 

autonomous and isolated in the role of our expertise. Related to this, my consulting activities 

have presented multiple and varied opportunities for learning with others while considered to be 

in the role of expert. I often refer to this as learning how to be a “newcomer” to client 

experience. 

 

The doing of reflection-in-action 

I realized that I have been a reflective practitioner for many years and in my consulting 

projects I have participated with others in the problem dissolving processes, which Schon (1991) 

refers to as “reflection-in-action” (p.49) and “knowing-in-action” (p.126). I have come to think 

of my consulting activities as processes of inviting communities of practice with others. These 

C-o-Ps often begin as “a problem-organizing, problem dis-solving-system”, because they are 

constructed for clients and myself to be “in language” about what the clients regard as a problem 

situation (see Anderson & Goolishian, 1988: 371).  

 

But my collaborations often develop into reflective communities around the knowing that 

occurs in client lives as they take action. This happens because we take time to reflect on 
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situations the clients view as problematic. We collaborate together to refresh how clients have 

been engaging their capacity to act and reflect, and act and reflect, and act. The client usually 

regards me as a skilled expert. Yet, paradoxically, I must act outside of subject-object relations in 

order to help the client have the sense of knowing their own situation. My project is often to help 

the client identify strengths through reflecting on how they have been using them. I often 

consider that the clients have been using reflection-in-action to make decisions and act but 

haven’t identified this yet. This seems to be because they may have been in the thick of 

responding to the uncertainty they have been experiencing. Below is a fragment of a recent 

conversation with a 14-year-old male.    

 

FIGURE 1: CONSULTING FRAGMENT 

 

 

Earon: What brings you here today? 

Scott: The school counsellor saw my low grades and heard I was having some 

problems at home. 

Earon: You were having some challenges in your home life. 

Scott: Yes, my mother has been drinking a lot for many years and we fight a lot about 

it. 

Earon: So you have been trying to influence your mom. 

Scott: I guess so… to stop drinking. 

Earon: How do you keep going with this? 

Scott: Sometimes I sneak into the closet where she hides her vodka and I thin her vodka 

with water.    

Earon: How well has that worked? 

Scott: I dunno… she never mentions it. 

 

 

In the above fragment, the client, "Scott" has been making decisions and engaging his 

capacity to act in various ways within his situation. He supplements his mom’s drinking by 

trying to influence her, or by secretly adding water to her vodka. Reflecting from a sense that 

power is diffused in relations, these actions can also represent Scott mobilizing the capacity to 

act in various ways. Supplementing others’ behavior can indicate that there is some form of 

reflection-in-action going on. He may be in dialogue with himself or with others about the 

situation. But as White and Epston (1990) suggest, the story of his efforts and his unique 

outcomes may be subjugated to more dominant stories in which he is narrated as less than a 
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successful protagonist; as suggested by Bandler and Grinder (1975), his story of acting may have 

become "deleted, distorted, and generalized". However, I trust that the client has been using 

reflection-in-action to make decisions to influence his mom's drinking and to enact a strategy to 

water down her hidden vodka. Reflection-in-action is described by Schon (1991) as an intuitive 

process which makes it possible to take efficient action in situations that are uncertain and 

unstable. It involves thinking about what we are doing in the moment. “Both ordinary people and 

professional practitioners often think about what they are doing, sometimes even while doing it. 

Stimulated by surprise, they turn thought back on action and on the knowing which is implicit in 

action” and then ask questions of themselves (Schon, 1991: 50).  

 

Schon states that reflection-in-action is used by both ordinary people and professionals 

and from this can emerge knowledge and possibilities for adapting to situations of uncertainty 

and instability. I consider that by reflecting with me, the above client Scott is further 

participating in his situation: by trying to expand his perspective about it. He becomes 

acquainted with his own knowing. Employing our reflections Scott can connect with his family 

from a stronger sense of knowing; he can mobilize the wisdom from the other forms of life that 

he belongs to: the school that is supporting him, and the reflective community comprised of him 

and I. According to Anderson (1997), what the client and I are doing in our two-person reflective 

community can be considered as making reflections about his reflection-in-action. 
 

We should not only reflect in action, but reflect on our reflecting-in-action. Reflections 

and reflections about reflections in action are about connecting, collaborating, and 

constructing, and in my view, signify a postmodern form of knowing. It’s a continuous 

self-education experience (Anderson, 1997: 102).    

 

In my varied roles of practice, multiple situations have presented themselves: e.g., when 

an intern, apprentice, or client group has approached me with a problem needing to be solved. 

The presented problem situation, as Andersen (1987: 415) has described, is usually one of the 

seeker being “stuck”, not knowing what to do next in a certain context of life or work, and 

needing new ideas in order to broaden their perspective, to discover possibilities for action.  

 

As Schon (1991: 129) has observed, as consultant I have approached each of these 

situations as “unique”. Paying attention to what has been presented, I sought to engage with its 
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“particular features”, and from a dialogical process proceeded to supplement Other’s story in 

ways that have resulted in the identifications of a pattern of strengths and attendant actions. As 

Schon and Andersen write, the newcomer, intern or client group has already tried to solve the 

problem situation, but feels stuck and hasn’t known how to proceed further. It is interesting to 

think of reflection-in-action in presented problem situations as entering into that kind of inquiry 

which has a purpose “to produce practical knowledge that is useful to people in the everyday 

conduct of their lives” (Reason & Bradbury, 2001: 2).   

 

In Schon’s perspective, reflection-in-action could incorporate creative thinking processes: 

identifying themes, using metaphors, and fuzzy propositions. It has been common in my work to 

identify metaphors that reflect clients’ experiences; these tools have often opened space to 

deepen the dialogue in non-threatening ways. Reflective problem solving activity has been 

recommended by Schon as useful in contexts including social work, psychotherapy, policy, 

urban planning, and management. Reflective activity can be thought of as working to discover 

new information and to find possibilities for action. In such endeavors, conditions are created in 

which the participants become as collaborative co-inquirers. In describing the use of such an 

approach to create communities of inquiry in communities of practice, Friedman (2006: 131) has 

described his own understanding as developing gradually over years of action experimentation 

and reflection; these of course are the key components of reflection-in-action.   

 

In addressing problem situations I am constantly scanning to determine how my 

reframing of the situation is being responded to. Is the Other accepting and working with my 

supplementing reframe? Are we exploring different realities that may produce a different 

understanding, or what Shotter (1997) refers to as a different way to "go on" with the situation? 

The client as reflective practitioner “must construct an understanding of the situation as he finds 

it. And because he finds the situation problematic he must reframe it” (Schon, 1991: 129). As a 

relational constructionist I conceive that the client has come to me looking for a response to his 

situation, and in collaborating we are striving to produce a sense of knowing from the client's 

experience that works.  

 
Whereas knowing is an ongoing process, it's more synthetic, contextual, what you're 

doing at the time, almost with that knowledge and the experience you're having at the 
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time - almost the intersection of experience, environment and knowledge becomes 

knowing (from Cunliffe and Shotter, 2006).  

  

When a problematic situation is reframed so that the participant sees himself as having 

been engaging his capacity to act, a transformative action appears to have occurred. A different 

and plausible description can loosen up creative space for the newcomer, intern or client group to 

move forward. The reflective practitioner next tries to get the old problem description to fit 

within the new frame by inviting further exploration; Schon (p. 131) refers to this as “reshaping” 

to observe what can happen as a result. When we offer a metaphor, the problem situation might 

be adjusted to fit the metaphor and its process. I continually ask myself the question of what are 

the possibilities for social action when we think of a problematic situation in a different way, 

reshaping it into a different description. This could be, as Gergen and Thatchenkery describe: if 

we “tell it as it might become” rather than “telling it like it is” (1996: 370). 

 

Schon writes that in this reflective reframing process the situation begins to talk back. 

The reflective practitioner “listens, and as he appreciates what he hears, he reframes the situation 

once again” (p.132). New knowing emerges which now calls for further reflection-in-action. 

Schon states that this process spirals through stages of appreciation, action, and re-appreciation. 

 

 

.3 The Blind Spots in C-o-P Theory  

 

In this section I argue, from a relational constructionist orientation, some points that seem 

to be lacking in Lave and Wenger’s story.  

 

First, Lave and Wenger’s account seemed to be single-voiced, rather than including the voices of the 

many participants referred to. Multiple realities did not appear to be given room for expression. 

 

Second, it seemed like their account was not attuned to relations of power and issues surrounding the 

granting of LPP. By not giving enough attention to relational processes the account does not show, 

for example, how language constructs such realities that open or close down space for participation.  
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Third, the account seemed to ignore other possibilities that can occur in situated learning; for 

example, one possibility is that old-timers sometimes learn from newcomers.   

 

The above appears to present its own problem situation with power relations and 

community of practice theory. A presence of multiple realities of participants might help us 

understand conflict and power relations in C-o-Ps. A focus on language might help us understand 

how conflicts are begun and resolved, how LPP is provided and/or withheld, or perhaps 

negotiated. Allowing room for other possibilities might help us determine new directions for LPP 

and C-o-Ps. The gap has not gone entirely unnoticed by Lave and Wenger: they have freely 

admitted, for example, that power relations have not been addressed adequately in their book on 

C-o-Ps:  

 
The concept of “community of practice” is largely left as an intuitive notion, which 

serves a purpose here but which requires a more rigorous treatment. In particular, 

unequal relations of power must be included more systematically in our analysis (Lave 

and Wenger, 1991: 42).      

!

A critical reading of Lave and Wenger suggests that subject-object relations occurring in 

C-o-Ps are pre-supposed but not elaborated on. White and Epston (1990) have referred to these 

kinds of descriptions of power as “descending” (hierarchical), e.g., for a master to be able to act 

with power over his apprentices. Power appears to be implied as possessed by the master and 

old-timers: mobilized through decision making, masters contracting with newcomer’s parents, 

work in the Navy rank and file, direction of the apprentice, physical placement in the workspace, 

how newcomers are directed to speak, lack of voice participation, and so on. Newcomers are not 

referred to as mobilizing their capacity to act in various ways; nor is there any indication of 

possibility space, the space for multiple local realities, in their C-o-Ps. Additionally, only one 

participant voice is included in the five case studies, that of an apprentice complaining his 

workstation is placed far from the journeymen (Lave & Wenger, 1991: 78). Next, in Figure 2, are 

some reflections on how Lave and Wenger appear to imply power as hierarchical.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 19 

FIGURE 2: POWER IMPLIED AS HIERACHICAL 

 

 

 

• Power seems to allow a master and/or old-timers to decide who is granted LPP, “a complex 

notion, implicated in social structures involving relations of power” (p. 36). 

• Power seems to flow downward through familial structure: e.g., midwife training often 

occurs from mother to child (pp. 68-69); future tailor apprentices are handed over to the 

master by their parents (p. 66). Is choice an option? 

• Power seems to silence: e.g., the Yucatec midwife speaks and the apprentice is described as 

silent, pliable, and often her child: the child pays attention, “but only rarely does she ask 

questions”  (pp. 68-69). 

• Power seems to occur in age differences: e.g., quartermaster trainees and butcher shop 

apprentices are often young adults (pp. 73), and Yucatec midwife trainees are children (pp. 

68-69). With the exceptions of A.A. members most newcomers in the Lave and Wenger 

case studies are young. 

• Power seems to flow down through established formal rank; e.g., in Navy quarter-mastering 

(p. 73). 

• Power seems to occur through community control of voices: e.g., in A.A., stories must be 

told in a prescribed manner or the speaker is corrected (pp. 81-84).   

• Power seems to occur through formal master-apprentice structures; e.g., contracted 

agreements are made between a child’s parents and the master tailor (p. 66).  

• Power seems to occur through store supervisors arranging where the apprentice will be 

stationed, on or outside of the shop floor (p. 78). Will he be able to observe and engage in 

learning practice with the old-timers? 

 

             

 The above examples in Figure 2 seem to imply hierarchical power without possibility 

space, the space for multiple local realities to co-exist (see Hosking and Bass, 2002; Kavanagh, 

2007). It appears as if newcomers exist as moldable inactive agents with no capacity to act from 

their own voices. In the above, we can observe and predict that the newcomer’s life, devoid of 

agency, is informed, shaped, constituted by the decisions and actions of others. The hierarchical 

understanding of power promotes that participation is akin to a gift given by a master. I have 

noticed that life in C-o-Ps is often visited by uncertainty, for example sudden conflict and threats 

to leave. Moving through uncertainty often involves making meaning: from events and from 

discussion. Meaning becomes difficult to negotiate intersubjectively when possibility space is 

shut down or controlled by those above. A newcomer brings fresh eyes, and can sometimes see a 
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possibility that others miss. If community experience has “a reciprocal, two-sided character”, as 

Foucauldian scholar Falzon proposes (1998: 39), then how can the newcomer participate in the 

give and take dialogical nature of everyday practice? This provides an understanding of making 

meaning together and producing any community through our joint action. It is not the sole 

domain of a knowing subject, old-timer or master. Anderson and Goolishian (1988: 372) refer to 

making meaning as occurring in participative action, as a form of social construction, and such 

joint activity has been my experience in the many C-o-Ps I have participated in.  

 
Meaning and understanding are socially and intersubjectively constructed. By 

intersubjective, we refer to an evolving state of affairs in which two or more people agree 

(understand) that they are experiencing the same event in the same way. Meaning and 

understanding involve this intersubjective experience. However it is understood that 

agreement is fragile and continually open to renegotiation and dispute. We do not arrive 

at or have meaning and understanding until we take communicative action, that is, 

engage in some meaning-generating discourse or dialogue within a system for which the 

communication has relevance.   

 

My own experience in C-o-Ps didn’t correspond well with Lave and Wenger’s account 

and this gave me pause to reflect on why. I had convened a successful online C-o-P that has been 

active since 2001, participated in multiple other C-o-Ps, and had analyzed and consulted with 

hundreds of work, family, and international situations. I had also witnessed and participated in 

open conflict and power relations in online C-o-Ps. Using the frame of communities of practice I 

thus struggled to understand my own experience. Life in the C-o-Ps I participated in seemed 

much more dynamic than Lave and Wenger had espoused. The first realization that came from 

reflection was that the newcomers in Lave and Wenger’s account were usually children or youth, 

or compliant in situated contexts (e.g., low ranks in the military, A.A. newcomers needing help 

to break an addiction). The C-o-Ps I have participated in included newcomers that were well-

spoken adults with life and work experience. 

 

I realize that my perspective on the above is informed by my practice experience and 

training as a family therapist who works in subject-subject ways with clients. I have worked in 

diverse practice situations and also provided trauma therapy for torture survivors. Discourses in 

postmodern family therapy have sought to undo objectification of clients, often by uncovering 

and appreciating their enacted capacities. As Pearce has observed (in Parker, 1999: 79), a focus 
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on discourses’ functioning as descriptions can help us “to understand how meanings are 

constituted and how power is implicated”. Parker (1992: 5), citing Foucault, refers to a discourse 

as “a system of statements, which constructs an object”. Lave and Wenger appear to seek space 

for subjugated knowledges stemming from traditional apprenticeship relations. Yet, as Figure 2 

shows, the authors appear to remain within a discourse of power as hierarchical, in which mostly 

young newcomers appear constructed as passive recipients of the master’s control of their 

development. Discourses, systems of statements that construct objects, can thus be used in an 

empowering manner; or they can be invoked to relegate some to privileged status, leaving others 

appearing to be disempowered. Discourses can thus be a tool for relations that are subject-object 

as well as relations of equality. 

 

How power is addressed in later C-o-P writings 

I had hoped that Wenger’s follow-up on C-o-Ps (1998) would address power relations. 

Wenger (1998: 189-191) wrote that he prefers to construe power as the ability to act in line with 

the enterprises we pursue, and only secondarily in terms of competing interests. Wenger also 

appears to imply, as do Hosking and Morley (1991: 5-6) that there can be multiple enterprises or 

projects going on simultaneously within a C-o-P, in addition to a central project. Wenger prefers 

to speak, for example, of “alignment” as our power to direct our own energy and that of others in 

the interest of pursuing our enterprises (1998: 189). This also indicates, as do Hosking and 

Morley (1991: 6) that negotiation and influence processes are ongoing in organizing (pp. 83-85).  

 

However, Wenger’s direct references to power seem to remain as subject-object when he 

speaks of directing “others in the interest of pursuing our enterprises”. Wenger further suggests 

that a social concept of identity also entails a social concept of power, and that a discussion of 

power should include considerations such as community, negotiation of meaning and social 

identity (p. 190). If, as Dachler and Hosking (1995) suggest in their social concept of subject-

object relations, that “social relations are enacted by subjects to achieve knowledge about, and 

influence over other people and groups” it seems that mixing a hierarchical discourse of power 

with social relations is problematic, too narrow a perspective for the complexity of relations and 

persons’ capacity to act in various ways. While subject-object relations may be one possibility, I 

have experienced that there are many relational possibilities. There appears to be a need for an 

enhanced perspective on power relations and C-o-Ps.   
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Contributions to a later work edited by Chaiklin and Lave (1996) introduced some critical 

commentary on subject-object relations. Mehan, in his reference to “the institutional construction 

of identities” (p. 260) discussed how children are constructed in school contexts: “educators try 

to decide whether a certain child is ‘normal’ or ‘deviant’, belongs in a ‘regular educational 

program’ or in a ‘special educational program’. Deciding whether students are ‘normal; or 

‘special’ is a practical project that occurs routinely in U.S. schools” (Mehan, 1996: 242-243). 

Mehan (260-261) describes three kinds of professional language used in committee meetings that 

construct student identity: psychological, sociological, and historical. The psychological 

language included absolute and categorical statements about the child’s abilities. The teacher, 

speaking in a sociological style, addressed observations and how the child’s specific problem 

appears in some academic situations but not in others. The mother, often speaking historically, 

provided local historical instances of the problem, and changes and improvements across time. 

Mehan recollects that in such meetings “the psychologist’s recommendations were accepted 

without challenge or question, while the sociological and historical recommendations were 

routinely interrupted with requests for clarification and further information” (p. 261). Mehan 

suggests that the psychological language gained an authority from its mastery and control of a 

technical vocabulary. The grounds for questioning or challenging were removed from the 

conversation, as the psychologist’s report seemed “obscure, difficult to understand, and 

ambiguous”.    

 

A contribution by Dreier centered how in the therapist-and-client relationship, client 

descriptions are interpreted by the therapist, and how “these interpretations are, possibly, used to 

direct the process, including future descriptions … in that way clients are construed, even 

contrived from a ‘proficentric’ perspective” (Dreier, 1996: 106). Dreier, a practicing therapist, 

suggests that in this process the therapist suspends his own subjectivity: “he purports to be a 

person who has no needs or interests of his own, except those of serving his client's, and whose 

own actions, therefore, rest solely on someone else’s premises”. His actions are accounted for 

only on the basis of his interpretation of the client’s needs. Dreier suggests that a subjective 

rationality of professional action cannot be accounted for on such a confounded and narrow 

basis. “The desubjectification of the client merges as he becomes an object of interpretation and 

treatment, while the desubjectification of the therapist eventuates in the process in which he 
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“deposits” his subjectivity in the service of his client” (p. 107). Dreier suggests that a more 

viable analysis of the practice of psychotherapy must consider both parties as subjects, “two-of-

a-kind, evenhandedly, and without privileged perspectives” (p. 107).  

 

The above examples again seem to imply hierarchical relations with only a hint of 

possibility for difference. Both examples indicate a lack of dialogue between the actors, dialogue 

being considered for the moment as “the reciprocal two-sided character of the encounter between 

ourselves and the other” (Falzon, 1998: 39), encompassing “openness to the other and the 

continuation of dialogue” (p. 89). Falzon poses this question: 

  
How do we know that we are not in fact deceiving ourselves about being open to the 

other, that we are not surreptitiously, unknowingly, introducing new forms of oppression 

and closure under the guise of openness?    

 

In the above examples, the subjective voice of the therapist and the psychologist seem to 

be suspended in the interest of carrying out the professional practice. In the school context, the 

child identity is constructed via local processes and the psychological discourse. In the therapy 

context the client appears constructed by the therapist’s interpretations and refusal to become 

subjective with the client. In my professional activity in both of these contexts I have strived to 

(1) invite a strength-based re-construction of the student when consulting with school 

psychologists and other community-based practitioners, and (2) have strived in the therapeutic 

interaction to bring my own subjectivity to the conversation by drawing from my multiple 

interests and experiences as vehicles to be enthusiastically interested in diverse client 

experiences. What could be considered, as given mention by Dreier, is the role of the 

professional community in constructing the practitioner to participate in a hierarchical manner. A 

further glimpse of this is found in the next example, which is a reflective piece from a professor 

and student on LPP and the processes of attaining a PhD.  

 

In an article about the “production and reproduction of identity” as a graduate student 

becomes a participant in two communities (qualitative researchers and a group of 

environmentalists), Lee and Roth (2003) “conceptualize struggle as transformative rather than 

destructive”. Suggesting that “who we are in any one situation … is an emergent feat of 

transactional praxis and therefore changes from situation to situation and over time”, Lee and 
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Roth write in the third person about their own struggle to work “in a dialectical relation of 

individual subjects and the collective in which they are a part”. Lee and Roth suggest that by 

bringing one’s own uniqueness to a community, the novice can also mobilize the power to 

transform it even as they are being transformed. They refer to social reproduction as the co-

determined “fitting” of one individual into a new community, and that this process may be 

fraught with struggle.  

 

Lee and Roth refer to Lee’s graduate training as a process of “becoming/belonging” and 

that the stakes involved for both were often acted out as struggles between them. Both professor 

and student, however, chose to view these struggles as part of the process of professional identity 

formation within a larger “community of academic researchers”. They state that they chose to 

enact these tensions and struggles as “transformations”. One thematic struggle they refer to is 

that of “balancing multiple identities”. They describe that in this process they each in their own 

way were at times peripheral participants in these struggles as they sought to produce something 

in a way they considered “acceptable to the community”… “two people attempting to come to 

terms with what they must say to their community amidst concerns of being accepted”. They 

state that they do not consider their story to be one of “power over” in which the professor 

squelches the student’s desire “to write what must be written”.  

 

What is interesting in this account is that it makes space for the possibility of existing 

with and outside of what is often considered a subject-object relationship. Both participants, 

despite a hierarchical structure of professor-to-student, could be and were transformed as they 

engaged in a dialogical relationship as two subjects. This could be viewed as an example of 

engaging with multiple identities simultaneously, and negotiating and finding space for non-

hierarchical relations through continued dialogue. “Concerned for Lee’s learning and enacting 

culturally appropriate practices of writing and research, Roth attempted to ensure that Lee’s work 

was compliant with those expectations”. Such processes sometimes created conflict, yet Lee 

writes that “from an education perspective it was through these times of conflict that I did the 

most theoretical work”. What this example also seems to demonstrate in addition to the 

generative power of dialogue amidst hierarchy, is the possibility that social practices in learning 

often reflect the consent and solidarity of a community of enquirers (Chia, 1996: 14). What is 
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considered “real”, useful, and having meaning, “especially meaning for action and further steps” 

are often derived from community consensus (Lincoln and Guba, 2000: 167). 

 

Despite such critical and reflective commentaries, the mainstream understanding of       

C-o-Ps presents a problem situation of continued ignorance around power relations. Figure 3, 

which follows, is taken from a popular website, and offers an example of the kind of 

representations one finds in an Internet search. It seems that these Internet offerings rarely go 

beyond a mention of the basic theory.   

 

FIGURE 3: C-o-Ps OVERVIEW AT HTTP://WWW.INFED.ORG 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Given that “descriptions and explanations of the world themselves constitute forms of 

social action” (Gergen, 1985: 268), a lack of attention to power relations could be considered as 
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a form of social action in which an important relational aspect of organizing processes is 

maintained out of consciousness. Reflecting on the notion from the field of pragmatics - that one 

cannot not communicate - it is as if many who perpetuate the theory of C-o-Ps are 

communicating by not communicating that power relations in organizing are not relevant.  
 

The impossibility of not communicating is a phenomenon of more than theoretical 

interest… silence, withdrawal, immobility (postural silence), or any other form of denial 

is itself a communication… to summarize, a meta-communicational axiom of the 

pragmatics of communication can be postulated: one cannot not communicate 

(Watzlawick, Bavelas, Jackson, 1967: 50-51).  

 

Meaning making processes have been considered to shape action, as well as inaction 

(Lincoln and Guba, 2000: 167). If the presentation of C-o-Ps continues as is, then what actions or 

inactions will emerge as a result? Actions acquire their meaning as they are supplemented by the 

actions of others (McNamee & Gergen, 1999: 14). Thus, persons construct the world as one 

thing or another in interlocking joint action. The uncertainty of power relations seems to be 

perpetuated by such inaction. Through exploring with Internet search engines, I have noticed that 

C-o-P theory is being replicated in hundreds of websites, but there is little mention of power 

relations. Given that C-o-Ps are increasingly encouraged in corporations (Wenger 1998; Brown 

& Duguid, 1991), this can be more problematic. Figure 4 is next, and contains some artifactual 

material from Etienne Wenger’s website on C-o-Ps in organizational settings. 
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FIGURE 4: C-o-Ps AND ORGANIZATIONS  HTTP://WWW.EWENGER.COM/THEORY 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The mainstream understanding of C-o-Ps has been propagating rapidly to a wide 

audience. With this in mind, it might be helpful to consider what newcomer responses might be 

to what is being promoted. How will power relations and C-o-Ps in organizational practice be 

addressed if the mainstream writings on C-o-Ps continue to ignore power relations? The point 
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could be missed that organizations and other practice communities might only be as productive 

as the power relations occurring amongst participants. 

 

 

.4 How this Thesis Addresses the Blind Spots 

 

Based on my experience and training, I propose that the above blind spots point to a gap 

between the theory of C-o-Ps, and relational practices that occur within such communities. In 

systemic family therapy practice we would call this proposal a working “hypothesis”, not 

something to prove, but something to generate dialogue, to open space for possibilities and social 

action (see Cecchin, 1992: 90). In Schon’s work on reflection-in-action, this is known as the 

process of reframing a situation that one deems to be problematic in one way or another. My 

proposal is something to explore and experiment with, something that is deliberately not held out 

as a truth about the problem situation.  

 

In my reflections I act from the following: 

   

• C-o-Ps are produced in relational processes. Organizing occurs conversationally. 

Meaning is made in such processes as persons supplement differences and similarities 

while they meet challenges. Social action is guided by meaning. 

• My interest is in inviting non-hierarchical power relations, for example around access 

to LPP, and voice participation as possibility space, the space for multiple local 

realities in organizing. 

• Possibilities in C-o-P relations, I believe, are organizing relations. 

 

I will continue to refer to power as the capacity to act in various ways, which seems like a 

generative view for reflecting on organizing process in C-o-Ps. Foucault (1980) writes that 

“power is a more-or-less organized … coordinated cluster of relations” (p. 198). Gergen (1995) 

comments that Foucault’s emphasis on the “diffusion” of power is “promising”, and describes 

Foucault’s approach as follows: “rather than seeing power as inherent in vast centralized 

structures, or within the capacities of charismatic individuals, power relations are distributed 

throughout society” (35-36). Falzon refers to Foucault’s account of power as  dialogical, in that 

the diffusion occurs in relations, and power can be mobilized in multiple ways through relations.  
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A dialogical account need not deny that we live in a world characterized by various 

forms of order and hierarchy. What such an account means, however, is that these forms 

of order need to be understood as emerging out of the play of social dialogue, to the 

precise extent that one party is able to domesticate the other, to the extent that otherness 

is overcome, and the movement of dialogue is arrested (Falzon, 1998: 5).  

 

This sense of power as diffused and distributed makes it harder to define. Foucauldian 

scholar Rau (2004: 15) writes that “most of us have a sense of what power means but when we 

try to study it, power resists precise descriptions”. The common description is that of power 

being used over others, or constructed and implemented through hierarchical ranks. But as 

Gergen suggests, power over is an example of one’s capacity to mobilize power rather than a 

possession of power: “rather than viewing a group as possessing power (as in the case of 

centripetal power) we must explore the conditions in which the sense of power over becomes 

dominant” (Gergen, 1995: 41-42). Power over can thus be seen as one possibility for mobilizing 

relations. Power to can be seen as a way of mobilizing equal relations: connecting, building 

community, and relations of equal participation, whereas power over is often about restraining or 

dictating over Other. Another practitioner of family and organizational change, David Campbell 

(2000: 22), comments on Foucault’s addressing of power over relations and how simultaneously 

persons can be exercising agency by their ability to engage in dialogue through drawing upon 

discourses.   

 
[Foucault’s] … great contribution to the field is his historical analysis of the way society 

has controlled its citizens through the creation of institutions such as medicine, law, and 

education, each with its own ideology about how people should behave in society. The 

institutions define normal behavior by creating expertise, or what Foucault calls 

“knowledge”, which brings power with it. Power is not a quality which some possess and 

others do not, but, rather, it is the ability to draw on certain discourses, or bodies of 

knowledge, to define the world in a way that allows you to do the things you want. 

 

  The corporeal capacity to act in various ways centers multiple possibilities: agency, 

relations, making a difference, resistance to hierarchy, and cultivating awareness of the subtle 

modern “mechanisms” that sometimes distribute power. Foucault’s account can be considered as 

a relational or dialogical view that invites power to rather than power over (see Falzon, 1998; 

Hosking, 2004). Using a dialogical account to reflect on power relations and C-o-Ps, it becomes 
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possible within organizing processes that the situated learning of practices might more-or-less 

occur. I say “more-or-less” in response to Lave and Wenger’s suggestion that situated learning 

occurs ONLY when a participant is granted LPP. Attention to power relations could include how 

power is distributed via relational acts, for example, when one is given opportunity to participate 

in advanced operations or kept back from LPP. My account includes many examples of such acts 

and the processes that follow. It seems to be also within organizing processes that the situated 

learning of practices might or might not occur.  

 

 

.5 Concluding Comments 

 

In this chapter I have expressed my interest in exploring possibilities for collaborating 

using subject-subject relations in C-o-Ps, so that new possibilities for action can emerge. I have 

described subject-object relations as those hierarchical power relations in which “Other” is 

known from the subject’s singular point of view and is thus “treated as available to be 

influenced, mobilized, motivated, directed… by the subject” (Dachler and Hosking, 1995). Thus, 

a space for multiple local realities through equal participation is closed down.  

 

I have joined with Lave and Wenger’s language in addressing C-o-Ps as relations 

occurring over time around via practice, around that central activity which I refer to as a 

“project”. The relations by which newcomers come to act and learn with experienced old-timers 

has been referred to as legitimate peripheral participation (LPP). I have provided multiple 

examples of C-o-Ps from Lave and Wenger, from Hanks (1991) and Wenger (1998), including 

Wenger’s inclusion of families, workplace relations, and internet communities as C-o-Ps. Using 

relational constructionism, I have framed C-o-Ps as organizing processes in which persons come 

together to add value to their lives as they carry out their own projects. C-o-Ps can then be 

theorized as having multiple “informal” projects going on simultaneously in addition to a central 

project (Hosking and Morley, 1991). I introduced how organizing addresses uncertainty via 

interlocked behaviors (Weick, 1979), or what Gergen (1995) referred to as act/supplements 

occurring in conversations and other activity, and how the meaning of an utterance is often in the 

hands of the listener.    
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Toward providing an alternative to power as a hierarchical relation I introduced 

Foucault’s (1980) definition of power, that being the “corporeal capacity to act in various ways”, 

for example “ordering the world in terms of our categories” (Falzon, 1998), and how Foucault 

conceived power as enacted, diffused in relations. In this line of argument, I began to introduce 

dialogue as “the reciprocal two-sided character of the encounter between ourselves and other” 

(Falzon, 1998). I suggested that rather than conceiving and acting on what we encounter in the 

world as entities and objects, dialogue could provide a pathway to thinking and acting 

relationally in our practices, in the various “forms of life” in which we participate (Shotter, 

1997). I discussed some of my therapy work as forming reflective communities around knowing 

that occurs in clients’ lives and identifying attendant strengths.  

 

I described my early interest in C-o-Ps as stemming from a quest to know if a community 

of therapists was acting non-hierarchically as it had claimed in its practice literature. Relatedly, I 

addressed what I termed as the “blind spots” in Lave and Wenger’s theory: how it seemed to not 

pay attention to power relations, nor include the voices of C-o-P participants, and how it didn’t 

seem to make space for multiple relational possibilities such as old-timers learning from 

newcomers. Power relations in that account seemed to be implied as hierarchical but not 

elaborated on. I introduced discourse as one possible way to operate outside of hierarchy as well 

as re-constructing hierarchy. I introduced later contributions on C-o-Ps from an edited work by 

Chaiklin and Lave (1996), and how in those contributions power was given mention but seemed 

to be re-constructed as hierarchical, mobilized in subject-object relations (Dreier, 1996; Mehan, 

1996). I then introduced an account in which a professor and graduate student allowed their 

relationship to exist as two subjects, and how that relationship became a transformative struggle 

incorporating a willingness to be in dialogue. Lastly, I introduced how my thesis would address 

the blind spots in C-o-P theory by using relational constructionism and Foucault’s dialogical 

approach to power relations that invites power to rather than re-constructing accounts of power 

relations as power over. What I believe is now needed is further attention to dialogue as a 

generative and transformative tool. This will continue in the next chapter, on relational 

constructionism and organizing.      
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2 
RELATIONAL CONSTRUCTIONISM 

AND ORGANIZING 
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.1 Generative dialogue and organizing: a unique perspective 

.2 Language games in forms of life 

.3 Participation and power relations 

.4 From understanding to openness 

.5 Concluding comments 

.6 On the cases in the next three chapters 

 

 

 
 

[Relational constructionism] places an emphasis on language as communication – 

contrasting with the more usual emphasis on language as representation. In addition, 

communication is viewed as “forming” persons and worlds – rather than informing   

pre-existing identities...  

 

[Relational constructionism] takes a relatively uncommon approach: by emphasizing 

process and not products; by exploring communications both as processes of 

construction (rather than a means to transmit information) and as relational processes in 

which participants co-construct particular people and worlds.  

 

(Source: website of Dian Marie Hosking: http://www.relational-

constructionism.org/pages/relational-constructionism.php) 

 

  In the previous chapter I expressed my interest in exploring possibilities for collaborating 

using subject-subject relations in C-o-Ps, so that new possibilities for action can emerge. I  

indicated that, in addition to C-o-P theory, I am including relational constructionism as a 

methodology to reflect on cases from my consulting experiences in family therapy and 

organization development. Relational constructionism is thus employed as an organizing 

framework for my explorations into the cases, and power relations occurring in interactions. 

While I have been using relational constructionist ideas on organizing throughout the last 



 

 

 

 35 

chapter, I now wish to provide more focus on some themes found in critical relational 

constructionism, which is sometimes shortened by Hosking (2004) using the letters “CRC”. 

These themes address organizing in contexts such as consulting, academia, coaching, 

management and therapy, and will be employed in my reflection on various cases. 

 

  Relational constructionism can be thought of as an evolving body of ideas that convey, as  

Hosking suggests, “some very different ways of thinking about what it is to be a person, about 

knowledge, power, inquiry, organizational and community development and transformation or 

changework”. Recalling Parker’s definition of ‘discourse’ as “a system of statements which 

constructs an object” (1992: 5), it seems important to note that relational constructionism seeks 

not to construct objects, or individual “entities”. Rather, it offers some propositions around 

organizing as occurring in relational processes. Relational constructionists apply such 

propositions to multiple contexts as ways to invite dialogue, engaging with other discourses on 

the above contexts to explore new possibilities. Relational constructionism addresses organizing 

as relations. In this chapter I will be discussing some themes that appear in relational 

constructionism. Hosking (2002: 11) observes that the roots of relational constructionism are 

nurtured by a variety of sources: 

 
. . . the philosophy of inquiry, feminism and feminist critiques of science, the history of 

ideas, the sociology of knowledge, cognitive and social psychology, interactionist, 

cognitive, and phenomenological sociologies, radical family therapy, (some) systems 

theories, and critical anthropology.  

 

 Relational constructionism offers a generative dialogical approach to organizing; it places 

an emphasis on relations, or what Falzon (1998: 39) referred to as “the reciprocal two-sided 

character of the encounter between ourselves and the other”. In adopting a relational 

constructionist perspective, we encounter the sense that organizing processes seem to be 

continuously in flux, continually situated in multiple local relations that occur jointly between 

participants. From this perspective, negotiations, projects and influence processes are seen to be 

emerging on an ongoing basis, even in the midst of an official project that is the stated reason for 

organizing. Multiple constructions of what could be socially certified as real and good (or not 

socially certified) also seem to be in simultaneous process. Hosking notes that in employing a 

relational constructionist perspective there seems to be an ongoing sense of becoming. Our 



 36 

assumptions about what exists (ontology) shift from separate individual entities to this sense of 

ongoing reality constructions occurring in local and historical relational processes. Possibilities 

of one kind or another can be thought of as continually emerging. We may be inclined to ask the 

question becoming what? Such a question may not be useful, for the answer might imply some 

entified thing rather than a sense of becoming. The idea that organizing occurs as relational 

processes places emphasis on the journey as well as the usual destination or goals of a project. 

 
As a function of the particular relations between oneself and others, any outcome is an 

entirely unique, novel, unforeseeable, and spontaneous creation – including both our 

subjectivities and the ‘point’ of our talk! For, in joint action, rather than us existing as 

already fixed subjectivities stating and fixing the objective content of our utterances, 

monologically, we have between us to ‘dance’ or to ‘navigate’ toward the common point 

of our dialogue – and toward our positions in relation to it and each other (Shotter, 

1997).    

 

The relational constructionist themes I will address in this chapter can be considered as 

constituting this dialogical perspective of organizing and can be extended to our theorizing of 

communities of practice. These themes include a particular view of dialogue and participation, 

the idea of multiplicity, and openness. They also constitute a sense of reflexivity on the impact of 

our actions and, considering adoption of an ontology of becoming, a sense of allowing space for 

possibilities.  

 
“People know what they do; they frequently know why they do what they do; but what 

they don’t know is what what [sic] they do does” (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982: 187, 

quoting Foucault from a personal communication). 

 

 

  

.1 Generative Dialogue and Organizing: A Unique Perspective  

 
  Reiterating that I consider organizing as community interactions occurring as persons 

engage in projects, learning, consulting and other endeavors, I will begin this discussion with 

some comments from Anderson (1999) on thinking about this dialogically. Anderson describes 

generative dialogue as “a dynamic generative kind of conversation in which there is room for all 

voices, in which each person is wholly present, and in which there is a two-way exchange and 
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crisscrossing of ideas, thoughts, opinions, and feelings” (p. 65). Penn and Frankfurt (1994) write 

that dialogue, unlike monologue, is many voiced. It is future oriented, open, inviting and relative. 

It awaits an answer. It presupposes a relationship between conversationalists in which “each tries 

to maintain herself and the other as a subject” (p. 222). This seems to be a subject-subject 

undertaking, rather than a subject-object relation.    

 

Anderson (1999: 66) muses on a question pertaining to dialogic possibilities: “what if the kinds 

of conversations we have are the kinds of relationships we have”?, and “what if in coming 

together in conversation creates something larger than both of us”? Since I consider communities 

of practice to be relational processes occurring in organizing conversations, then how we 

converse can be seen to equal how we organize and what becoming occurs in such processes.  

 
Human systems are language-generating, and, simultaneously, meaning-generating 

systems. Communication and discourse define social organization; that is, a 

sociocultural system is the product of social communication rather than communication 

being a product or organization. Hence, any system is a linguistic or communicative 

system (Anderson & Goolishian, 1988: 372).         

 

  As with my own consulting style, which received some inspiration from Anderson and 

Goolishian’s emphasis on language as generative (1988), Anderson (1999) refers to inviting 

collaborative learning communities with clients, in which joint responsibility is invited and 

emerges. To do this, Anderson states that we must invite “creative learning spaces and 

processes” in which persons can connect with each other collaboratively, and in which persons 

can be involved in constructing knowledge. Anderson states that relationships are transformed 

through dialogue (1999: 65-66). Hosking and Bass (2002) have referred to making space for 

such equal participation as “possibility space” the space for multiple local realities to co-exist (in 

dialogue). Hosking and Bass refer to this as a “multilogue”, having the quality of dialogue but 

inclusive of multiple voices and local realities.  

 

  However, in constructionism there is no such notion as separate and bounded selves. 

What we often narrate as a “self”, is considered from a different narrative, rather as comprised of 

many voices or community-based identities that co-exist simultaneously (Penn & Frankfurt, 

1994; Gergen & Kaye, 1992). Here are some examples of identities that could constitute a well-
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rounded person of experience, and could be reflected on and voiced as resources: spouse, child, 

parent, pet partner, professional, jogger, sport enthusiast, student, community member, hobbyist, 

friend, lover, communicator. When consulting with a parent I can draw on my community-based 

identity of ‘parent’ as a resource, and a way to bridge with the other person.    

 

  This kind of dialogue (or multilogue) is not necessarily something foreign. McNamee and 

Gergen (1999) suggest that such generative dialogue can be thought of as a natural extension of 

self, in that self can be considered as dialogic, incorporating Other:  

 
The individual’s actions – words, gestures, performances and so forth – are scarcely his 

or hers alone but bear the mark of myriad others. It is not he or she alone who is 

speaking but a mother, father, sister, brother, friend, teacher, fictional character, and so 

on (p. 12).   

 

  What can make the notion of generative dialogue even more interesting is the idea that 

we can bring different aspects of community-based identities, experiences or points of view into 

any conversation. Understanding this sense of personhood as a fluid multiplicity of shifting 

identities and voices can open opportunity for listening and further inquiry in the way Anderson 

refers to. Similarly to writing “a letter, where the other must be part of the inventive or fictive I”, 

within a dialogic understanding exists what Penn and Frankfurt (1994: 221) refer to as an  

 
… “interanimating process” whereby self and other are authored in conversation. 

Representations of the “other” are contained and located within our “selves”. In this view 

there can be no “I” without the “other”, and no “other” without the “I”, and it is 

language that makes this so… Given this view, conversation with others would be 

enhanced by locating the many-voiced aspects of ourselves.   

 

  McNamee and Gergen suggest that what can be taken as the autonomous act of an 

individual (e.g., an utterance) is often the performance of Other perspectives – “the remnants of 

myriad relations”. In joint action this can also include the listener to which the utterance is 

directed. We can thus consider that in putting forth the ideas of those ‘internalized others’ who 

have informed our perspective (Tomm, Hoyt, & Madigan, 1998), we are demonstrating an 

openness to multiple Others by performing their ideas. McNamee and Gergen suggest that this 

perspective of multiplicity of Otherness allows for the denaturing of utterances, especially those 
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to which we would normally take offence. Those whom we engage with are also performing 

multiple Others. The myriad of shifting identities at play and at rest can thus be explored. Thus, 

multilogue in a community of practice is not only making space for all forms of ‘individuals’ 

participating, but the potential other voices and perspectives, the voices of experience, that may 

emerge in a dialogical exchange. Hence the question “what is possible here?” can be implying 

that with multiple voices being privileged there can be many possibilities. 

 

A simple example of such dialogical multiplicity, shifting through community-based 

identities and resources, is found in the clinical consulting fragment offered in Figure 1 of the 

previous chapter. In the two-person reflective community with Scott, I try to invite a space in 

which he feels that he has been listened to. I also try to mobilize my own community-based 

identities that would coordinate well with Scott’s range of interests; this way I am not 

suspending my own subjectivity. The exchange can be considered as two subjective persons 

engaging in sharing experience and wisdom. I also make space for the client to perform multiple 

voices of experience, increasing the sense of dialogic multiplicity. For example, Scott presents a 

situation (a fixed story of his mother’s drinking) and then frames it as problematic, an utterance 

in which one of Scott’s voices dominates.  

 
We have noticed that although the inner monologue, the fixed story, is experienced by the 

client as single-voiced, it nonetheless contains the silent voices of others. The dialogizing 

process can begin when the therapist helps the client locate a second voice (Penn & 

Frankfurt, 1994: 222).  

 

In the above case with Scott I make space for how he has been mobilizing his capacity to 

act in various ways in relation to his construction of Mom’s drinking as a “problem”. Thus, Scott 

emerges as mobilizing power with a problem. But there can be other considerations in the 

dialogue, other voices of influence. For example, who else in the family, community or school 

might be constructing Mom’s drinking as a problem? It may be possible that what Anderson, 

Goolishian and Winderman (1986) refer to as “problem determined system” has emerged, with 

others forming a community around the problem construction and placing Mom into a subject-

defined problem position (e.g., suspected alcoholic). Campbell & Groenbaek (2006: 39) write 

that a person, once placed in the problem position, “has few opportunities to move from that 

position”. How might such a construction be influencing the meaning Scott makes of his family 
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life? It thus becomes important to locate other voices that may be silent: “Scott, who else feels 

that mom’s use of alcohol is a problem?” and if relevant, “how did they come to that 

conclusion?”. It might also be important to ask who doesn’t agree that mom has a problem? This 

process can be emancipating for Scott because he can start to locate other voices that may be 

silenced when we construct what we have all learned to call “problems” (Gergen, 1990).  

 

By making room for these other voices of experience, Scott and I have learned that he is 

quite active in his struggle with his mother’s drinking. Additionally, at school he is also lobbying 

to get into acting and television arts because he is passionate about those subjects, and he is 

active with his music. He can follow further his involvement with these passionate activities and 

feel himself to be an active agent by doing so. Because I am also passionate about the arts, make 

films and play music, I am able to bring aspects of my own subjectivity to the conversation. This 

language move is made to address power relations as referenced in the previous chapter by 

critical psychologist Dreier (1996), to step outside of the therapist-to-client hierarchy referred to 

by Atkinson (1993).  

 
I believe that the term “hierarchy” is often a fitting description for the relationship 

between my clients and myself. I think my clients often see themselves as having less 

knowledge, emotional maturity, and/or stability than they ascribe to me. They often fear 

my disapproval more than I do theirs, and perceive themselves as more emotionally 

vulnerable than I am. Consequently, they attribute more value to my assumptions, 

opinions, and reactions than they do to their own. Whether they should do this or not is 

another question. What seems most critical to me is that they often do, whether I like it or 

not. I don’t think that this assumption always fits, but I’ve come to think that it’s best to 

assume that, as therapy begins, clients may be evaluating me to a position of increased 

influence (Atkinson, 1993: 167). 

 

O’Hanlon also identifies a therapist-to-client hierarchy; he invites practitioners not only to 

“flatten” it, but to also see identity as fluid rather than static, thus making space for possibilities:  

 
In the past five years, therapists around the world have become intrigued by narrative 

and related approaches to therapy that flatten out the familiar client/therapist hierarchy 

and treat personal identity as a fluid social construct  (O’Hanlon, 1994: 22). 
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For relational constructionists an important question toward making space for 

possibilities is how to step out of any hierarchical relationship; embracing the idea that identity is 

fluid can be viewed as a beginning. For example, to think solely of Scott as a client in need, and 

myself as the expert would be an entitative approach to identity, with both of us stuck in static 

roles. By making space for Scott to perform other voices, I learn that his fluid nature includes 

being a youth of wisdom, problem solver, and seeker. My intention is invite a dialogical space of 

openness. 

 

Is my intent to invite a space of openness working? Scott has reported that what has 

worked well in our meetings is that he really feels that he has been heard. I now know that many 

aspects of Scott (e.g., voices, experiences) have been heard in this conversation of equal 

participation. But in my positioning with him as a therapist, some of my own community-based 

identities have also been able to participate. We often bring multiple experiences, identities, to 

our interactions. My leading voice is always that of consultant/therapist, and my other voices 

participate as necessary in service to Scott’s needs, and my need to authentically bring myself to 

the interaction. Scott, at his own request, has now expanded our consulting relationship to 

include his father when he is visiting our city. Thus, there are now three communities of voices 

and experiences participating in our reflections on Scott’s mother’s drinking, its impact on Scott, 

Scott’s impact on her drinking, and our openness to the way forward. There are many 

possibilities for construction. And there are many constructions that emerge as we explore. 

Perhaps Scott’s mom will also join with us in due time. 

 

.2 Language Games in Forms of Life 

 

The idea of different communities and constructions at play invites consideration that 

within practice there are multiple forms of life that can be privileged. And there may be multiple 

language games. This is a good time to further bring in the work of Shotter (1997) and the late 

philosopher of language, Ludwig Wittgenstein. On a dialogical approach to organizing, Shotter 

makes the following suggestion: 

 
… to begin to think and to act dialogically and relationally in our practices, then a new, 

relational paradigm must come to inform our basic ways of knowing and acting, 
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practically. Thus, instead of, as in the past, turning immediately to a study of how 

individuals come to know the objects and entities in the world around them, we should 

now, perhaps, attempt to bear quite a different paradigm in mind – one much more to do 

with the relations between people – and to studying how to play it in our practice. We 

should focus on how, by interweaving our talk in with the other activities between us, we 

first develop and sustain different, particular ways of relating ourselves to each other – 

that is, we should first study our constructing of what Wittgenstein calls our different 

forms of life with their associated language games (Shotter, 1997).    

 

In the last chapter I wrote that when we take into account Wenger’s assertion that 

communities of practice can be many, varied, and centered on practice, it becomes possible to 

refer to each community or it’s sub-groups as its own unique “form of life” with multiple 

possibilities and voices that can be heard, and in which language and relations are front and 

center.  What then might language games be? 

 

Wittgenstein’s book Philosophical Investigations was arranged as a collection of short 

passages, and was published in 1953. He first describes the basis of a language game via passage 

#2, when referencing two stone masons, seemingly an old-timer and a newcomer, and how they 

employ their own local discourse to carry out the work. Lave and Wenger imply that each C-o-P 

seems to have its own discourse or jargon, and that “learning to become a legitimate participant 

in a community involves learning how to talk (and be silent) in the manner of full participants” 

(1991: 105). 

 
2. Let us imagine a language ... The language is meant to serve for communication 
between a builder A and an assistant B. A is building with building-stones; there are 
blocks, pillars, slabs and beams. B has to pass the stones, and that in the order in which 
A needs them. For this purpose they use a language consisting of the words 'block', 
'pillar', 'slab', 'beam'. A calls them out; --B brings the stone which he has learnt to bring 
at such-and-such a call. -- Conceive of this as a complete primitive language.   

 

In passage #6 Wittgenstein invites us to imagine that the limited language he has referred to in 

passage #2 is in fact the complete language of workers A and B, and even of a whole tribe. 
 

 
6. We could imagine that the language of (2) was the whole language of A and B; even 
the whole language of a tribe. The children are brought up to perform these actions, to 
use these words as they do so, and to react in this way to the words of others. 

 



 

 

 

 43 

 

 

Wittgenstein then introduces, in passage #7, the concept of a discourse or local way of going on 

together as a “language game”.  

  
7. We can also think of the whole process of using words in (2) as one of those games by 
means of which children learn their native language. I will call these games 'language-
games' and will sometimes speak of a primitive language as a language-game. And the 
processes of naming the stones and of repeating words after someone might also be 
called language-games. Think of much of the use of words in games like ring-a-ring-a-
roses.  

We can think of any language game (e.g., discourse or local way of going on) as being its 

own locality, and therefore having its own local set of rules. If we do not know the rules (e.g., 

the agreed upon context of the game) we might not be able to participate as full participants or 

maybe not even as newcomers. Legitimate peripheral participation therefore can be theorized as 

the joint action of unfolding the rules to the game over time. Wittgenstein demonstrates this in 

passage #31.  

 
31. When one shows someone the king in chess and says: "This is the king", this does not 
tell him the use of this piece--unless he already knows the rules of the game up to this last 
point...  

 

What Wittgenstein seems to be also addressing, in the context of communities of 

practice, is the notion that there is may be one official local language game in each C-o-P, for 

example the game in practice by stone masons A and B. However, the relational constructionist 

theme which I have been referring to as ‘dialogical multiplicity’ addresses our highly mobile and 

interactive world of multiple societies and multiple perspectives, and multiple community-based 

identities, and 55 years have passed since Wittgenstein’s death. This theme shows us that there 

might never be just one community in a community of practice. There seem to be multiple 

communities and constructions at work simultaneously. Therefore, any community of practice 

can be theorized as multiple forms of life seemingly comprised of multiple language games in 

addition to what we can refer to as ‘the official language game’ or discourse surrounding the 

project of that C-o-P. The above shows that persons bring different versions of the same world 
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(to a community of practice) and can be making different meanings from events (Andersen, 

1987: 416).  

 

The next question that could emerge is how we might find ways to participate effectively 

in the midst of multiple language games, multiple constructions of reality. Some relational 

constructionists are interested in patterns of engagement, those “relational processes that make 

the world as it seems… and how individuals are obliged to take up positions within them that 

make things happen… especially when it comes to how things stay the same or change” 

(Blantern & Anderson-Wallace, 2006: 70). One possibility for participation could be to do so in 

a subject-object manner, a ‘take no prisoners’ approach in which we position ourselves as the 

knower and leave little space for the multiple possibilities of knowing that could emerge.   

 
For example, when we ask questions, when we use language in particular forms and 

ways, and for particular purposes, people cannot help responding with answers – or feel 

very awkward if they cannot do so. We do not stop to think, “what’s the rule here?” 

Indeed, knowing how to answer is not experienced as a ‘rule’ from inside the interaction. 

More plausibly, we might say that this is a previously confirmed pattern of response 

called out in relation to what is going on, what has just transpired and what we expect is 

about to happen next. ‘It’s what you do’, and is a practice acquired through being 

absorbed into communities with already established ways of doing conversations 

(Blantern & Anderson-Wallace, 2006: 71).   

 

The above authors suggest that power relations are made when we know the rules and 

can act with them. We can know how to coordinate with anything that comes our way if we 

know the rules, and the authors suggest that this has significant implications for who can say 

what, and hence what can happen, in the future. The possible positions available to participants 

are re-inscribed in the pattern of language. Of course those who do not know the rules might 

experience a different version of power relation, in which opportunities to be seen as knowing 

might be closed down. It is probably a much different action to know and adopt a stance of not 

knowing than to be seen as not knowing, simultaneously as one knows that he doesn’t know. If 

we do not know the game and how to coordinate with the local pattern, then trust might become 

at issue: “It is almost beyond us to see others acting in a trusting way if we have already decided 

that trust is a problem” (Blantern & Anderson-Wallace, 2006: 288).    
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 .3 Participation and Power Relations 

 
Vygotsky wants us to see the activity, the totality, the whole, the unity, because it is only 

from that vantage point that we can come to understand anything about process and 

function. Seeing particulars, seeing parts as making up the whole – rather than seeing the 

whole and the inter-relationships within it – we neither see nor understand very much, 

because we distort what there is to be seen. 

 

Vygotsky’s concept of the zone of proximal development (zpd) is helpful in understanding 

learning and development as a dialectical unity (Vygotsky, 1978, 1987; Newman and 

Holzman, 1993). To understand the zpd, you need to envision a new kind of entity. 

Neither process nor product, this new entity is simultaneously both (we can write it as 

one word – process-and-product or tool-and-result). Seeing process, or seeing the unity 

process-and-product, is very difficult because we are socialized in Western culture to see 

only products (things, behaviour, objects, results)… We tend also to see, experience and 

respond to people as products (identities, labels) rather than as ongoing process. We see 

ourselves, and others, as ‘who we are’ (products) and not as simultaneously ‘who we 

are’ (which includes our history of becoming who we are) and ‘who we are becoming’. 

Yet, each one of us is, at every moment, both being and becoming (Holzman, 2006: 256-

257). 

 

In the above reference to the work of the late Russian developmental psychologist Lev 

Vygotsky, Holzman refers to the distance between our being and becoming as the zone of 

proximal development or the “ZPD”. She describes a sense of process and product, that our 

processes as tools of interaction seem to lead us to a destination or social reality. Yet, we can be 

considered as always on the threshold of the possibility of becoming, aptly conveyed in Newman 

and Holzman’s (1993) use of an utterance from singer/poet Bob Dylan: “he not busy being born 

is busy dying”.   

  
The zpd is the ever emergent and continuously changing ‘distance’ between being and 

becoming. It is human activity that gives birth to and nurtures the zpd and, with its 

creation, human learning and development (Holzman, 2006: 257). 

 

To view the whole, the unity, in our interlocking behaviors we can consider how we 

participate together. If, for example, we revisit the idea that ‘we cannot not communicate’, then a 

question of participating/ not participating seems to become a question of how we can participate 
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in relations. Suffice it to say that we are always participating, even if we are silent. Or we might 

adopt a subject-object way of relating, something that seems present in the example of relational 

construction from Blantern and Anderson-Wallace (in section 2). Or we might make a different 

language move, and step outside of subject-object relations, instead inviting subject-to-subject 

relations. This could be considered as a different language game. Language games can be 

theorized as both the tool and result in relational constructions. We can possibly move from one 

language game to another, just as children play multiple rhyme games or language games in 

which words are disguised (‘pig-latin’ is a descriptive term I grew up with in constructing such 

games). Using language games in a dominant manner, to keep persons outside or from knowing 

they can access their own capacity, can be seen as a use of subject-object relations.  

 

Identifying mechanisms for subject-object practice in constructed relations has been a 

recurring theme in Foucault’s work (1982: 208). In these community relations persons become 

constituted; they enact a power-less space in the relation, for example, by carrying out assigned 

tasks, by participating in therapy that helps a person ‘fit in’ with a community, by falling in line 

with company performance reviews, or by subjugating themselves to limited participation. In 

mandated family change projects, parents often subjugate to social workers and other family 

practitioners assigned to ‘manage their case’. Foucault has summarized three mechanisms by 

which persons can be constituted relationally.  

 

 The first subject-object mechanism occurs in those practices that objectify persons 

(discourses that construct therapy clients as less resourceful are an example). Persons can 

become constituted by how they are represented by forms of inquiry that have tried to give 

themselves the status of sciences. The classic example provided by White and Epston (1990) is 

how professionals such as therapists sometimes author their clients as lacking in capacity and 

needing professional help (also see the reference to Mehan in the previous chapter).   

 

 The second subject-object mechanism is “dividing practices” another subject-object 

relation which exclude persons from their community: the person “is either divided inside 

himself or divided from others” (Foucault, 1982: 208). Mehan’s article (1996), mentioned in 

Chapter 1, demonstrates this practice in school communities of practice. Dividing practices often 

occur in collaboration with the objectifying practices of pseudo-sciences, as we have seen with 
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Mehan’s description of how the psychologist’s employed language could not be questioned by 

the teacher or parent. Gergen (1999) refers to how persons can participate or are excluded on the 

basis of holding academic credentials. Dividing practices often occur in a spatial and social sense 

and those targeted are given both a social and a personal identity, e.g., psychiatric diagnostic 

labels. (Rabinow, 1984: 8); yet the same persons can draw from multiple identities, multiple 

experiences.   

 

  The third subject-object mechanism referred to by Foucault is one by which the target 

participates in turning himself into an object. The person initiates an active self-formation, for 

example, succumbing to a dominant narrative about his capacity. Foucault acknowledges that 

such self-formation is a complicated process and occurs through a variety of “operations on 

[people’s] own bodies, on their own souls, on their own thoughts, on their own conduct.” (see 

Rabinow, 1984: 11). The objectified person appears to participate in the tool and result of 

subjugation. The self-formation process can involve self-understanding, often mediated by an 

external authority: for example, a confessor, a psychoanalyst, one’s boss, or in the case of PhD 

candidates, one’s professor or academic community (see Lee & Roth, 2003). Rabinow suggests 

that with this mode we form ourselves into meaning-giving selves: the person’s own knowledge 

and sense of identity becomes subjugated to a mainstream or more dominant narrative. The 

person becomes “tied to his own identity by a conscience or self-knowledge” (Foucault, 1982: 

212). Foucault writes that self-formation suggests a form of power that subjugates and makes 

subject to.  

 
This form of power applies itself to immediate everyday life which categorizes the 

individual, marks him by his own individuality, attaches him to his own identity, imposes 

a law of truth on him which he must recognize and which others have to recognize in him 

(1983: 212).   

 

  Persons exercise power in both self-formation and in resisting same. Relatedly, 

descriptions are often caught up in social webs of significance in which some are kept in power 

and others disempowered (Barry 1997: 32-48). There are alternatives to the experience of power 

over. Examples of resistance and power to can be found, often in the midst of power over.  
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…There can be no relations of power without resistances; the latter are the more real 

and effective because they are formed right at the point where relations of power are 

exercised; resistance to power does not have to come from elsewhere to be real, nor is it 

inexorably frustrated through being the compatriot of power. It exists all the more by 

being in the same place as power (Foucault, 1980: 142).   

 

Foucault’s understanding seems integral to resistance. Drawing inspiration from 

Foucault, White and Epston (1990) have forged careers out of encouraging clients to tell stories 

of resistance to problems and narratives that have been fashioned about their capacity. The 

elicitation of previously un-storied acts of resistance often provides us with accounts of how 

common persons exercise power in the face of adversity. In narrative therapy we often elicit such 

stories, unique outcomes in struggles against challenges or restraints. White and Epston (1990) 

explain that such stories of agency are often subjugated to more dominant narratives. So the 

work of therapists and other human systems consultants, e.g, like appreciative inquiry 

consultants, is about eliciting stories of active agency, of helping clients identify and celebrate 

‘what is working here’ in persons’ lives, communities, teams and other relations. 

 

To understand resistance and active agency, it might help to understand subjugation. 

Falzon (1998: 38) believes that we organize the world through categories. Foucault suggests that 

such categories are often “interiorized”; persons thus can subjugate their own knowledge to 

imposed descriptions if they accept those descriptions as truth. Newcomers might thus defer to 

old-timers and masters. But simultaneously there can be resistance in these relations. I have often 

witnessed newcomers with related experience resist subjugating their knowledge to that of old-

timers in online communities of practice. This can be theorized as a conflict of differing 

language games.     

 

Falzon (1998: 39) argues that in the fundamental two-sided encounter of lived experience 

we are not completely passive, impotent, or completely at the mercy of the other. We must 

acknowledge that we are active agents even when subjugating ourselves to others. Much of this 

has to do with how we organize the world and lived experience into categories, what meaning we 

make of our interactions with Other, and thus how we coordinate with the organizations of 

Other.  
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Subjugation could be understood as participating in a language game in which power gets 

us to accept something, or how some Other becomes influential to us with his organization of 

reality. But “the idea that the Other can simply reveal or disclose itself to us without any work 

whatsoever on our part is ultimately unintelligible. There can be no access to the other without 

our actively organizing the other in terms of our categories” (Falzon, 1998: 37). Thus power 

relations involve mutual organizing processes where one or another dominates, or possibility 

space is made in a both/and understanding. A subjugated form of thinking that self-negates in the 

face of Other is a form of thinking that “has become blind to its own organizing activity”, a 

person that has become blind to his own active agency. If we consider lived experience as a 

dialogical activity, then as with the pragmatic utterance “we cannot not communicate”, then we 

can extend this into “we cannot not be active agents in construction of our relations with Other” 
 

Where does agency come from? Power “is above all a relation of force” says Foucault, 

(1980: 89); power occurs as force relations: it “is exerted over things and gives the ability to 

modify, use, consume or destroy them … stems from aptitudes directly in the body or relayed by 

external instruments”. Additionally “it brings into play relations between individuals - or 

between groups” (1982: 217). Coordinating with Foucault, Falzon (1998: 44) argues that “force 

can be understood minimally as a power or capacity, inhering in an individual or body of some 

kind to do certain things or make some kind of difference in the world” (also see Patton, 1989: 

286). Foucault’s understanding of the person can be seen as a collection of forces to act, to do 

different things. “The result is a more plausible account of human agency… To be an agent 

presupposes not an abstract will but rather the corporeal power or capacity to act in various 

ways” (Falzon, 1998: 44). When a C-o-P of different realities, differing language games, is able 

to come together and cooperate many things are possible.  

 

Power thus occurs in the social field, in relations. It occurs through “a multiplicity of 

‘force relations’, of shifting, mobile, open-ended interplays of forces” (Falzon, 1998: 44). 

Foucault believes that power can no longer be described as possessed or accumulated; it 

circulates as if on a network or chain: “power is employed and exercised through a net-like 

organization” (1980: 98). Foucault suggests that persons also circulate between the threads of the 

net; we exist in the net in relations with others, in our exercising of power and/or as the targets of 
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power. We may be doing both simultaneously. Subject-object relations are one possibility in the 

exercising of power, and the sovereign transcendental subject and descending understanding 

refuted by Foucault (1980) are socially constructed products that divert our understanding away 

from power as circulatory.  

 

What is important to Foucault is how power is “exercised, and that it only exists in 

action” (1980: 89). Foucault argues that the question is how: in what form or mechanism does 

the action occur? Rather than analyze power in terms of repression, let us analyze it “in terms of 

struggle, conflict or war” (p. 90). So Foucault finds value in agency, resistance. His 

understanding of power is therefore “not primarily domination, but rather power to, corporeal 

force, the capacity to act, to do certain things, and the social field is primarily constituted in 

terms of the mobile relation relations between these forces” (Falzon, 1998: 51). Power can be 

exercised to as well as exercised over, as well as exercised upward as resistance. 

 

Generative dialogue 

 A useful framework for power to is presented by Harlene Anderson, on a specific, 

collaborative approach to coaching, and how it is dialogical and generative. Anderson, in a 

website article (n.d., http://www.harleneanderson.org/writings/collaborativecoaching.htm), suggests 

that “generative dialogue” refers to a particular form of talk in which participants “engage with 

each other (out loud) and with themselves (silently) in a mutual or shared inquiry about the 

issues at hand”. Anderson states that in generative dialogue participants question, wonder, reflect 

and more: “genuine dialogue is a social activity that is transforming for all participants”. It 

involves what Anderson calls an “authentic partnership” between participants in which space is 

created and possibilities are invited “through which new meanings and new possibilities 

emerge”.  

 

Referring to generative dialogue in a coaching context Anderson states that several 

principles are mobilized as resources, or what relational constructionists often call “power to” 

moves that enhance possibility and equal relations. The client is seen as expert and this makes 

space for multiple voices and wisdoms to enter the conversational space. The coach becomes as a 

genuinely curious learner, what I often refer to here as a “newcomer” to client experience. As a 
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learner the coach adopts a stance of not-knowing, of openness, suspending what they think they 

already know. The coach chooses cooperative language rather than knowing language. The client  

and coach are seen as conversational, subject-subject partners in a two-way back and forth sense 

of joint action that entails a process of ‘doing with’ Other. The inquiry is a shared inquiry, an 

interactive and fluid process; what is created is co-constructed from within the conversation. 

Space is made for uncertainty because the effort is collaborative. Participants are transformed 

mutually as they work together in dialogue. Less hierarchy is invited, toward the relationships 

and related systems becoming egalitarian and avoiding expert to non-expert dichotomies.       

 

Now let us move to an interaction that demonstrates a subject-subject presence. In the 

following scenario, provided by Bouwen and Hovelynck (2006: 136), X and Y are both senior 

management colleagues who have been working on a major downsizing project which includes 

the closing of a poorly performing services unit. X gave a presentation to the board just 

yesterday. Today Y arrives at the office and hears that the presentation was a disaster. In this 

scenario Z and Y engage in an open subject-subject dialogue which explores the situation. 

 

Y: I am very sorry about what happened at yesterday’s meeting. I heard from the 

secretaries that it didn’t go so well. Shall we have a talk to see what we can do to move 

ahead anyway? (Y opens up own feelings and concerns, expresses empathy and sincere 

interest in further joint discovery). 

X: That would be great. It was very difficult yesterday and I’m puzzled about what 

happened (expresses understanding).  

Y: Yes, I feel puzzled too and it’s important to understand what went so wrong (sharing 

of feelings and appreciation and willingness to explore together).  

X: I feel a big gap between our preparatory work and what the board seem to know 

already.       

 

Bouwen and Hovelynck comment that in the above scenario new perspectives can be opened up, 

and personal appreciation and estimations are exchanged.   

 

It might now be valuable to provide a subject-object response to the disastrous 

presentation. The next scenario by X and Y models a subject-object, closed and predictable 
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interaction about the situation, one that closes off possibilities. Y asks controlling questions that 

seem to place responsibility for the disaster on X. This seems to invite X to coordinate with Y by 

being very avoidant. 

 

Y: How did the presentation go? (possible closed questioning for control). 

X: I don’t know yet; it is too early to tell (avoiding further confrontation). 

Y: What are you going to do now? (another controlling question, making the other feel 

responsible). 

X: Give it time to cool off and we will see … (another avoiding reaction). 

 

Bouwen and Hovelynck suggest that in the above interaction there is a vicious circle emerging in 

joint action. There is no opening up of possibilities and no in-depth understanding.  

 

 

.4 From Understanding to Openness 

 

If communities of practice can be constituted, frequently, by multiple forms of life and 

multiple language games, then how do we negotiate, work successfully, with so much diversity? 

Do we consider ourselves as individual and separate entities who must seek to understand a 

language game and the Others who participate within it? If relational constructionism does not 

recognize separate entities, and focuses on joint action then how do we address the complexity 

of, for example, expert to non-expert and master to newcomer? Can we really understand each 

other? Some relational constructionist ideas are supplied by Shotter (1994) on understanding, 

again with his reflections on Wittgenstein. Shotter starts with an assertion that although, in 

practice, we use language everyday, “we manage not to mislead each other most of the time”. 

Yet, he states, we cannot seem to “see” exactly how it is that language works. According to 

Shotter, Wittgenstein believed that we want to understand what is often already in full view. 

Quoting Wittgenstein throughout his statement, Shotter writes the following: 

 
“We want to understand something that is in plain view. For this is what we seem in 

some sense not to understand”, he remarks (1953, #89). Thus, he goes on to say, 

“we may not advance any kind of theory. There must not be anything hypothetical in 

our considerations. We must do away with all explanation, and description alone 
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must take its place” (1953, #109). For anything hypothetical in our considerations, 

he feels, means that we are failing to take account of what is actually before our 

eyes, in the circumstances of our talk, and we are referring instead to nonexistent, 

mythical entities of our own invention. … Elsewhere, he remarks about his kind of 

philosophy, that it “simply puts everything before us, and neither explains nor 

deduces anything – Since everything lies open to view there is nothing to explain. 

For what is hidden, for example, is of no interest to us” (1953, #126).    

 

Shotter feels that Wittgenstein’s utterances seem “so weird”; yet they “call not only the 

whole nature of what we think knowledge to be into question… they also expose us as being 

responsible for continually deceiving ourselves in so many ways”, for as Wittgenstein states “it 

is not a kind of seeing on our part; it is our acting which lies at the bottom of the language 

game” (1969, #204). Shotter reflects on this statement by saying that “all our talk about ‘things’ 

as such, is grounded within certain of our relational ways of talking and acting, and … in nothing 

more! … for we all agree, don’t we – that all our claims about things, all our theories, must be 

tested in practice”. Yet, he says, we are still tempted to search for “wholly theoretical ways of 

talking”, searching for a basis to our claims to truth beyond our practical relations with each 

other. If we are failing to see the reality in front of our eyes, the reality of us living our lives in 

practice, without distorting it or telling ourselves that it must have this or that kind of nature to it, 

then we might consider what we want to call ‘understanding’ as something different, more 

relations-based, than a sense making activity that goes on in the heads of separate and individual 

entities. Consider this next statement from Shotter, again quoting Wittgenstein. 

 
Understanding is like knowing how to go on, and so it is an ability: but ‘I understand’, 

like ‘I can go on’ is an utterance, a signal’ (1980, I, # 875); that it is ‘particular 

circumstances, which justify me saying I can go on’ (1953: #154); or, ‘a philosophical 

problem has the form: ‘I don’t know my way about’ (1953: #154).                   

 

Shotter suggests that Wittgenstein, in his investigations, is not necessarily concerned with 

us ‘understanding’ each other or sharing agreements or communicating with each other. These 

activities, or at least how they are framed, appear to imply a language game played by separate 

individual entities and attendant power relations.  

 
He is simply concerned with us being able to ‘go on’ with each other (1953: #’s 146-

155), with us being merely able to make ‘followable’ or ‘responsible’ sense to each other 
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– simply reacting or responding in ways that make it possible to continue our 

relationships is sufficient for him… 
 
Thus, as I see it, his prime concern is to explore the nature of those initial embodied 

responses and reactions that make it possible for us sensibly, simply to ‘follow’ or to 

‘grasp’ the ‘tendencies’ in each other’s conduct, to study those circumstances I which we 

can ‘go on’ with each other in practice (Shotter, 1994).   

 

Shotter seems to be inviting us, like Harlene Anderson does (1997), to suspend pre-

knowledge, and to go farther and suspend our drive toward epistemology, those assumptions 

about what we can know about what exists. To do this, and follow and grasp might present a 

possibility in which epistemology and the ontology of becoming collapse together. What then 

might it take to be able to make ‘followable’ or ‘responsible’ sense to each other, to be reacting 

in such ways as to make it possible to continue our relationships? The first quality that comes to 

mind is relational openness, that enacts the capacity to learn, whether newcomer or old-timer, in 

community. I am first drawn to an example provided by Newman and Holzman (1997: 111) in 

which a child learns with openness in the certain environment that is the company of family 

members. Newman and Holzman make a point that “the total environment is not a place but an 

activity”. Learning to talk and walk is an activity the child performs with others, in togetherness, 

in openness. In Bouwen and Hovelynck’s example of debriefing a disastrous presentation, the 

generative interaction displayed openness by both senior managers. One could not be certain as 

to which direction the interaction would take, as the first statement was supplemented by the 

response. 

 

Addressing the practice of consulting, Anderson and Burney (1997) reflect on how 

establishing a dialogical space requires a philosophical stance, “a way of being in relationship 

with, thinking about, acting with, and responding to people”, a way of being with “that serves as 

the backdrop for the conversation. The stance is characterized by an attitude of openness to, 

respect for, curiosity about, and connection with the other.  It entails flexibility and willingness 

to follow the client’s ranking of what is most important to him or her”. Notice that there is a 

sense of follower-ship, even though the consultant as expert is in a hierarchical place of 

presumed leadership. McNamee and Gergen (1999: 13) have referred to this kind of 

responsiveness as an elaborate dance, like a tango. In the tango dance, part of the grand art and 
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skill exists in the actions of following with Other. Without this ‘being with’ there can be no 

elaborate tango. 

      

Anderson and Burney describe working with clients in a collaborative language 

approach, with an open and nonhierarchical manner and collaborative stance being a critical 

factor in creating a space in which non-collaborative behavior could begin to change. They 

report that changing such behavior was not their intent as consultants, but that they have 

observed it occur in such dialogical spaces. 

 
Our experience has been that individuals described as “resistant” or “combative” in 
their personal relationships often change, very quickly, to a response characterized by 
openness, and that they communicate without fear of reprisal. 

 

In such consultations, Anderson and Burney have observed how participants rose to the 

occasion, generating ideas for initiating change in their organization, and providing solutions that 

could help make such changes. In one example several participants were “astounded by the 

openness and freedom of expressing our ideas,” and said that “she (the owner) listened to us.”  

The employees expressed a desire to create an ongoing dialogue with their co!workers and “the 

boss.” In a follow-up meeting, the owner commented that the style of the questions and the 

manner in which they were asked by the consultants had helped the group to achieve a high level 

of openness.  “In fact, she said, ‘The group has never opened up like this before,’ and ‘they 

really loved the role playing’.” What is interesting in this example is that cultivating a space for 

joint openness might just bring forth openness from Others.  

 
Since the day of the workshop she has noticed a difference in the role staff members play 
in the organization. She described the employees as being less secretive and she said that 
problems are now discussed with no stigma attached to the person who brings the 
problem to the other’s attention.  Her sense was that “we are working ‘smarter,’ showing 
more consideration for one another, and seem to be on an emotional upswing.”  She also 
indicated that the staff seemed to appreciate her being more open and approachable, 
spending more time with them, and “showing less partiality or favoritism.” 

 

  Gergen, McNamee and Barrett (2001) state that Anderson speaks for many change agents 

when she proposes that therapy becomes transformative when "the therapist enters the therapy 

domain with a genuine posture and manner characterized by an openness to another person's 
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ideological base - his or her reality, beliefs, and experiences. This listening posture and manner 

involve showing respect for, having humility toward, and believing that what a client has to say 

is worth hearing." (Anderson, 1997: 153) 

  

 Relational constructionists consider realities to be multiple, local-historical, and made in 

joint action. In “joint action”, the combination of act/supplements form relational units which 

socially construct realities (Hosking 2004). Cunliffe and Shotter (2006) state that due to our 

momentary responsiveness to Other we become the kind of people we are. Cunliffe and Shotter 

argue that in the ceaseless flow of relationally-responsive activity occurring between ourselves 

and others, any utterance becomes a link in a chain of other utterances. Once again I am brought 

back to Weick’s notion of interlocking behaviors (1979) as we, in organizing, seek to resolve 

uncertainty and carry out our projects interdependently (Hosking & Morley, 1991). A 

community of practice is thus not seen as an entity separate from its participants or sub-

communities or its environment. It is understood rather as persons organizing through social 

processes, co-creating their social realities.   

 

Prior to concluding this chapter I would like to leave you with a final thought from 

Shotter, addressing organizing in the context of academic life. 

 
Currently our obsession with theoretical talk obscures the practical nature of the dialogic 

talk between us within which we jointly construct the ‘realities’ in which we find 

ourselves ‘placed’ as individuals, and into which, and out of which, we situate much of 

our talk and action. We do not yet know how to explore what is involved, practically, in 

opening up new spaces, new possibilities for being human, between us. As professional 

academics, we must find ways to extend our grasp of what goes within relationships, to 

extend our grasp of what might on within individuals ‘positioned’ or ‘placed’ between 

them – even if it means giving up the theories we can get inside our own heads. Only 

then, can we help to create a truly dialogic ‘space’ within which, not only the creation of 

new meanings will be possible, but within which everyone (not  just the ‘seeing’ elite) can 

participate in the interplay of voices (Shotter, 1994).  
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.5 Concluding Comments 

 

In this chapter I have provided a discussion of some of the core themes in relational 

constructionism so that they can be applied to the cases in the next three chapters. These have 

included the relational constructionist view of dialogue, one that is generative because it aspires 

to include, in practice, a multiplicity of community-based identities, participation, and openness. 

These have been considered as employing an ontology of becoming, a sense of allowing space 

for possibilities. I continued my story of the two person reflecting community with the client 

“Scott” and how it expanded to include another person; in addressing the sense of dialogical 

multiplicity in the context of that community I have discussed how dialogical multiplicity can be 

used in the consulting, coaching or therapy conversation, advancing the idea of multiple voices 

and experiences and community-based identities emerging in a generative dialogue. As with the 

first chapter, organizing has been theorized as occurring in relations, via act/supplements in 

language. In treating communities of practice as relational processes, and the sense of dialogic 

multiplicity I have referred to them as multiple forms of life with multiple language games.  

 

The discussion of power has been expanded to include such constructed relations as 

subjugation to the discourses of Other, and conversational ways of practicing power to and 

power over. I have shown patterns of talk that open space and interactions that close down space 

for generative dialogue. I have discussed constructed relations where persons subjugate their 

identity and agency to dominant narratives, participating in such language games as both the tool 

and the result of subject-object relations. I have discussed constructed relations in which persons 

find ways to use their capacity to act in various ways, participating in resistance, as Foucault 

(1980: 142) describes it, “right at the point where relations of power are exercised”. In those 

relational constructions there might be two different language games with different, possibly 

opposing, projects in conflict. The need has been discussed for subjugated persons to be able to 

tell their stories as a way to re-acquaint themselves with their capacity to act in various ways, 

with the tool and result of their own power, to reacquaint with the notion as Falzon (1998: 39) 

has stated “that in the fundamental two-sided encounter of lived experience we are not 

completely passive, impotent, or completely at the mercy of the other.”  
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On openness I have included references to the coaching, therapy, and organizational 

consulting of Harlene Anderson. Anderson’s ways of flattening hierarchy with clients invite 

communities of practice to enter into such dialogically collaborative practices and how such 

practices open up new meanings, new levels of participation. I have also discussed Shotter’s 

(1994) use of Wittgestein on forms of life and language games. I have done this to help move 

from talk of individual entities in which we try to understand each other, to a dialogical approach 

in which we learn to follow each other to find ways, as Shotter describes, “to ‘go on’ with each 

other … with us being merely able to make ‘followable’ or ‘responsible’ sense to each other – 

simply reacting or responding in ways that make it possible to continue our relationships”.  

 

Relational constructionism is concerned with making space for possibilities in various 

kinds of relations. Much of this chapter and its themes has been about emancipating possibility 

from subject-object relations through being response-able to Other in subject-subject ways. The 

discussed themes provide tools for reflection on the relations we construct, our constructions of 

the real and good, and a sense of insight into the tool and result of what we produce in organizing 

relations such as communities of practice. In the following three chapters, relational 

constructionism and power relations will be applied to various cases, which I describe in the 

language of communities of practice.  

 

 

.6 On the Cases in the Next Three Chapters 

 

The next three chapters (3, 4, and 5) are those in which I reflect on the cases. The 

methodologies I employ for these reflections are critical relational constructionism (Hosking 

2004), communities of practice theory (“C-o-Ps”: Lave and Wenger, 1991), and Foucault’s 

approach to power relations (1980). The three cases are from my consulting and professional 

development efforts in family therapy and organization development. I employ these as 

methodologies by discussing each case community as a community of practice, by reflecting on 

the organizing processes of each C-o-P as relations between participants, and by including a 

reflective analysis of power occurring in those relations; power is theorized as the capacity to act 

in various ways, including to make a difference. Each chapter will tell a case story of a 

community of practice I have participated in.  
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In Chapter 3, I explore organizing processes occurring in the first case. The case is a 

formal change project involving a diverse team of family change practitioners and a client. A 

special change-effort team was created with the client. All participants were described in the 

approach as “equal”. As practitioners we intended to work outside of the formal project 

hierarchy but failed, and the client resisted the subject-object practices of some of the team 

members. Issues of equal participation were not handled well. In Chapter 4, I explore organizing 

processes occurring in the second case. The case is an online C-o-P with more than 250 family 

therapist participants engaged in an informal project of professional development involving 

discussions of practice. The processes involve contributions from 27 leading participants, who 

could be said to be trying to decide, whether or not to include a client who wishes to participate. 

Issues of unequal participation, the existing hierarchy between therapists and clients, were 

handled well. The therapists, with the help of non-therapists, were able to act in a subject-subject 

way and include the client as a participant. For some years after, the client became a valued 

contributor to the therapist C-o-P. In Chapter 5, I explore organizing processes in the third case, 

an online C-o-P of organization development (OD) consultants who are engaged in an informal 

project of professional development involving discussions of practice. The central issue also 

concerns subject-object relations, but there is no (un)equal participation of anyone who could be 

considered in the client position. Rather, all of the participants are involved in the field of OD 

(organization development), HR (human resources) and training. I explore contributions from 28 

leading participants who could be said to be trying to address a secret threat by a newcomer to 

remove an old-timer, the old-timer’s publicizing of the threat, another’s accusation that the old-

timer breached confidentiality, and an aggressive social drama that emerged in the ensuing 

processes. 

 

Case stories are narrated using fragments and author reflections 

As mentioned, the case stories in chapters 4 and 5 are discussions that occurred in online 

communities, and involve a lot of conversational text. To make it easier for the reader to follow 

along, the case stories in Chapters 4 and 5 will be narrated in several “fragments” of interactive 

text, which will be labeled as such. All cases will include occasional musings on related 

literature, to add analytical voices from the methodologies. All cases will also include “author 

reflections” that reveal some of my own reflection-in-action with the events.  
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Survey response and interviews 

Chapter 3 includes a survey response from the client “Joe”, and chapter 4 includes email 

interviews I carried out with the client “Many Expressions”. These documents provide added 

opportunity to witness the voices of those in the client position and how their perspectives can 

inform practitioners.  

 

Confidentiality 

No participant in any of the three cases is identified by his/her legal or otherwise known 

name. I do this to preserve each person’s privacy. In Case 1, the names of all organizations are 

also disguised. Case 2 uses numerical titles for participants, such as “therapist 1”, “therapist 2”, 

etc. Case 2 mentions “MFTC-L” as the name of the family therapist C-o-P. This virtual 

community could be accessed online by any member of the public, and has been defunct for 

many years. It is therefore unnessary to disguise its name. In Case 3, I also employ numerical 

titles to name participants” e.g., “consultant 1”, “consultant 2, etc. “ODNET” is mentioned as the 

name of the C-o-P in Case 2; this virtual OD consultant C-o-P is public and can be accessed 

online by anyone, so there is no need to disguise its name.  

 

In this thesis, the relational processes, or joint action, are constructed by myself as 

important for reflective analysis. Identifying “Whom” it was that said something would imply an 

entititave perspective, and I have deemed such a perspective to be of little importance. The 

act/supplements of joint action, what we do together, and what that produces, I construct as 

important. The act/supplements, or interlocking behaviors occurring within chains of utterances, 

can be seen as a variety of performative scripts that we can and sometimes enter into. Such 

performative variety can be understood as providing a multitude of possibilities for going on 

together. 
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3 
CASE #1: 

PRODUCING THE CLIENT “JOE” 
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.1 Why this case and what is the focus? 

.2 Organizing the “teamworks” change effort 

.3 "Joe” and the child protection service 

.4 Team relations 

.5 Reframing differing perspectives for possibility 

.6 Some learnings from the reframing effort 

.7 Reflections from client Joe  

.8 Concluding comments   

  

 

 

.1 Why this Case and What Is the Focus? 

 

As stated in Chapters 1 and 2, I am treating communities of practice as relational 

processes of organizing, in which persons attempt to resolve uncertainty through interlocking 

behaviors (Weick, 1979). They do this as they carry out their projects and seek to add value to 

their lives (Hosking & Morley, 1991). From a relational constructionist perspective these 

processes occur in language, what we often refer to as ‘communication’ or the interlocking 

behaviors comprised of act/supplements, constituting, for example, language games. Using the 

notion of tool and result (process and product) we can understand that we are always engaged in 

processes between being and becoming. In these processes it can be stated that learning may or 

may not occur, and power can be theorized as constructed in multiple ongoing processes, as 

various constructions of the real and good are made and mobilized with others. Power relations 

often involve “ordering the world in terms of our categories, organizing and classifying it, 

actively bringing it under control in some way” (Falzon, 1998: 38). I have been arguing that 

power can be understood as strongly related with learning as well as changework. Here I seek to 
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further develop the relatedly undeveloped power aspects of relational processes as they construct 

communities of practice.  

 

In this chapter I put this focus and interest to work, exploring the process of a change 

project involving a diverse team of family change practitioners and a client: as practitioners we 

intended to work outside of the formal project hierarchy but failed: issues of equal participation 

were not handled well.  

 

 

.2 Organizing the “Teamworks” Change Effort 

 

I am referring to this change project as a community of practice using the name 

“Teamworks”. I refer to the client as “Joe”, and below I have placed the written referral that 

began my involvement. I am speaking throughout this chapter from my role as family therapist 

on the team, made up of several different professionals, and “Joe” and his supporters. I have 

already mentioned that various practitioners have identified an existing hierarchical relationship 

between client and clinical change agent (e.g., Anderson, 1997; Anderson & Goolishian, 1988; 

Dreier, 1996; Mehan, 1996; Atkinson, 1993; O’Hanlon, 1994). Anderson (1997: 71) reflects 

further on this, for example how power might be mobilized when an organizational or 

practitioner voice dominates helping interactions. 

 
The dominant voice, the culturally designated professional voice, usually speaks and 

decides for marginal populations – gender, economic, ethnic, religious, political, and 

racial minorities – whether therapy is indicated and, if so, which therapy and toward 

what purpose. Sometimes unwittingly, sometimes knowingly, therapists subjugate or 

sacrifice a client to the influences of this broader context, which is primarily patriarchal, 

authoritarian, and hierarchal.    

 

The local therapy culture and the organization context in which a therapist practices also 

prejudice the composition of a therapy system. All helping systems, whether public or 

private, whether community health outpatient clinics, women’s shelters, or group private 

practices, have traditions and beliefs that create space-defining parameters that define 

the role in which a therapist thinks and works. These parameters influence the therapist 

view of the members of the treatment system as well as whether a therapist is considered 

a member of that system, and in what position.      
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When placed into spoken or written language, these “traditions and beliefs” and “space-

defining parameters” can be thought of as “discourses”, what Parker, (1989) has referred to as 

systems of statements that construct versions of reality, and a rationale for practices that respond 

to those constructions.   

 

 

FIGURE 5: REFERRAL FOR “JOE” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The above referral requests counselling services from me as part of a specified process 

which I will refer to as the “Teamworks” process. Here, for ease of reading, is the exact text 

written by a child protection case manager from the local child protection Service.  
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Request for counseling for [Joe] with Earon Kavanagh. At a Teamworks meeting on 

February 9/06 [Joe] requested counselling with Earon Kavanagh. Outcomes to include – 

[Joe] will have reviewed past relationships and the resulting outcomes; he will be able to 

have positive relationships with authority figures and people connected with his 

daughters; he will have built on his parenting strengths to become a better father. Goals 

to be assessed during the Teamworks  process.  
 

Before we reflect on the above text, let us for a moment consider Pearce’s observation (in Parker, 

1999: 79). Pearce’s observation focuses on how discourses function as descriptions. This is an 

observation that can help us “to understand how meanings are constituted and how power is 

implicated”. Parker (1992: 5), citing Foucault, refers to a discourse as a system of statements that 

constructs an object. Now let us exam the referral. 

 

 

Author Reflection #1 

It seems to me that the content of the referral, written in a subject-object manner, constructs Joe 

as an object. By ‘object’ I mean that Joe, as “Other” seems to be known from the subject’s 

singular point of view and is thus, as Dachler and Hosking (1995) describe, “treated as available 

to be influenced, mobilized, motivated, directed… by the subject”. The subject in the referral 

would be its author, the case manager, on behalf of the child protection Service. The referral 

seems to order Joe to engage in certain activities of therapy, to accomplish certain outcomes 

that are socially certified by the child protection Service and its way of ordering the world of 

family relations. The Service seems to imply itself as if it is in a hierarchical relationship with 

Joe; for example, “he will have positive relationships with authority figures”. Yet the referral 

simultaneously refers to a “process”, which is described in other Service sponsored literature on 

practice as “collaborative” and “strengths-based” based on the idea of the family and 

community members working together as a team.  

 

 

  The following Service-sponsored literature describes our Teamworks program as 

employing collaborative practices to help families meet their relational challenges. Teamworks is 
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a mode of practice used locally and promoted by the Service with its contracting agencies. I 

work for one of those social services agencies, and refer to it as ‘Families First’. 

 
Collaborative practice can occur any time and in many ways. It is a philosophy and a set of 

principles, from which flow a set of practices. One of those practices is to meet as teams that 

work together to facilitate effective service with and for families. (Source: Teamworks 

Manual for Collaborative Practices with Families, Youth and Children, 2004: i).   

 

  The Teamworks practice literature states that it revolves around collaboration. The 

concept and attendant training was developed over several years by local professionals, including 

myself, to guide both other professionals and ourselves, when participating in Teamworks teams 

with the Service’s clients. The development of the model involved the entire local social services 

practice community. It stands on the following principles of collaboration:  

 

FIGURE 6: PRINCIPLES OF COLLABORATION FOR  

TEAMWORKS CHANGE EFFORTS 

 

 
A collaborative relationship between families and professionals reflects the 

continual pursuit of being responsive to the priorities and choices of families, 

children and youth. 

 
To collaborate is a way of working together. 

 
Collaboration contains both moments of harmony and disharmony. 

 
Collaboration is a working relationship involving critical individual and group 

responsibility with collaborators adding to the value of work of  others. 

 
Collaboration: to unite individuals together in a formal or non-formal group; to 

take a partnership in a project by teaming up to share ideas for the great 

purpose of a common goal. The challenge is to apply philosophy to practice. 

 
(Source: Teamworks Manual for Collaborative Practices with Families, Youth and Children, 2004). 
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   Next come the practices of Teamworks teams, which include client family members as 

partners in participation. The following describes how constituents in teams are supposed to 

participate together.   

 
In the traditional model “clients” received a “diagnosis”, and a corresponding 

“treatment plan” that was developed by a team of professionals from a variety of 

disciplines. The case manager’s role was to coordinate the activities of the various 

professionals and to ensure that the care and services in the plan were provided. With the 

proliferation of human services in the mid 1960’s, case managers increasingly became 

responsible for coordinating care and services from a variety of agencies, organizations 

and programs on behalf of the identified client. 

 
In contrast, collaborative practice is quite a different concept. It represents the 

integration of the key elements of collaborative practices with the service coordination 

aspects of traditional case management. In this new approach, families, in consultation 

with professionals, outline their needs and wishes. And determine the services they want 

and, in many cases, make the final decisions about their service plans. The role of the 

team working with the family is to help families meet their goals for their children and 

themselves. This is accomplished within the context of strong, trusting, collaborative 

relationships between the family and the service coordinator (Teamworks team manual, 

2004: 25).       

 

  The same manual (2004: 29) states that a team would function collaboratively, building 

partnerships through (1) a goal, (2) strong positive communication, (3) interdependence, and (4) 

clearly defined decision making. It is considered important to prepare with families ahead of 

time, set goals for each meeting, go through the principles of the Teamworks process, ensure 

there is a chair and recorder for each meeting, and form an agreement about confidentiality. The 

process of each Teamworks meeting would begin with noting observed strengths of the family, 

proceed to hopes for the family, then to concerns, and from there make measurable outcomes 

that emerge from the raised concerns. All voices at the meeting, including the client, can 

contribute. The process is complete when the family declares resolution of the problem for which 

it is receiving services. In cases of child protection the matter changes: “the ‘law’ decides and the 

professionals are obligated to intervene” (Teamworks manual, 2004: 30).    

 

The Teamworks team for Joe was initiated prior to me becoming involved. Joe’s referral 

indicates that his situation falls under child protection. At the time of the referral (Feb, 2006) 
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Joe’s three children were living in a Service foster home. Responding to the referral, I began 

meeting with Joe and began participating in Teamworks meetings with him and others. The 

initial Teamworks team was constituted with the Service case manager, a family support worker, 

an addictions counselor, and myself. Joe occasionally brought along his attorney and a 

supportive friend.  

 

With the exception of the Service case manager and Joe’s attorney, all of the professionals 

were employed at Families First. Family support workers taught parenting skills and 

communication in the home, and worked as advocates and supporters for the parents. Although 

family support workers were not therapists they had training in brief solution focused therapy, a 

conversational approach which focused on eliciting client strengths rather than deficits, and 

focuses on how clients actively engage their capacity in generating their own solutions (see de 

Shazer et al, 1986). This conversational focus on the client’s own solutions also provided clients 

with tools to make well formed appraisals of their progress or situation over time. Molnar and de 

Shazer (1987: 349), pioneers in solution focused therapy, make the following comment on the 

shift in brief therapy from problem resolution to a focus on solution talk. 

 
Brief therapy has frequently been referred to as “problem solving therapy” because of its 

focus on “problems to be solved” (de Shazer, 1982; Haley, 1977; Watzlawick, Weakland 

and Fisch, 1974). It is not surprising, therefore, that over the years a good deal of 

scholarship concerning brief therapy has addressed problem resolution. Recently, de 

Shazer has departed from this tradition and suggested that the next task in the development 

of brief therapy is to develop a clinical focus on solutions rather than problems (de Shazer, 

1985; de Shazer, Berg, Lipchick, Nunnally, Molnar, Gingerich & Weiner-Davis, 1986).    

 

 Youth practitioners, also received training in solution focused therapy, accompanied 

youth in public situations, and counseled them on their interactions with others, addressing 

behavior, communication, and other issues. The family therapist addressed clinical issues, which 

can include anxiety or family of origin issues, and strained relations. The addictions counselor 

was involved briefly, doing an assessment and working with Joe on alleged misuse of 

substances.  

 

There is usually no referral aimed at the Teamworks team, or anything that indicates an 

official project. The Teamworks team is a way of organizing services so that they are 
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coordinated with the client's needs. Multiple formal projects and desired outcomes can be going 

on with the client because each practitioner receives a separate referral. Additionally, the team, 

with the collaboration of the client, can set its own outcomes for the client. Some desired 

outcomes would be set by the client, or collaboratively in Teamworks team meetings, or by the 

child protection Service. Meetings would be held regularly to monitor the progress. In theory, the 

team attempts to collaborate with the family so that the family becomes a member of the 

Teamworks team and participates in reviewing progress and assigning outcomes.  

 

In addition to collaboration, the Teamworks process claimed an adherence to strengths-

based practice, again outlined in the Teamworks manual (2004: 18). 

 
The strengths-based approach focuses on inherent client strengths, resources, and coping 

abilities. Clients are viewed as being capable of change. They are partners and active 

participants in the change process. The worker’s primary function is to help clients 

recognize, strengthen, and marshal their inherent strengths and abilities. In strengths-

based approach, the client is the expert with the knowledge and ability to create the 

needed change. 

 

Principles of strengths-based practice were outlined by the Teamworks manual: 

 
• Every individual, group, family and community has strengths. 
• Trauma, abuse, illness and struggle may be injurious, but they may also be sources of 

challenge and opportunity. 
• Assume that you do know the upper limits of the capacity to grow and change, and 

take individual, group and community aspirations seriously. 
• We best serve clients by collaborating with them. 
• Every environment is full of resources. 

 

 In the words of Berg & Kelly (2000: 17), in strength based practice “the worker offers to 

cooperate with the client, rather than demanding cooperation from the client, thus creating a 

collaborative loop of interaction”. Collaborative strengths-based practice can be conceived as a 

practice of old-timers (experts in relational practice) mobilizing power to the client. First, the 

client is treated as if the expert of his own life. I have been discussing Foucault’s (1980) 

definition of power as the capacity to act in various ways. Thus power to can occur by the 

practitioner recognizing that the client has strengths and is actively working to meet life 
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challenges, and the helper looks for ways to elicit and celebrate those strengths, often through the 

client’s own stories. These stories often reveal signs of other community-based identities which 

can be consulted for resources that can then be applied to the relational challenge. One example 

of strengths-based practice is the work I have doing with the client Scott, described in the 

previous two chapters. 

 

 In strengths-based practice, team members coordinate their efforts to empower the family 

to work through its issues, so that the family increases its capacity, its power to function in a 

healthy and socially certified manner, and it demonstrates this capacity as the process unfolds. 

Working collaboratively and strengths-based can be viewed as an effort to participate non-

hierarchically, outside of subject-object relations, with child protection Service clients. It would 

be understandable, it seems, that in seeking non-hierarchical behaviors from parents with their 

families, that practitioners would also be finding ways to act non-hierarchically with the client. 

The Service has been a driving force behind the development of the local Teamworks approach. 

There appears to be a sense of this collaborative strengths-based approach in the Service’s 

mission statement, a shown next, in Figure 7. 
 

 

FIGURE 7: THE CHILD PROTECTION SERVICE DESCRIBES ITSELF 

 
 

The Service provides programs and services to ensure that healthy children and responsible 

families are living in safe, caring and inclusive communities.  

 

Child Protection Service Overview 

The Service works to ensure that the province's children and families have the best chances 

possible to succeed and thrive. 

Our Mission 

To promote and develop the capacity of families and communities to. Care for and protect 

children and youth. Support adults with developmental disabilities.  

Our Role and Mandate                                                                                                               

Advance the safety and well being of children, youth and adults. Advance early childhood       

development through strategic investments. Advance and support a community-based system of 

family services that promotes innovation, equity and accountability. 
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Author Reflection #2 

If the professionals participating in a Teamworks effort can be thought of as old-timers at 

collaborative and strengths-based practice interacting with parents and families, then we can 

extend this to include the idea that, through such interactions with professionals, parents could 

be acquiring collaborative and strengths-based practices through legitimate peripheral 

participation, which they could then extend to their own families. If this is the case, then my 

previously stated concerns about Lave and Wenger’s omission of power relations must be 

addressed. What might a community of practice and legitimate peripheral participation look 

like when we consider the three concerns which I raised on the apparent lack of attention to 

power relations in C-o-P theory? I have written in this thesis that Lave and Wenger’s account 

of communities of practice appeared as if  

 
… (1) single-voiced rather than including the voices of the many participants referred 

to; (2) not attuned to relations of power, and (3) not conveying other possibilities in 

situated learning, such as masters and old-timers learning from newcomers. 

 

Based on my above comments, a tool-and-result (process and product) desire for Teamworks 

teams to be a subject-subject community of practice is outlined below. 

 

A subject-subject approach to Teamworks team participation 

• A Teamworks C-o-P would make space for including the voices of all of the constituents;  

• Attunement to relations of power, both subject-object and subject-subject relations;  

• New possibilities could be sought in situated learning, such as masters and old-timers (the 

family relations practitioners) learning from newcomers (the families). 

 

 

Our local practice language refers to a Teamworks process. But from a relational 

constructionist perspective there are multiple relational processes taking place, including power 

relations, as constituents bring their own projects and perspectives to the team, participate to add 

value to their lives, and simultaneously advance their own projects. As I have suggested, Joe’s 

Teamworks team had recruited my involvement into what seemed to be a hierarchical power 

relation. Based on the Teamworks manual, our job seemed to be to find collaborative and 
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strengths-based, subject-subject ways to participate, paradoxically working within the subject-

object relation implied in Joe’s referral. 

 

    

.3 Joe and the Child Protection Service 

 

Like many of our clients, Joe was a single parent. Child protection workers were 

concerned, in part, about the relations occurring between Joe and the eldest daughter, age 13. Joe 

seemed to adopt a ‘master of the house’ role, with the eldest daughter acting as an old-timer, 

expected to carry out and administer Joe’s directions to the younger children. This could be seen 

as a hierarchical approach using a chain of command. All members were expected to “pitch in” 

around the home under the supervision and watchful eye of the eldest daughter. Thus, we now 

had in the Teamworks process what seemed like two hierarchical communities, the Service’s 

community and Joe’s family, being placed into relation. 

 

Joe espoused to me that he led his family much like a “tight ship”, reminiscent to me of a 

military style of organizing: for example, the Navy ships referred to in Lave and Wenger’s case 

on quartermasters (1991: 73-76). But Joe also stated to me on many occasions that he viewed his 

family as an ongoing project in which he was developing as a father, and he was its provider and 

leader. Joe seemed aware that raising children was a processual experience and that he didn’t 

know all the answers as a parent. He was particularly interested in finding ways to be a father 

with his eldest, who was taking greater levels of personal freedom and staying out late. Joe told 

me of his worry that she was getting involved with persons that used drugs. 

 

Family support workers who visited Joe often reported he did little around the home, but 

did carry out odd jobs to add to his monthly social security income. He also supplemented this 

income by going to two or more food banks a week. Some family support workers described Joe 

as taking advantage of the social support system. Joe responded to me that he was just being 

intelligent in his survival methods; it seemed that Joe was not going to easily subjugate his 

identity or his sense of agency to the narratives of the Service or family support workers. But Joe 

was anxious about his situation. He had confided to me his belief that no outsiders should 

“interfere” with his family, which he viewed as a separate and distinct entity, and nothing should 
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separate its members. Joe’s children had been placed in foster care because of alleged neglect 

and Joe’s alleged use of drugs. Joe’s attitude toward the “interfering” social workers frequently 

placed him in conflict with case managers. Under “the law”, case managers do have the legal 

right to ‘intervene’ in a family.  

  

In matters of child protection it is “the law” that dictates proceedings, and from there the 

case manager constructs the “desired outcome”. Collaboration and strengths elicitation are used 

to help the client do what is mandated. Judges in child protection proceedings often sign off on 

children being placed in foster care if there is enough evidence of concern expressed by social 

workers. A successful change effort could result in a family reunification. The case manager 

ultimately decides whether the child protection Service’s outcomes have been met. In that sense 

the Teamworks team with Joe was also hierarchical. It is now common for certain local case 

managers to state in a Teamworks meeting that the Service’s concerns are leading the change 

process, despite our description of the process as a collaborative one. However, Teamworks 

meetings allow space for airing both positive developments and concerns. 

 

Now let’s look at a child-raising perspective agreed to by most child protection workers 

and many parents I have spoken with over the years. Consider Wenger’s suggestion that the 

family, as community of practice, participates in the project of survival, of establishing what he 

refers to as “a habitual way of life”. Led by the parent(s), the family’s central project seems to be 

one of survival and development: from Wenger’s perspective the members participate in 

developing the family’s own practices, routines, rituals, artifacts, symbols, stories, histories, and 

conventions (norm-governed social relations). The outcome of this can be seen as tool-and-

result, embracing both process and product as all members of the family participate in becoming. 

Many parents have told me over the years that the outcome they want is for their grown children 

to be law-abiding citizens, participate in our democratic society, develop satisfying careers, and 

successfully lead and contribute to their own family. Parents can be viewed as becoming old-

timers at practices that include providing, care-giving, and mentoring.  

 
… parents want their children to be healthy and well educated, and to grow up to have 

happy and healthy lives. They want their children to stay out of jail, to get a job and to 

avoid the welfare system. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

(UNICEF, 2005) asserts that it is the right of the child to have its education directed 
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towards  “the development of the child’s personality, talents and mental and physical 

abilities to their fullest potential (p. 15). (Source: Joint Special Report - Health and Well-

being of Children in Care in British Columbia, 2007: xi).     

 

If power is the corporeal capacity to act in various ways, including the possibility to make a 

difference (Foucault, 1980: p. 89; Falzon, 1998: p. 44), then the role of a parent can be viewed as 

inviting and contributing to the development and actualization of this capacity in the family.  

 

A commonly used term in our society is “dysfunctional”. Pioneers of the family therapy 

movement suggested in the 1970’s that what distinguishes a healthy family from a dysfunctional 

family is the latter’s inability to cope with “potential crisis points” normal to the family 

developmental life cycle (Haley 1973: 42; Weakland et al, 1974; Stanton, 1991: 363). In Weick’s 

language (1979) this can be viewed as dealing with the inevitable uncertainty encountered in 

processes of organizing. Communications seems to play a pivotal role; Satir (1983: 119) 

observes that an individual who behaves dysfunctionally will express incongruently, giving 

conflicting messages, using different methods of communication and using different signals. 

Revealing of the complexity of challenges in family organizing, Kaslow (1991: 664) cites 

research findings by Lewis, Beavers, Gossett & Philips (1976), and notes that “all too few people 

come from healthy families; many come from midrange or dysfunctional ones”. She describes 

the emotional heritage of individuals from midrange and dysfunctional families as possibly 

including child abuse, chaos, continual unresolved tension and conflict, rigidity, role 

stereotyping, an alcoholic parent, and/or an erratic or mentally ill parent.   

 

!

Author Reflection # 3  

If power involves encountering the world, and “necessarily involving a process of ordering 

the world in terms of our categories, organizing and classifying it, actively bringing it under 

control in some way” (Falzon, 1998: 38), then can we do this without interfering with the 

development of another’s capacity to act? 

!
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Child protection workers become involved locally when parents exercise their capacity in 

ways that interfere with their childrens’ capacity and contravene child protection laws. As per the 

BC Child, Family and Community Service Act (1996) children require an adequate level of 

shelter, food and clothing and a socially certified level of respect; they cannot be neglected, nor 

can there be psychological, physical or emotional abuse of children. Local schools, other 

agencies, and watchful neighbors and relatives often act as watchdogs and report any signs of 

excessive child stress to the child protection Service, which then decides if an investigation is 

needed.    

 

 

.4 Team Relations 
 

It seemed, that to consider Joe as an equal participant on the Teamworks team was 

somewhat paradoxical. Joe was in the ironic position of being the identified target for change, 

and the Service case manager seemed to be driving the effort. As can occur in such mandated 

cases, I often observed tension between the case manager and Joe. Thinking of equal 

participation privileges and collaboration, I felt that the power relations on the C-o-P were 

already imbalanced. Joe was clearly expected to cooperate with the Teamworks team or risk not 

having his children returned home. 

 

Despite the idealistic description of Teamworks teams in the local practice literature, this 

Teamworks process can be considered a subject-object relation, of rehabilitating Joe by having a 

group of professionals cluster around him. Below are some issues that we experienced and had to 

"position" with on the Teamworks team, some of which seemed to make Joe’s experience of the 

Teamworks processes very confusing. Within the language game of our family support team and 

supervisor, “positioning” meant to find ways to work with challenges without addressing them 

overtly. I often wondered whether the complexity of these issues kept Joe confused.  

 

 

Constructions of ‘the work’ with Joe 

The family support workers sometimes referred to their practice with clients as “the 

work”. We had training with collaborative and strengths-based practice, and for several years in 

our team discussions we had described our practices as being strengths-based and collaborative. 



 76 

However, each discipline within the professional team brought different constructions of “the 

work” and different areas of focus to the project. Different constituents on the Teamworks team 

seemed to have their own values and definitions, constructions of what “collaboration” meant 

and their own agendas (projects) for practice. Figure 8 follows, and demonstrates some of these 

different constructions. 

 

FIGURE 8: MULTIPLE CONSTRUCTIONS OF ‘THE WORK’  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It appeared that we were all mobilizing our own constructions of collaboration, perhaps 

stemming from the preferred language game of each discipline. For example, family support 

workers often talked about their work as ‘supporting’ the family; I have often overheard phone 

conversations in which a family support worker told clients she was there to "support" them. The 

youth worker often talked as though he consistently joined with the case manager’s perspective. I 
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spoke of my work as changework, preferring not to use such descriptions as ‘support’, for 

support, to me, implied that change was not easily possible and portrayed the client as needy. Of 

the Families First staff, I could be considered the old-timer practitioner, in that I had worked with 

Joe for 3 years. As the family therapist I also occupied the senior or “expert” position and had 

been on staff for 12 years.  

 

 

Author Reflection #4 

Despite the above different language games and backgrounds some questions arise: how can 

one perspective, one construction have more influence than another? How can one voice or 

one perspective dominate? And how can we find a way to share a common perspective, or at 

least find a collaborative way of working together despite differences? Perhaps it is important 

to be curious about these questions.  

 

 

Because the Families First team was comprised mostly of family support workers it was 

the language game of support that seemed to dominate, and the team supervisor was also a 

family support worker. Additionally, the Service had cut back funding from therapists and was 

now relying on family support workers to carry out the work, whatever the work was.  

 

Joe had shared with me his own meaning for support; it consisted of those actions that 

would help him achieve his own outcomes, his own projects. On several occasions he confided 

to me that, in his own understanding, the Teamworks team should support him by cooperating 

with his projects, as mentioned earlier by Berg and Kelly (2000 17): cooperating with the client. 

For example, once his children were returned back home, Joe liked it when a family support 

worker would drive him to several food banks per week. Joe also liked it when I took him for 

sessions at a coffee shop, where he felt more comfortable, or when we did what some therapists 

call a “walk and talk” session outside where he could smoke. Some, such as the Families First 

supervisor, believed that Joe’s preference for support was fostering his dependency on the 

support system, so family support workers were encouraged to refrain from this kind of support. 

This is an example of a backroom consultation and decision being made without client 

participation.  
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Author Reflection #5 

The above seems to speak to inclusion, to “access”. Access is a term used by Lave and 

Wenger on being able to access LPP. If the Teamworks team was to function in a subject-

subject manner that included all voices, attuned itself to power relations, and sought new 

possibilities in situated learning, there might have been conversations with Joe around his 

preference for support. Joe might then be able to consider his voice as being heard. If such 

conversations had occurred, the sense of dialogical multiplicity may have emerged and we 

may have come to an arrangement with Joe on what support meant to him rather than a 

supervisor’s perspective being imposed from a backroom conversation.  

 

 

The supervisor was not a Teamworks team member but often called the positioning 

strategies from behind the scenes. Joe was not consciously aware of such influence attempts but 

sensed that he wasn’t being treated fairly. As Hosking and Morley have written (on influence and 

multiple projects),  

 
Actors will attempt influence to promote their constructions of social order through their 

relations with other actors who are attempting to do likewise. If the status quo appears to 

support and promote an actor’s projects then the actor is likely to attempt influence to 

sustain the status quo. On the other hand an actor’s sense of the status quo may be such 

that it needs to be changed in order better to protect and promote their values and 

interests (Hosking and Morley, 1991: 75).   

 

 

Author Reflection #6 

It seemed that these multiple perspectives and their aficionados, including myself, could be 

considered as forms of life, and our different ways of relating to Joe from different discourses, 

differing invitations into language games. In that sense we were all constructing the project in 

different ways; our constructions were to some extent our own projects, our own agendas of ‘real 

and good’ practice. 
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Joe often stated that the above was confusing and overwhelming, as if being barraged 

from multiple sides. Although my official mandate was to provide clinical services, my 

unofficial task became one of providing ongoing coaching to help Joe work successfully within 

the Teamworks team, and with the case manager.  

 

A changing cast of participants 

Sometimes a professional participant must be replaced in a Teamworks team because s/he 

has found work elsewhere, or has left for other reasons. There were several such replacements of 

family support workers, and therefore Joe had to adapt to new workers. Over the life of Joe’s 

Teamworks team these personnel changes meant that Joe had consulted with three case 

managers, five family support workers, a youth worker, a child mental health expert, an alcohol 

and drug counselor, another family therapist, his attorney, a church supporter, and a church 

pastor. This does not include the behind the scenes orchestrations of the supervisor. Joe reported 

that the changing cast of participants was confusing. The changing participants were not able to 

fully extend power to Joe.  

 

Joe had shown me that he had a well developed capacity to survive, possessed home-

making skills and was industrious at earning income, albeit sporadically. His manner of 

organizing his family was not favored by the professionals, because it was deemed to place the 

children, particularly the eldest, under stress. Each family support worker was employed to help 

Joe expand his repertoire of skills in organizing the family. This work usually took place in Joe’s 

home; he was actually under observation and supervision. For example, based on observing Joe’s 

behavior, support worker suggestions might be made for doing certain interactions with the 

children differently. Relationship building with the client is an integral aspect of this work. 

According to the Teamworks manual, the client should ideally feel that his own methods have 

some validity and strengths. The practitioner must be able to follow the logic of the client and the 

client must be able to follow the family support practitioner. It is supposed to be collaboration, if 

that is possible, within a hierarchical power relation. If the exercise is to be successful, the client 

experience of the hierarchy must somehow be flattened, there must be an experience of subject-

to-subject, a sense of colleague to colleague.  
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Author Reflection #7 

It seemed that if family support workers are being replaced, there is now a concern of new 

relationship building and continuity with what has been working in a practitioner/client 

relationship. Joe was expected to adapt to building these new relations several times. Perhaps 

some transparency in Teamworks meetings to address this dilemma of changing workers might 

have been helpful, as a start toward building relations of openness. This might have made it 

easier for Joe to follow and adapt to the ongoing personnel changes.   

 

 

 

Participation 

Taking the time to consider the notion of tool-and-result (process and product) might lead 

us to consider what kind of a community we are producing by our relational processes. If we 

choose to work outside of subject-object ways, for example employing a Foucault perspective on 

power, then the capacity to act in various ways can be theorized as diffused, distributed, rather 

than hierarchical (Gergen, 1995). Applying such ideas to access, I have grown to believe that 

Teamworks teams could function well if the client is allowed to fully participate in what kind of 

community we are producing. Joe and other clients are not there to learn how to be therapists or 

family support workers. But they can learn, through LPP, how to collaborate in nonhierarchical 

ways, but only if the alleged old-timers at relational practice, the professionals, are collaborating 

in nonhierarchical ways. 

 

Based on my involvements with other C-o-Ps, I argue that we could walk our talk about 

equal participation and model a learning community with nonhierarchical self-organizing 

processes, in which we work through challenges together. Such a C-o-P, constituted by family 

therapists and one client, is discussed as a case in Chapter 4. Additionally, to provide a positive 

example from Teamworks experience, during a difficult moment in a 2001 meeting the case 

manager and I looked at each other in bewilderment, for we had run out of suggestions to address 

a mother’s dilemma with her teenage son. The mother was chairing the meeting (a non-

hierarchical level of participation for the client). In desperation the social worker and I looked at 

the 15 year-old male and said “what ideas might you have on this?” The mother looked at him 
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also and asked the same question. The youth thought for a few moments, and then generated a 

possibility that surprisingly seemed like the perfect solution to the family’s dilemma. The mother 

was amazed at the answer, and agreed that it should be implemented. After implementing the 

son’s suggestion, a several year struggle between the mother and son began to cease. She began 

to show more openness to his capacity to be responsible. He became more responsible. The 

mother and son had crossed a threshold of possibility in which they could both now influence 

each other, and had become as partners in this new stage of family life. The client might 

internalize such developed skills of collaboration thru LPP (this will become more obvious with 

the case in Chapter 4).  

 

Unfortunately, it seemed to me that LPP was not achieved for Joe, and the access was 

limited to a subject-object undertaking with Joe as the target of change. It also seemed to me that 

Joe experienced the Teamworks processes as interference rather than support. When I suggested 

this to the case manager one day, she blurted out “it is support and Joe has agreed to it”. Joe did 

agree to what was presented as a collaborative and strengths-based Teamworks process, in order 

to get his children back. But a C-o-P with limited access for Joe implied an obvious power 

relation in which Joe’s cooperation was held captive. For Joe to achieve LPP around our 

intended “collaborative” and “strengths-based practices” we might have to make space for him to 

voice his perspective and develop with us as a C-o-P participant, whether or not we agreed with 

his perspective and style of expression. We might have to find a way to engage in generative 

dialogue, to move toward what Anderson and Goolishian (1988: 384) describe as “a space in 

which a dialogical conversation can occur and [taking responsibility] for continually steering the 

conversation in a dialogic direction… in which all participants can make room for the creativity 

and consciousness of each other”. 

 

!
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Shotter (1993: 62) suggests that life is dialogic: “to live means to participate in dialogue: to ask 

questions, to heed, to respond, to agree, and so forth”. Shotter goes on to suggest that those 

denied the possibility to participate in dialogue can, “to say the least, be expected to feel 

humiliated and angered”. Therefore, as an application of what Hosking and Morley (1991) 

write, organizing and learning relations in C-o-Ps can be considered to involve ongoing 
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negotiation and influence processes as participants try to have their context accepted: “each 

actor competes with others for acceptance of their descriptions, and for the translation of their 

descriptions into action” (p. 83). Anderson and Goolishian (1988: 372) suggest that meaning 

and understanding are intersubjectively constructed, as person engage in inter-actions which 

may lead them to agreement that they are experiencing, for example, the same event in the same 

way; but simultaneously agreement is “fragile and continually open to renegotiation and 

dispute”. 

 

Cunliffe and Shotter (2006), also contributing to relational constructionism, suggest that 

in conversation we exist within a space of possibilities and from there it is where we perform our 

actions. Hosking and Bass (2002) refer to the above space as “possibility space”, a space in 

which we make room for multiple contexts. In Teamworks team practice, to espouse to include 

clients as full participants, “partners” alongside the professionals can be misleading. Multiple 

insider conversations about Joe went on behind closed doors, conversations about positioning 

with him, conversations constructing him as difficult, conversations that did not include him. 

Such conversations included reports, for example, of him not being at home, and suspicions that 

he might be avoiding the family support worker. Such subject-object processes constructed Joe 

and constructed meaning about his actions. I am thinking for a moment of a quote from Hosking 

(“Oratie” inaugural lecture given at Utrecht University, 2007): “if no one is listening then there is 

no possibility of persuasion”. If persuasion is an aspect of change projects (isn’t it usually?) then 

it might help to have the target of change participate in the self-organizing conversations.  

 

Reflecting on the notion of tool-and-result (process and product) the case manager might 

benefit from realizing she was participating in creating relations as she constructed herself as 

case manager acting out child protection interests within a practice community. On the other 

hand, by his action or non-action, Joe seemed to participate in creating whatever relations were 

created. It could be stated that local history was being constructed and re-constructed in group 

acts and responses. It might have been emancipatory for both Joe and the rest of the Teamworks 

team if he had felt more included. It could have been more valuable if we could enter a reflexive 

process to discover how it is we were co-creating the results we were getting. I worked diligently 

to foster Joe’s sense of feeling included. I often reviewed his concerns with him, and coached 

him on how to present them at the scheduled Teamworks meetings. This gave him increased 
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opportunity to participate; such participation, and concerns raised by Joe were recorded in 

Teamworks meeting reports, so in that sense he achieved some level of voice.  

 

 

The normalizing gaze - power over 

For many years family support workers at Families First had worked in a coaching 

capacity, helping clients to communicate better, performing advocacy, seeking services, and 

generally helping parent(s) be more resourceful. They traditionally worked from a feminist 

approach, often with young single mothers who mostly self-referred; they provided information, 

networking and support possibilities, and encouragement. Youth workers mentored youth and 

provided a space for their voice amidst  often difficult family relations.  

 

Related to recent contract changes and the integration of our services with the child 

protection Service, support workers and youth workers were increasingly expected to be what 

was described locally as “the eyes and ears” of the case managers. It seemed that they became a 

vehicle for reporting, for example, whether the client was following the case manager’s 

directions. These reports would become part of a central electronic file on Joe, as occurs with 

other Service clients who are under investigation and referred to as having an “open file”. It 

appeared to Joe and myself that he had been placed under ongoing surveillance by the presence 

of family support workers visiting his home.  

 

 Foucault (1979: 178) has referred to such power over practices as the “normalizing gaze”, 

a way of bringing about submission by surveillance and reporting. The normalizing gaze would 

subject persons to a “whole micro-penalty of time, of activity, of behavior, of speech, of the 

body, of sexuality”. Quoting Foucault (1979), White and Epston describe how the normalizing 

gaze occurs through keeping a file on a person. 

 
The documentation of lives that became available through the invention of the file 

enhanced the practices of the normalizing and the individualization of persons. This 

enabled individuals to be “captured and fixed in writing” and facilitated the gathering of 

statistics and the fixing of norms – that is, the construction of unitary and global 

knowledges about persons. According to Foucault, the description of persons, the “turning 

of real lives into writing,” became an important mechanism in this new form of social 

control… In facilitating registration and the “objectification and subjectification” of 
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persons, the file was instrumental in the “formalization of the individual” (White and 

Epston, 1990: 69-70).    

 

 

Under this power over gaze the target can act to interiorize his sense of always being 

watched, subjugating himself to the observers, shaping his behaviors to supplement the watchful 

gaze in a placating manner.  

 
It is the fact of constantly being seen, of being able always to be seen, that maintains the 

disciplined individual in his subjection (Foucault, 1979: 187). 

 
We are talking about two things here: the gaze and interiorization …. There is no need for 

arms, physical violence, material constraints. Just a gaze. An inspecting gaze which each 

individual under its weight will end by interiorizing to the point that he is his own overseer, 

each individual thus exercising this surveillance over, and against, himself. A superb 

formula: power exercised continuously and for what turns out to be a minimal cost 

(Foucault: 154-155).    

 

In the above, Foucault is referring to the Panopticon, a prison design that forces its 

inmates to do surveillance upon themselves. However the design is now generally accepted as a 

generative symbol for the normalizing gaze and mechanisms such as dossiers kept on persons’ 

lives and behaviors, and how such mechanisms of power can shape persons’ responses. If a 

client knows that the Service’s agents can come into his home at any time and report what they 

see, that client might keep his home in a state of readiness for inspection. Or, like Joe, he might 

resist on principle, that as a free citizen he should not be watched. Joe confided to me that the 

surveillance infuriated him, and that he sometimes responded with resistance, not answering the 

phone or the doorbell. Referring to persons who resist, Foucault (1980: 136) asks the questions 

“What is it that sustains them, what gives them their energy, what is the force at work in their 

resistance, what makes them stand and fight?”   
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Author Reflection #9 

As I reflect on making room on Teamworks for Joe’s resistance, I think for a moment on 

Falzon’s (1998) suggestion that there is something to be learned from resistance in the sense 

that it can invite dialogical activity. 

 
Resistance requires not separatism but engagement and struggle with the existing culture, 

through which the social practices in which we exist can be changed, and what Foucault 

calls a new ‘economy’ of social relations brought about (Foucault, 1982: 210). At the 

heart of such struggle and transformation is not a ready made, essential form of life 

which has been denied by the existing culture, but the creative, transgressive activity 

through which we go beyond existing social limits and produce new forms of thought and 

action. What resistance can usefully demand from dominant forms of cultural 

organization in order to assist this struggle is not tolerance of one’s difference, but rather 

that the dominant cultural forms be aware of their finitude and historicity, that they 

recognize that theirs is not the only way of proceeding, and thus that they be receptive to 

the possibility that there may be different ways of thinking and acting (Falzon, 1988: 98).     

 

Once again we return to the notion of tool-and-result (process and product), and what kind of 

community we are producing in our relations. Power over tactics carried out under the guise of 

“collaboration” and “strengths-based” practices do not construct a sense of openness toward a 

client; they re-construct hierarchy and power over, subjugation as a way of relating, or perhaps 

they produce resistance. Space, for dialogue and expanding possibilities, for Joe to act in 

various other ways from his capacity was closed down by the use of such tactics. Power to can 

be employed as a pathway toward greater possibilities. Anderson discusses principles that are 

mobilized as resources to constitute power to moves that enhance possibility and equal 

relations. (Source: http://www.harleneanderson.org/writings/CoachingArticle.htm).  

 

Power to principles include that the client is seen as expert in his own life, and this makes space 

for multiple voices and wisdoms to enter the conversational space. If the client is viewed as an 

expert, a sense of openness must be extended toward him. The practitioner becomes as a 

genuinely curious learner, what I now often refer to in C-o-P language as a “newcomer” to 

client experience, rather than a reporting agent. As a learner the practitioner adopts a stance of 
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not knowing, of openness, suspending what he thinks he already knows. The practitioner 

chooses cooperative language rather than knowing or over-seeing language. 

 

 

 

Positioning in participation 

When we consider that multiple participants bring their own projects and constructions to 

organizing, it seems natural that a certain amount of positioning would go on as persons try to 

have their own perspectives validated and gain influence. From a relational constructionist 

perspective, relational processes always construct and reconstruct power relations. In Joe’s 

Teamworks team, different behavioral positioning occurred from the different workers. The 

youth worker told me in reflective conversations that he often positioned in alliance with the case 

manager with each family case. He said that in his opinion it is always the case manager who 

represents the Service, which makes referrals and funds our services, and therefore “calls the 

shots”. On the other hand, family support workers often expressed feeling divided between their 

own espoused claim of adhering to collaborative and strengths-based support for clients, and 

forming an alliance with the case manager to become “the eyes and ears” of the Service.  

 

As the therapist on the team I managed to avoid the above part of the positioning game. 

However, in this Teamworks team, my experience as a clinician has been an ongoing struggle 

between the practice ideologies of “support” and the “change-agent” ideologies of the clinician. I 

had to validate anything I did that was unfamiliar to the team supervisor, who came from a 

background of family support practice. This placed me in the unique position of feeling as 

though I was constantly explaining myself. One practice that emerged was that of “team 

positioning”. In this practice the team would be directed, by the supervisor, to go into a meeting 

with a case manager and others, and present a uniformed position that would influence or be 

acceptable to the case manager. This appears to me as an example of practice agendas (projects, 

perspectives) that are about some constituents striving to have their practices survive and be 

relevant in the midst of others.    

 

Some of the challenges I encountered in our team seemed similar to challenges 

encountered by 'internal' organization development consultants who provide services to their 

own workplace. It seems very difficult to act as if existing outside of the local power relations. 
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We are working within a community we create, with its multiple constituents, multiple projects, 

and multiple processes of influence. Scott (2000), commenting on consultant cases, states that 

the internal consultant must answer to his own manager, who can have his own undeclared 

agendas around projects and clients. The internal consultant co-exists with those he serves, and 

yet his performance is evaluated by his boss rather than his clients; additionally he might find it 

difficult to adhere to confidentiality practices as if he was an external consultant. In a 

Teamworks team the therapist is never really independent of pre-existing power relations, as all 

professionals answer to each other, so positioning oneself as outside of team power relations, like 

an external consultant, is difficult to achieve. In the early days, when we were first developing 

Teamworks practices, I often positioned as a outside consultant to the other service providers; 

fortunately I had managers that gave me room to do that without being overly directive with their 

own projects. That changed when I transferred into the interdisciplinary team supervised by the 

family support worker. 

 

 

.5 Reframing Differing Perspectives for Possibility 

 

The case manager’s construction of Joe appeared to restrain the collaborative and 

strengths-based approach we were trying to practice. Joe had often been accused of being 

“closed to support”, “resistant”, “avoidant”, “mistrustful, and verbally “abusive” to case 

managers. In meetings with case managers Joe sometimes appeared agitated, very anxious, 

would sometimes talk fast in a high volume, and on a few occasions I observed him hit the table 

with his fist. In a relational constructionist sense, each of these constituents could be understood 

as constructing the other. Once these constructions were made, they were mobilized in private 

meetings and phone calls about Joe’s case. Family support workers sometimes colluded with the 

constructions.  

 

In order to facilitate a more collaborative relationship I began to extend power to Joe by 

reframing his relationship with the case manager. I began this as my own project, so that both 

Joe and the case manager would see each other in a more positive light. I refer to ‘reframing’ as 

the actions of reflecting on and reconstructing our constructions differently. Family therapists 

have often called these constructions “hypotheses” (Biscolo, Cecchin, Hoffman, and Penn, 
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1985), or “maps” about what we encounter (Lankton, 1980; Bateson, 1972; Korzybski, 1933). 

Joe and I experienced some success in this effort, which I explain below. I begin with a quote 

from Schon that addresses reframing in learning situations.  

 
The student has gotten stuck and does not know how to go further. The teacher, who 

attributes the student’s predicament to his way of framing the problem, tries to make new 

sense of the problem, tries to make new sense of the problematic situation he is 

encountering at secondhand. The situation is complex and uncertain, and there is a 

problem in finding the problem. These points of similarity create the conditions for 

reflection-in-action (Schon, 1991: 129).   

 

As Schon has pointed out, reflection-in-action involves a process of continuously 

reflecting on and reframing a situation, making constructions about it as we become familiar 

with it. It seemed that all of us on Teamworks were as students, in Schon’s sense, to the evolving 

relations with each other. It seemed as though we would get stuck for periods of time, and then 

make some progress as we changed our constructions. For example, whenever it was reported in 

a meeting that Joe was being cooperative, some team members would question their negative 

constructions about him and treat him more favorably. Then someone would have an experience 

with Joe that fell outside of their expectations, and the constructions would change again, often 

toward the negative. Schon states that in his relationship with a situation the practitioner reflects 

on the results of how he responds to it, reframing again if necessary, continuing to respond to 

how the situation talks back to him (Schon, 1991: 132-135).  

 

 

Author Reflection #10 

A question now comes to mind: are we reframing the situation itself? Perhaps, rather, we are 

reframing our impressions, our constructions of the situation, what Korzybski (1933) and 

others referred to as the ‘map’ we make of the ‘territory’. Andersen (1987: 416) comments on 

our propensity for constructing such maps: 

 
... it is the observer who generates the distinction we call "reality". One's picture of or 

knowledge about the world will be the basis for one's attitude to it. Because persons 

experiencing the same world "out there" make different pictures of it, problems will 

arise when they debate which picture is right: either mine or yours.  
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I sensed from Joe’s language that he was also constructing and mobilizing his own map 

of the case manager. Both seemed to be making negative constructions of each other. I have 

noticed these negative maps in many mandated change efforts. It seemed as though power, as 

enacted by the Service, played a joint action role in the negative constructions Joe was making. 

These subject-object relations seemed present from the time of the referral. Power, as some 

Foucauldian practitioners propose, exists only when it is put into action (Law & Madigan, 1994: 

4); it reveals itself in action, in  

 
… those particular conditions, structures, and apparatuses of power, at the level where 

certain persons exercise power over others through certain actions which modify and 

influence.       

 

However, as Foucault (1980) and Falzon (1998) have pointed out, power can also be 

found in resistance; for power over, resistance, and power to can be understood as examples of 

the enactment of capacity to act in various ways. For my reframing effort to be successful, I 

would have to consider working dialogically within a hierarchical power relation, and it was this 

hierarchical relation that seemed to hold the negatively constructed maps in place. Falzon refers 

to Foucault’s account of power as dialogical, in that the diffusion of power occurs in relations, 

and power can be mobilized in multiple ways through relations.  

 
A dialogical account need not deny that we live in a world characterized by various 

forms of order and hierarchy. What such an account means, however, is that these forms 

of order need to be understood as emerging out of the play of social dialogue, to the 

precise extent that one party is able to domesticate the other, to the extent that otherness 

is overcome, and the movement of dialogue is arrested (Falzon, 1998: 5).  

 

Falzon proposes that Foucault’s account aims to “promote openness to the other and the 

continuation of dialogue” (p. 89). In that sense Joe, as a newcomer to the practices of the 

Service, might learn to participate in the give and take dialogical nature of its agents. And yet, in 

my intention, the case manager might cultivate openness to Joe’s life and perspective. However, 

Falzon raises a counter argument to his previous statement; he asks about whether we are really 

being genuinely open to Other, assisting resistance and promoting dialogue.  
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How do we know that we are not in fact deceiving ourselves about being open to the 

other, that we are not surreptitiously, unknowingly, introducing new forms of oppression 

and closure under the guise of openness (1998: 89)?    

 

Falzon then responds to his own question, in part by claiming, as do the communications 

pragmatists, that we cannot avoid being in dialogue. We are always in the midst of it. Even under 

conditions of domination where Other voices are silenced we remain subject to dialogue, for 

example to the resurgence of buried voices. Voices are always present.  

 
And this means that we continually encounter the other, influence it, exercise power over 

it, and at the same time are influenced by it in turn (Falzon, 1998: 89).  

 

 

 

Author Reflection #11 

Yet, is the dialogue Falzon refers to generative of possibilities? It is the expressed intention of 

this thesis to explore power relations in C-o-Ps for the purpose of inviting ways to operate 

outside of hierarchical relations, so it thus becomes important, as it did in Joe’s case, to find 

ways of placing uniquely different maps into dialogue amidst hierarchical relations. Andersen 

(1987: 416) suggests that one should think of such maps "more in terms of both-and or 

neither-nor, and leave out the either-or". It is conceivable that when we make room for 

both/and relations, in talking about our maps, we are inviting possibility space. A group of 

persons working on a change effort may represent different perspectives that are continually 

in flux, being constantly re-constructed.  

 

 

Several persons collaborating in a Teamworks team can therefore be conceived as 

reframing, on a continuous basis, their own constructions about a situation, particularly when 

they show openness to the perspectives of Other. On multiple realities within the same space 

Andersen writes the following: 

 
A living system composed of two or more persons allows the possibility for changing 

pictures and explanations. When two persons share their views, each receives from the 
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other different versions of “reality”. These differences will give new perspectives to each 

person’s picture, and the enriched pictures created from these ongoing differences can 

become, as Bogdan (1984) calls it, an ecology of ideas. These exchanges, which one can 

hardly escape, make life an ongoing, changing process (Andersen, 1987: 416).  

    

The reframing effort I have been discussing can be considered as bringing different 

realities into a generative dialogue, to help each be able to follow alternate perspectives, what 

life was like for the Other. This would require openness on my part and could result in more 

positive constructions and bring about new possibilities in collaboration.  

 

An example of bringing multiple local realities into such dialogue is found in the work of 

the Milan Group, who in the 1980’s made a shift from observing clients as objects of treatment 

to observing themselves in relationship with clients. One practice that evolved was that of 

inviting clients to share in making hypotheses (maps) about their situation. On their development 

in this area Cecchin (1992) writes the following:  
 

As we shifted our focus toward ourselves, we became aware that we always had a 

hypothesis in mind. Before entering a session, or during the session, we had an idea 

about what was going on. This could create some tension with the family because if we 

liked our idea (hypothesis) too much, we inadvertently tried to impose it on the family. 

We thought that, perhaps, if they could see things our way then the problem would 

disappear (Cecchin, 1992: 90).  

 

 

            The above can be seen as an example of subject-object practice with Other. 

Cecchin then discusses the shift that occurred toward subject-subject collaboration with 

clients. 
 

It took some time to find out that it was not the quality of our hypothesis that made a 

difference. Rather, the difference was made by the contrast (the relationship) between our 

hypothesis and the family’s or between the different hypotheses that emerged during the 

conversation. We struggled to give up our hypotheses even though they were very 

attractive and looked like the truth. Again, the hypothesis was a way of constructing a 

connection with the system and not a step toward the discovery of a ‘real’ story. We 

could then work for half an hour to develop a beautiful hypothesis which included all the 

elements in the system, a good systemic hypothesis, and then discard it in a few minutes if 

it revealed itself to be useless.  



 92 

 

The hypothesis is a way to construction of a therapeutic relationship. It is the base for 

starting a conversation. By talking, the therapist reveals his or her own ideas about what 

is going on and engages with the family in a manner that resonates for all participants. 

This kind of resonance (a combination of body messages, verbal utterances, ideas, and 

hypotheses) is the ticket to participate or an invitation to create a new system. The value 

of the hypothesis is not in its truth but in its ability to create a resonance with those 

involved. I imagine that someone could enter in resonance without even talking but only 

with analogic conversation. However, humans use words to caress each other. Thus, 

words and hypotheses are a way to get in touch with each other in spite of their content. 

In summary, the hypothesis is a way to create a resonance with the system, regardless of 

its value as truth or its validity as explanation (Cecchin, 1992: 90).  

 

 Bringing together multiple local realities, in dialogue that is generative, can be thought of 

as employing the power, capacity, to reframe existing constructions. This is described by 

Andersen: “this means that the new versions presented to the stuck system move it away from 

the ‘standstill’ around the problem” (1987: 416-417). In this privileging of multiple realities 

Cecchin (1987) states that curiosity is important in that it helps us to continue to look for 

different explanations, descriptions, “even when we cannot imagine the possibility of another 

one” (p. 411). Curiosity, Cecchin states, is a stance, whereas hypothesizing is an activity that we 

do to maintain this stance. This requires openness to cooperating with client constructions (Berg 

and Kelly: 2000: 17). Relatedly, Shotter in discussing Wittgenstein, suggests “being merely able 

to make ‘followable’ or ‘responsible’ sense to each other – simply acting or responding in ways 

that make it possible to continue our relationships”, to ‘go on’ further.  

 

 It would not be difficult on Teamworks to seek greater levels of responsibility from any 

one constituent, whether that be Joe, the case manager, family support worker, youth worker, 

myself, or any one other. If desired, each of use could be held to blame for actions in our 

interlocking behaviors and the results. In fact there was much blame in the call for individual 

responsibility, being mobilized at one person or another within Teamworks. But, in my 

perspective, to respond in ways that are followable and produce transformative action, would 

require an invitation to responsibility that is inclusive of multiple other perspectives and how 

these perspectives appear in our joint action. Such an invitation to responsibility shifts from the 

individual to the conjoint, to a sense of relational responsibility, one that might allow us to reflect 

and find conjoint meaning from our relational processes. McNamee and Gergen (1999: xi) 
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suggest that with such a perspective, grounded in human interchange, the focus shifts toward 

means of valuing, sustaining, and creating forms of relationship out of which common meanings 

can take wing. If meanings are generated, sustained, and disrupted in relationships and actions 

only acquire meaning as they are intersubjectively supplemented by the actions of others, then 

meaning becomes, as McNamee and Gergen state, are “a by-product of relatedness”.  

 

 

 

Author Reflection #12 

One consideration, when reflecting on meaning as a by-product of relatedness, is what kinds of 

meanings emerge in how we relate. Thus, in a dialogical process of relating, we may be 

negotiating and co-constructing what events might mean and what might be the best forms of 

action to respond with. In monologue processes, which often lead to the voice(s) of one or 

more interlocutor(s) being silenced, meaning is less of a co-construction and more of a subject-

object exercise. The person seen as having the strongest influence or voice might determine 

the meaning of events. Silenced speakers might merely follow or perhaps respond with actions 

of resistance. Thus, relational constructionists often opt for constructions of joint or 

community-based readings of events and practices rather than individual-based readings; we 

like to refer to events as being co-constructed in joint action. If we can engage in making 

meaning through dialogical means, we may be able to engage with the ZPD, the zone of 

proximal development, the ever emergent and continuously changing distance between our 

being and becoming. We might be discovering new and shared meanings from our joint action 

in a tool-and-result (process and product) manner. Such meaning might be emancipatory for 

our imagination, for seeing possibilities, and could lead to new ways of going on together.              

 

 

 Mary Gergen (1999) comments below on relational responsibility:  

 
To be relational, we become committed to forms of analysis that bring into focus multiples 

of contributing forces – human, elemental, serendipitous, and historical. The myopic thrust 

for the apprehension of the individual culprit or the homage to the lone hero fades along 

with notions of genius, creativity, autonomy, and personal choice, either angelic or 

diabolical. Beyond this orientation to the emergent quality of events and individuals, a shift 
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to relational responsibility leads to other, more elaborated, discourses of human life (M. 

Gergen, 1999: 102).  
 

On how such analyses might appear, Mary Gergen suggests the following:  
 

The shift to relational responsibility suggests that we recognize the generative powers of 

relationships to create the conditions of our understandings. Thus, one might argue that 

through relational processes one could alter this understanding of what one’s desires, 

goals, and preferred behaviors might be (M. Gergen 1999: 108).    
 

 

Story continued 

 I began to think of my reframing effort with Joe and the case manager as relationally 

responsive, that kind of “responsiveness to otherness made possible by open interaction” that is 

critical to an emancipatory theory and emancipatory practice (see McNamee and Gergen, 1999: 

111). Cultivating a dialogical approach of openness would require adopting a stance of not 

knowing, of suspending our constructions of Joe, and not buying into the case manager’s 

constructions of him. It seemed we would have to be curious about what was possible in 

collaborating. It seemed we would need to invite Joe into a cooperative language game rather 

than a ‘we know what’s really going on and you are going to accept our knowing’ kind of 

language game. I had worked with Joe long enough to follow that he would accept a cooperative 

language game but not the subject-object game he had been resisting for some time. 

Collaboration might require that we step outside of the subject-object relations going on with 

Joe. 

 

Another way to think about what I was doing with Joe is described by Tomm (1999) as 

“co-constructing responsibility”, a relational undertaking involving all constituents of a 

relationship.  

 
My initiative in valuing my clients’ potential to respond constructively and in applying my 

therapeutic efforts to bring forth and expand their abilities to behave responsibly 

constitutes a here-and-now enactment of social responsibility in my relationship with them. 

I work on co-constructing client responsibility by focusing on bringing forth specific 

awareness that enable preferred choices to be made by them. I conceive of personal 

responsibility as more fundamentally social than individual. As a general human 

phenomenon, responsibility may be seen as first generated in social interaction and then 
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secondarily internalized within persons so that at a later point in time, it can be enacted by 

the individual in relation to others (Tomm, 1999: 131).     

 

The case manager’s negative constructions of Joe came about in part from difficulties her 

colleague, the previous case manager, had with Joe. Joe had already been categorized, organized 

and classified by the previous case manager. By the time the new case manager had come on 

board, the negative constructions of Joe had become solidly entrenched. Family support workers 

on the Teamworks team were beginning to form a “problem determined system” with the case 

manager’s story about Joe. Perhaps, in this case, such agreement can be considered as agreeing 

with who signs the paychecks, or funds the service contracts. This could be seen as an extension 

of the hierarchical relation set up by the Service with Joe, which included contracting 

professionals to produce the outcomes requested. My referral had asked me to produce Joe to fit 

with the Service’s constructions of a socially certifiable parent. I felt that something needed to 

change if the Teamworks team was going to have any success with Joe.    

 

I wondered if I could help Joe reframe his construction of the case manager. Perhaps I 

could help him follow what her everyday experience was, and then invite her to reframe her 

constructions of Joe if she could see how he was collaborating with the Teamworks team. Both 

Joe and the case manager had something in common; they both wanted the change process to be 

over and to go their separate ways. Joe told me he wanted to get back to his family life without 

the Service’s involvement. I thought that if Joe’s construction of the case manager and the 

Service could be reframed, he might then have new reasons for collaborating, which might be 

supplemented favorably by the Service.   

    

Reflective work 

Joe often expressed to me his confusion within Teamworks. While the process was 

described as collaborative, the referral to me implied a subject-object relation. Experts seemed to 

be deciding that Joe needed to change, and had set about attempting to produce him in line with 

that. One question particularly came to mind: how were we professionals participating in the 

case manager’s construction of Joe and the problem situation? Another question stemmed from 

the first: what are the effects of going on in this way with Joe? I had begun to reflect on options 

for moving forward. 
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One option was to accept the case manager’s construction of Joe, that his issues of anger 

and control were preventing him from collaborating with the rest of the team. Joe had been 

supplementing that construction with resistance. Some on the team were accepting this 

construction and trying to get Joe to fit the case manager’s model of change. Simultaneously, 

they were espousing a collaborative, strengths-based approach. I felt we were now beginning to 

act like a “problem determined system” placing Joe further into the problem defined position. 

Some of our team members had stated in meetings that it was difficult to be advocates, mentors 

and parent coaches while simultaneously being investigators and agents of the Service. In trying 

to balance these roles some of members were losing Joe’s trust. Joe was complaining he didn’t 

trust the family support worker assigned to support him. And the Service had complained 

previously that family support workers were “not cooperating” enough by being the Service’s 

eyes and ears; such negative feedback unfortunately indicated potential for program cuts. It 

would also be a subject-object act for us to challenge the case manager’s construction of Joe, for 

we would be then acting as experts on practice. It might also jeopardize our contract if we 

continued to be constructed by the Service as uncooperative.    

 

  Having worked with various child crotection Service case managers for 14 years, I have 

come to follow the pressures they are under. It is as if I have come to embody their concerns and 

challenges and consideration these in my work. In reflecting on this sense of relational self-

otherness, McNamee and Gergen state that there are    

 
… but a few moments in our own experience in which consciousness of self moves ever so 

slightly toward inclusion of another. In each case the critical element is the realization of 

our embodiment of others (McNamee & Gergen, 1999: 30-31).  

 

Case manager decisions, actions or inaction, can result in a child’s death. A death can 

become a political spectacle in which the press and opposition politicians accuse the Service of 

negligence and demand an investigation. A high profile investigation can result in a stress leave 

for the case manager. Since I felt this was too sensitive a topic for an open discussion, I chose to 

draw from my following of case manager experience.  
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Author Reflection #13 

I began asking myself questions about practices I have been peripheral to with case managers, 

how I had embodied them, their daily practice concerns, their ways of working, and how I 

could give voice to these areas. This followed Schon’s idea of asking oneself questions, 

dialoguing with oneself in the midst of sorting through a problem situation (Schon, 1991: 50). 

It also helped access what I had experienced when consulting with case managers over the 

years.  

 

 

In terms of relational responsiveness, I felt that the exercise might reveal more for me and 

Joe about the case manager’s own practice dilemma and how that could impact the Teamworks 

process with Joe. Any emerged information could provide a reframe of Joe’s understanding of 

her. Joe might be able to see that his own dilemma was inter-dependent with the case manager’s 

situation. Perhaps they could actually help each other if Joe could provide her with new 

information, that he wasn’t such an angry and controlling person as she thought he was. 

 

To facilitate such relational moves, I felt I needed to examine whether I was appearing to 

enact subject-object relations in any way. I chose to enter into what Anderson (1997), in her 

reflections on Schon’s work, referred to as a deliberate state of “not knowing”. I began to 

remember what case managers had told me about their experience and the pressures they were 

under. “Not knowing” was a state that allowed curiosity to be present, to prepare for dialogical 

openness, a precursor to discovering new information and possibility. Not knowing is an adopted 

way of being which reflects a challenge to subject-object relations. First of all, the consultant 

must realize he can never fully understand another person, but he might be able to follow Other, 

to continue to go on with Other. Therefore, Other becomes very important in the process of 

reflecting on and interpreting their experience. Why is this? Because Other has a wealth of 

accumulated knowing from actions, and when two or more persons collaborate, this information 

can become more readily available for reflections.   
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In a dialogical exercise with myself I played the role of the case manager, and posed to 

myself a number of questions. I posed the questions to generate my embodiment of the case 

managers I have worked with.   

  
Questions to myself in role of case manager: What led me, [as case manager], to 

construct Joe being an angry and controlling person? How do I know when someone is 

angry? Does my evidence procedure as case manager allow for a conclusion that 

displays of anger are ongoing rather than occasional? As case manager how often did I 

know Joe to be exhibiting anger? To what degree was I dependent on others’ stories of 

Joe? What act/supplements made Joe angry and with what Others? As case manager am 

I aware of times when Joe is not angry or controlling? How often do these occurrences 

happen? As case manager what do I know about Joe struggling with anger? Has Joe had 

any successes in this struggle? How does Joe struggle with the imposed description that 

he is an angry and controlling person? What do I know of Joe’s hopes as a single dad, a 

leader of a family? What would Joe’s children say about occurrences of his anger? Was I 

as the case manager aware that I had authority to influence children’s answers when 

doing an investigation and how do I negotiate my relationship with this authority? What 

external forces influence how I as the case manager interpret answers in an 

investigation? For example, how do I assign a level of risk to a situation? 
 

After completing this generative self-dialogue, I began to coach Joe on how the child 

protection system functions, and what pressures case managers are under. I also wondered about 

what constructions our individual behaviors might invite from other constituents on the team. If 

Joe could be seen as by the case manager as less intimidating, things could bode well for him. 

Since most case managers openly stated their discomfort with agressive behavior, it might be in 

Joe’s best interest to be constructed as cooperative rather than agitated. If the Service’s clients 

are constructed as cooperative, their children are usually returned home sooner. It would benefit 

Joe to reflect on how he was contributing to the situation with his children, and how long they 

might remain in care. The questions I posed to myself, in the role of case manager, helped 

emancipate my own imagination so that I could be more effective. The questions helped to 

dismantle my own constructions of the Service and how it seemed to operate from power over 

practices. The questions also distributed, for me, the case manager’s behaviors into institutional 

practices, such as how practitioners collaborate as agents in power networks. White & Epston 

(1990: 29) have stated that it may be impossible to get outside of power relations in community 

social service practices: “we should assume that we are always participating in domains of power 
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and knowledge”. We often become agents of a system that employs power over clients rather 

than power to clients.   
 

What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it doesn’t only 

weigh on us as a force that says no, but it traverses and produces things, it induces 

pleasure, forms knowledge, produces discourse. It needs to be considered as a productive 

network which runs through the whole social body, much more than as a negative instance 

whose function is repression (Foucault, 1980: 119). 

 
One doesn’t have here a power which is totally in the hands of one person who can 

exercise it alone and totally over the others. It’s a machine in which everyone is caught, 

those who exercise power just as much as those over whom it is exercised… it becomes a 

machinery that no one owns. Certainly everyone doesn’t occupy the same position; certain 

positions preponderate an effect of supremacy to be produced (Foucault, 1980: 156).     

 

 

.6 Some Learnings from the Reframing Effort 

 

Working with Joe, with openness and curiosity, allowed me to follow that he was much 

more than an angry and controlling person, although he had often displayed physical signs of 

discomfort and frustration in meetings with case managers. Joe showed me many moments when 

he collaborated in Teamworks meetings, as a loving dad, and an organizer of family life. These 

examples of Joe being “Other” than how he was being constructed showed me that Joe 

functioned by shifting through multiple identities, each with its own knowing and resourceful 

behaviors. However, whenever possible, this needed to be conveyed to the case manager by 

demonstration. Joe’s espoused concept of himself as a loving and organized father had to be 

demonstrated on the team if persons’ constructions were to be reframed and reconstructed 

differently.  

 

Joe and I cultivated ways to present the above in Teamworks meetings. Joe began to 

improve how he responded to the case manager in these meetings. He became more expressive 

of how he was feeling and what his needs were. The case manager learned that whenever Joe 

was thumping on the table it had a relation to his tobacco and coffee cravings, his anxiety,  

occasional frustration and sense of hopelessness about his children returning home. I began to 
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help Joe cope with anxiety, and some changes started to occur. First, Joe began informing the 

team that he needed a “smoke break”. He also started to manage his ‘body language’ so as not to 

appear angry and unpredictable. Additionally, Joe discovered ways to reveal more of his 

resourcefulness and knowledge, and this led to the case manager following Joe as a dynamic 

person engaged in behaviors that she could (cautiously) appreciate. Responding favorably to 

Joe’s efforts, the case manager began discovering Joe as an old-timer, in his own distinct way, at 

being resourceful. I began to notice that the case manager was becoming more open and 

supportive to Joe in Teamworks meetings.     

 

The other team members continued to talk about the difficulties of being agents of the 

case manager and the Service, but never directly to the case manager. Joe continued to report to 

me that he could no longer trust the family support workers. I hadn’t begun to address how Joe 

could work with this. By early spring Joe began reporting that his teen daughter was staying out 

late, and he suspected she was using drugs. He expressed that this became a struggle for him. 

Upon hearing of this, the case manager became more supportive and Joe began responding to his 

teen daughter’s struggle in positive ways.  

 

Within two months of Joe’s successes his children were taken back into foster care. The 

reason given was a continuation of the issues of concern. Suspected drug users were reportedly 

seen at his residence. Some of the reports to social workers allegedly came from the children 

themselves, particularly the eldest. The change and development project appeared to have failed. 

Most on the team blamed Joe for this, saying he did not cooperate, and that he had refused to 

change. However, if our collaborative process was as collaborative as we have often maintained, 

I think the results might have been somewhat different, more favorable.  

 

It becomes all too easy to blame the client when the professionals, as Nylund & Corsiglia 

(1994) state, practice their craft in ways that attempt to force solutions on a client. I have been 

discussing these ways using the term “subject-object” relations. In the context of therapy and 

other clinical changework, such as addictions, Nylund and Corsiglia (1994: 5-6) refer to forcing 

solutions as “solution-forced” therapy, a way of saying that ‘I know the solution for what I think 

is your problem’: 
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A solution-forced therapist is one who is informed by the central assumptions of solution-

focused therapy. These include: clients have the resources to change, clients define the 

goal, there are always exceptions to problems and clients are always cooperating. The 

solution-forced therapist, however, often does not adhere to these ideas in practice. In his 

or her enthusiasm (or impatience) to identify exceptions and facilitate change, the therapist 

may minimize and even trivialize the client’s experience of the problem. This error 

inevitably leads to situations in which the therapist is at the finishing line attending to 

solutions while the client is back at the starting gate feeling invalidated (Nylund & 

Corsiglia, 1994: 5-6, citing Michael White, 1992).     

 

I experienced some success in helping Joe work with the case manager. Joe became more 

collaborative as he realized more of how the child protection system functioned. However, the 

Teamworks professionals failed to reciprocate with an appropriate level of relational 

responsiveness. Joe was kept under the normalizing gaze. Real support, workers cooperating 

with Joe’s context, diminished as the Teamworks process continued. Joe was largely constructed 

as being too resistant, and the family support team became as a problem determined system, 

positioning Joe as problematic. After a decade of also working with torture survivors who have 

been politically active in their countries, I have envisioned resistance as a way of persons 

enacting their experience and vision within social relations. Looking back, constituents of our 

Teamworks team could have done more to tap into Joe’s experience and vision, and cooperate 

with openness.  

 

 

.7 Reflections from the Client “Joe” 

 

The following reflections are taken from Joe’s responses to a series of questions put forth 

in a survey on the Teamworks process. The survey form was set up so that the response would 

not include the client’s name. 

 
Question 1: Have you participated in any Teamworks trainings? 

 
 Joe: No 

 
Question 2: How many Teamworks meetings have you attended? 
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 Joe: More than 6. 

 
Question 3: What was your experience of the desired outcome of the Teamworks collaborative 

process? 

 
Joe: I experienced it as a witch hunt most of the time that I went into a Teamworks  

meeting. Nobody seems to recognize the good stuff that is happening in my life when the 

bad stuff starts happening.  

 
Question 4: Is the Teamworks collaborative process different than Integrated Case Management,    

Wraparound, and/or Family Centred? 

 
Joe: I don’t know. 

 
Question 5: How would you describe the Teamworks process to people? (ie. What happens during this 

Teamworks process, who is or should be involved)? 

 
Joe: I think I should always have someone with me who is there for support. I found it 

hurtful and demeaning when there was that sense of it being a witch hunt. It was a lot 

easier to take when I had support in the meeting. 
  
Question 6: What are the top 3 components of the Teamworks process that make it successful for 

families?    For staff? 
 

Joe: If the family support worker actually supports you and doesn’t lie about me to the 

social worker or doesn’t lie to me it is very good. Out of 5 workers I had two really good 

ones and the other 3 didn’t look for any good at all – just looked for the bad stuff. 

 
Question 7: How would the Teamworks process be improved? What would you like to see done 

differently? 

 
Joe: They should start looking for the positive like they say they do. They should be more 

real supports. The foster parents and kids should be part of the Teamworks meetings so 

that the communication can be out front rather than hearsay, so clients don’t get abused 

and misused. 

 
Question 8: Do you use any other collaborative processes besides Teamworks? If yes, what are you 

trying to achieve through this process?  
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Joe: I attend church community activities and I find that much more collaborative and 

supportive.  

 

Question 9: What kind of support and resources would assist you to work collaboratively with 

partners and families? 

  
Joe: Staff on the Teamworks teams should not be always changing. It is hard to be explaining 

my story all the time to new people. There are lots of problems with communication – one 

hand doesn’t know what the other hand is doing. 

 

 

.8 Concluding Comments 

 

In this chapter, a case reflection, I have continued to treat communities of practice as 

relational processes of organizing in which persons attempt to order their world by categorizing, 

classifying, and constructing Other. I have been arguing that power can be understood as 

strongly related with learning as well as change-work, and have been further developing the 

power aspects of relational processes as they construct communities of practice.  

 

This case demonstrated, in a tool-and-result fashion, some processes between being and 

becoming, for example how despite training in collaborative and strengths-based practice,  

professionals on Teamworks mobilized their own independent constructions of the work and of 

Joe as they grappled with the uncertainty of working with him. In “ordering the world in terms of 

our categories”, there emerged strong signs of subject-object relations that objectified the client, 

and provided little space for equal participation. This case demonstrated how a C-o-P can have a 

specific project for its existence, an espoused intention, a method designed to carry it out, but 

that different constructions of the work and related mobilizations can still occur.  

 

The case showed, how from a relational constructionist perspective, there always seem to 

be multiple constructions and multiple projects, as constituents seek to add value to their lives. 

Power relations can occur as persons align and mobilize with others’ constructions. The notion 

of tool and result demonstrated, in this case, that how we act jointly can produce re-construction 

of separate entities rather than collaboration, and how when we seek to follow each other we can 

also bring about collaboration. At the same time the case shows how, if some participants can 
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shift from separate entities and individual responsibility to relational responsibility, they can 

learn to follow each other, bridge or reframe differences, discover space to work outside of 

subject-object relations, and produce collaborative results.    

 

It appeared that situated learning potentials, which could stem from implementing this   

C-o-P’s espoused collaborative and strengths-based practices, did not occur. Rather, subject-

object relations and power over practices were reconstructed as ways to go on. The next chapter 

is another case reflection that reflects on the relational processes of a group of family therapists 

as they struggle to decide whether to allow a client to participate in their C-o-P. Clients and other 

non-therapists had been secretly observing, eventually announced their presence, and issues of 

equal participation were handled well.  
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4 
CASE #2: 

PRODUCING  

SUBJECT-SUBJECT COLLABORATION 
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.1 Why this case and what is the focus? 

.2 Why I joined the family therapist C-o-P 

.3 Case fragment #1: a client requests access 

.4 Second fragment: therapists discuss the request 

.5 Third fragment: old-timer forces access for clients 

.6 Fourth fragment: old-timer is reprimanded 

.7 Fifth fragment: non-therapists announce they are observing  

.8 Reflections with client the following year 

.9 Concluding comments 

 

!

.1 Why this Case, and What Is the Focus? 

 

The practice reflection presented in Chapter 3 addressed a variety of issues that restrained 

the Teamworks team from changing the client, and cooperating with him. The team was unable 

to realize its espoused mode of practice, stated as collaborative and strengths-based. Teamworks’ 

issues can be explored in terms of ongoing constructions of power relations. Participants seemed 

to be different forms of life; they differed in their professional backgrounds and language games, 

and the access each person had to LPP. The client had little access to LPP even though he was to 

be included as an equal partner; others, not part of the team, were orchestrating strategies from 

behind the scenes. Unlike a C-o-P that manufactures a planned product (e.g., garments, houses) 

the Teamworks job was to coordinate multiple change services to a parent and monitor progress. 

Different backgrounds, different services and differing language games resulted in different 

constructions about the work and the client. The restraining force seemed to be that of subject-

object relations, often embedded in practitioners’ training and traditions of their fields. This was 
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exemplified when we espoused to include the client as equal, but some on the team treated him 

not as an equal participant, but rather, as an object.  

 

The case in this new chapter describes an online C-o-P with more than 250 family 

therapist participants. Many were prominent in the postmodern family therapy movement. The 

family therapist C-o-P functioned as a virtual meeting place for family therapy practitioners to 

seek help and discuss clinical practice situations, emerging theory, and other related matters. The 

central theme I address here again concerns the (un)equal participation of the client. I explore a 

process involving contributions from 27 leading participants, who could be said to be trying to 

decide whether or not to include a client who wished to participate. I am speaking as one of the 

27 participants mentioned above. Although I had been practicing full time family therapy for two 

years in a clinic, I was also completing my master’s thesis. Therefore my participation occurred 

via at least two community-based identities: a working therapist, and simultaneously a graduate 

student (a relative newcomer and a two-year old-timer). But I was also doing qualitative 

research, and engaging in meaning making processes as a reflective practitioner. My 

participation encouraged me to reflect on my own clinical practices, and I often incorporated 

ideas from the therapist C-o-P, as well brought ideas to my colleagues for exploration.  

 

When I began to work on this case I found that Miller and Gergen (1998) had also 

studied  online communities, specifically self-help groups. They reflected on the transitory nature 

of the participants, the lack of subtle cues and richness present in face-to-face communication, 

and an inability to depend on a participant’s continued presence (Miller & Gergen, 1998: 201). 

Miller and Gergen referred to these online communities as “computer mediated communication” 

and “virtual communities”, but did not employ Lave and Wenger’s concept of “communities of 

practice”. When I began to reflect on our online interactions, in 1996, I did so out of my interest 

in my profession and it’s own power relations. I became intrigued by the willingness of the 

therapists to allow a non-therapist to participate. I became curious about how I might incorporate 

such openness and curiosity in my own work and make room for clients to co-create new 

possibilities with me.  
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.2 Why I Joined the Family Therapist C-o-P 

 

In my early practice years I received some training in organization development, and 

became inspired by narrative and solution focused therapy during a long internship. The two 

therapy approaches promised interactions in which clients were not subordinate to the therapist. 

Rather, therapists claimed to be consultants to the client’s own strengths, problem solving 

abilities and knowledge. Terms that signaled emancipation were emerging in the practice 

literature, terms such as clients acting as “consultants to themselves, to others, and to the 

therapist” (see Epston & White, 1990: 28; also see Anderson, 1997: 71; Anderson & Goolishian, 

1988: 372). Another idea that informed my practice was that of therapists acting like “accidental 

ethnographers”, exploring client experience from the client perspective (Hoffman, 1990: 10). 

This elicited resourceful realms of client experience rather than just the problem they were 

having. These realms of experience could be considered as tapping into the various community-

based identities of clients. For example, a client struggling with parenting could be 

simultaneously excelling as a business executive; one question that arises is how could a 

therapist elicit relational skills from the latter identity and invite the client to implement such 

skills as a parent? Other ideas also emerged that signaled a change in practice, such as that the 

client-therapist relationship had been a subject-object, hierarchical, relation (see Atkinson 1993: 

167). 

 
I believe that the term “hierarchy” is often a fitting description for the relationship 

between my clients and myself. I think my clients often see themselves as having less 

knowledge, emotional maturity, and/or stability than they ascribe to me. They often fear 

my disapproval more than I do theirs, and perceive themselves as more emotionally 

vulnerable than I am. Consequently, they attribute more value to my assumptions, 

opinions, and reactions than they do to their own. Whether they should do this or not is 

another question. What seems most critical to me is that they often do, whether I like it or 

not. I don’t think that this assumption always fits, but I’ve come to think that it’s best to 

assume that, as therapy begins, clients may be evaluating me to a position of increased 

influence (Atkinson, 1993: 167). 
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O’Hanlon, a prominent practitioner and author advancing solution-focused therapy, invited 

practitioners to “flatten” that hierarchy and treat identity as a fluid “social construct”.  

 
In the past five years, therapists around the world have become intrigued by narrative 

and related approaches to therapy that flatten out the familiar client/therapist hierarchy 

and treat personal identity as a fluid social construct (O’Hanlon, 1994: 22). 

 

It seemed that subject-object relations depended on static role identities, of client as ‘in 

need’ of help, and therapist as possessing helper knowledge. Flattening the “hierarchy” was 

exciting for me, offering hope for subject-subject relations, and a sense of power being 

distributed equally. It appeared as if the hierarchy was socially constructed over a long history. 

Madigan and Epston (1995) write that 

 
Since the early 1700’s … therapeutic practice was managed through agreed upon 

structural, temporal, and ideological tenets. Therapeutic tenets dictated how therapy would 

be carried out, who would be involved, what information was relevant, how long therapy 

would take, what constituted a “cure”, and so forth. Tenets of therapy were secured 

through hard fought struggles at academic, professional, and government levels. Tenets 

were mediated through policy guidelines that dictated appropriate practice procedure. 

Since the 1700’s not much has changed… Traditionally, the ideology of professional 

practice viewed clients/patients as not having expertise in their own lives (Foucault, 1982).   

 

Let us consider “client” and “therapist” as different forms of life that organize to add 

value to their lives: one brings a presenting problem and the other brings what is socially 

certified as expertise. It is assumed that both receive value from the interaction. However, we can 

also assume that client and therapist are also participants in other forms of life, other 

communities in which their roles, language game, and sense of agency may be entirely different. 

Example: recently a prominent therapist attended my support group for parents dealing with their 

substance-using teenagers. She may act with a lot of agency in her public role as a therapist, but 

simultaneously struggle as a parent, to influence her teenagers to live drug-free. 

 

I had joined the family therapist C-o-P in 1995 because I saw it as an opportunity for 

professional development. At that time, I had completed my first two years of working in a 

family services practice. Other participants included many old-timers in the field and a few 
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students who were completing their graduate degrees. I was hoping to discover evidence that the 

literature and training claims of this new breed of therapists would match their behaviors. I 

initially believed that this would occur in how they spoke of clients when discussing cases. I saw 

the possible opportunity to address my quest when a client asked to become a participant in the 

C-o-P.   

 

I came to realize that many narrative family therapists attended international conferences 

on the development of narrative ideas and practices. At such conferences they attend workshops, 

discuss the lives and challenges of their clients, and ways they are attempting to help. During 

such gatherings, videos are often screened in which presenters showcase their ideas and methods. 

At the Narrative Practice Conference in 1995 (Vancouver, Canada) a signup sheet circulated for 

anyone interested in joining an online community of practice. The C-o-P would discuss narrative 

and other related forms of theory and practice. These Internet-based discussions would be carried 

out through sequentially posting email messages on a bulletin board, called a “listserv”, or “list” 

for short, because it relays all messages to each participant’s computer.    

 

The Internet address for the family therapist C-o-P circulated on a casual basis at therapy 

conferences. Its introduction, posted on the Internet, (1995) described it as 

 
. . . a discussion about issues related to marriage and family therapy or that are of interest 

to marriage and family therapists. While opinions from varied theoretical approaches are 

encouraged, the discussions have taken on a narrative/solution focused, 2nd order 

cybernetics flavor. (You don't need to know what that means to participate). The members 

of this list frequently disagree but work at doing so in a respectful manner. This is not the 

place if you are looking for flame wars [conflicts]. 

 

MFTC-L [the name of the C-o-P]  was started at Austin Peay State University … in the 

spring of 1994. After the Therapeutic Conversations 2 Conference in the summer of 1994, a 

number of conference participants began to use the listserv to stay in touch and continue 

discussions begun at the conference. Since that time, the list has become a supportive 

community for its members. 

!

The family therapist C-o-P was comprised of about 250 therapists, claiming to use a 

collaborative style of practice with emerging “postmodern” ideas. Participants began to use the 

online C-o-P to keep in touch and continue discussions begun at an earlier conference in 1994. 



 

 

 

 111 

While some participants came and went, a consistent core remained; others would leave for 

awhile, and then return. Generally, the discussions embodied a certain approach to practice, as 

preferred by postmodern therapists, and these practices include in the following: 

 
Understanding client experiences as “stories”. Stories can be revisited for forgotten or unvoiced 

texts and then re-authored using these texts (White and Epston, 1990). 

 

Incorporating an understanding of gender differences (Hoffman, 1990; Hare-Mustin, 1987, 1988;  

Myers Avis, 1990). 

 

Acknowledging subject-object, hierarchal, relations: that the knowledge of therapists sometimes 

divides clients and therapists along hierarchical lines and serves to maintain client disempowerment 

(Hoffman, 1993; Anderson, 1997; Aderson & Golishian, 1988; White & Epston, 1990, Atkinson, 

1993; O’Hanlon, 1994). 

 

Considering clients as the “experts” of their own experience - therefore having personal knowledge 

that could bring resolution to problems (Anderson 1997, p. 63). 

 

Positioning themselves with clients as collaborative conversationalists (Anderson and Goolishian, 

1988). 

 

Acknowledging that social, cultural, and class restraints could play a role in the constitution of 

problems (White and Epston, 1990; Thomas 1993: 5). 

 

Participants posted their written messages to the Listserv so that others could read them 

and respond. I became curious about what the messages would reveal about postmodern ideas 

and collaborative practices. I began to collect, archive and analytically reflect on them using the 

ethnographic methods outlined by Spradley (1979, 1980). The quoted material, placed 

throughout this case, represent extracts from these archives.  

 

Here I present several case fragments, each followed by a reflection. My reflections 

engage with the relational processes that make up each fragment. I do this by connecting with 

my methodologies: relational constructionism, communities of practice and power relations. My 

reflections also convey the relational constructionist notion that the meaning of an utterance is 

often in the hands of the listener (Gergen, 1995). I realize that my reflections also function as  
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constructions. Rather than posit these constructions as having a truth status, I use them to invite 

the reader into some reflections with me.      

 

 

.3 Case Fragment #1: a Client Requests Access 

 

In the midst of the focus on practice and theory, there occurred a landmark discussion on 

whether or not to allow clients to become participants. An interesting dialogue began to emerge 

when Therapist 1 approached the C-o-P and asked if a teen client could use it as a way to 

network and form a support community. Below, in act/supplement #1 (A/S 1), the practitioner 

describes the teen’s learning problems, such as his difficulties with cognition. I refer to each 

utterance as an act/supplement to indicate that it is both an act and a reponse to something, 

occurs in a chain of utterances, and therefore embodies speakers and listeners, and in a sense 

multiple voices. 

 
A/S 1: May 28th: Therapist #1: [He] has found some of his learning hard as his “ears 

thinking” has let him down. Ears thinking has to do with words, whether you hear say or 

write them. His eyes thinking, which has to do with pictures or actions that you see or do, 

is very strong … way ahead of his age. This has meant that some school work has been 

very hard and so has having friendships with other kids, among other things.  

 

There has been lots of positive changes for [him] though. He has agreed to me writing a 

book chapter about some of our work together and that will be published…. [He] has been 

working extremely hard at strengthening a Problem-Solver’s career that is taking over his 

life from the Givver-Upper career that he has been living with for a long time. The 

Problem-Solver career is now 91% strength, the Givver-Upper career is only 8% strength 

with only one percent undecided although the undecided percent always has a habit of 

ending up in the Problem-Solver’s career.  

 

P.S. [He] and I have written and edited this post together, so he knows exactly what has 

been said and is happy with it. 
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Below is a note to the C-o-P from the child client. It was included by Therapist 1.  
 

Teenage client: My name is _____. I’m 13 years old and I live in _____. My home town is 

called _____. I have a big house with a big property. I live in the country and there’s a lot 

of space. But first, let me tell you about my interests: computers, archery, german, french 

and maths. I’d always wanted to play volleyball and I’d always wanted a pen-pal overseas. 

I’m writing to you to see if you work with other people that have trouble learning, getting 

friends and schoolwork? If you have any kids that want a pen-pal please email.   

 

 

 

Author Reflection #1 

I read this request with great interest. It seemed that the teen invited a different kind of 

organizing with the therapists to help resolve his uncertainty with school learning. Therapist 

1’s use of narrative language such as “ears thinking” and “Giver Upper Career” left me 

thinking that these two forms of life, Therapist 1 and client, had been collaboratively 

inventing a unique language game for therapeutic change. The therapist was also measuring 

strengths of the problem and of the child’s protest against it. This may have been 

emancipatory for the child’s imagination and inspired new possibilities for action. It seemed 

to me that the therapist had been cooperating with the teen’s reality rather than acting over 

the child as an expert. I was excited and curious as I anticipated the C-o-P response to the 

request.  

 

A narrative therapy conference I had attended (1996) had included a client co-presenting 

with her therapist, so the teen’s request seemed relevant and possible. For me the above 

indicated that constructionist practitioners had been making more space for clients in the 

organizing of therapeutic interactions. It seemed they had been making room for client 

voices in a subject-subject way. It has been established in this thesis that postmodern 

practitioners felt therapy was sometimes subject-object, that constructions about the 

expertise of therapists divided clients and therapists along hierarchical lines. It seemed that 

such a hierarchy helped maintain client disempowerment (Hoffman, 1993; Anderson, 1997; 

White & Epston, 1990, Atkinson, 1993; O’Hanlon, 1994). It seemed that new practices such 

as a therapist and client co-presenting at a conference were flattening the hierarchy, by 
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exploring opportunities for subject-subject relations, and taking that into the community of 

therapists. 

 

I was aware that clients engaged in postmodern practice communities were gaining 

peripheral access to therapist practices and were actually developing change skills such as 

personal strengths-based narratives. Space had also been made for clients to hold therapists 

accountable for their language practices. Clients were learning to ask strengths-based 

questions in reflecting teams, and to wonder aloud about possibilities. Madigan and Epston 

(1995) write that  

 
It was through the introduction of reflecting teams that therapists began to oblige 

themselves to make their opinions visible and audible, and by the same token, 

accountable and contestable. Clients were offered a chance to talk back, interrogate, 

question, and reflect back to therapists their thoughts about the therapist’s thoughts. 

Within this recursive conversation, clients were intended a different status; one of 

inclusion and equity. It is here that the professional monologue that Foucault has 

referred to, was substituted for communities of dialogue; a process of talking with 

rather than talking to (Madigan & Epston, 1995).  

 

It seemed to be evidence of collaborative and strengths-based practice for clients to be 

gaining access to therapist skills by working differently, through dialogue with their 

therapists. Such developed skills could possibly be implemented in their own lives. It also 

appeared to me that the communal interlocking behaviors forming such practices, such as 

cultivating space for multiple voices and multiple realities, might be facilitating this 

generative  potential. 

 

 

 

.4 Second Fragment: Therapists Discuss the Request 

 

In the C-o-P we began discussing the request from Therapist 1 and her teen client. 

Responses to the request were generally positive, but not many were received. Returning to the 

pragmatics view, that a person cannot not communicate, this could possibly be an indicator of 

therapists being concerned about the request. Below, are quotations from various responses. 
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A/S 2: June 2

nd
: Therapist #2: What do others on this list think about creating a forum here 

when the need arises for clients to dialogue with each other? Does this seem like a useful 

effort? If it does, are there things that are getting in the way of going ahead with this? 

 

A/S 3: June 3
rd

: Therapist #8: I would be open to it for sure, but don’t have any “young 

clients”. Would it need to be on the whole list or could you act as the connector – or do 

you want us as a reflecting team? 

 

Some therapists began exploring how to bring the request into reality. Another therapist 

expressed favor, but asked for clarification.  

 
A/S 4: June 3

rd
: Therapist #4: … are you suggesting that we open list wide discussion to 

clients or were you wondering as to why folks hadn’t responded to your interest in using 

the list to generate an anti-problem league more quickly? 

 

Another response addressed speaking and contexts, and the notion that one’s professional 

language often changes to fit one’s audience. 

 
A/S 5: June 3

rd
: Therapist #5:  I have no trouble with this as long as I know that we are 

doing it. I speak based on the needs of my audience, and I would find myself being more 

careful in expressing myself if I know that young people and other clients are on the list as 

well … I can think of some jokes I would share with another therapist but not with a client. 

I don’t think of this as privilege as much as sensitivity to where people are at … I am game 

if others are.   

 

Therapist 1, who made the request, waited several days and then began to ask probing questions, 

taking into account the lack of response. Did therapists want clients in their space? 

 
A/S 6: June 3

rd
: Therapist #1: Do people feel any discomfort in having a client enter the 

communicating space of therapists? What, if anything does this evoke in people when 

clients requests are placed in the same playing field as therapists’ requests of each other? 

… Or have I just not allowed enough time for people to consult their young clients … 

Maybe impatience is showing itself in my life here. 
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I noticed that the pace of response began to pick up. Another therapist announced that a 

client he had co-presented with at the recent narrative practice conference was expressing 

interest in joining the C-o-P.   

 
A/S 7: June 4

th
: Therapist #9: I have no problems with clients seeking to establish anti-

problem connections with others through this list. Others have been raising the question of 

consumers of our services subscribing to and contributing to the conversation here. I 

enthusiastically endorse the idea and think it would enliven and enrich the conversations 

tremendously. 

As a matter of fact, I was talking with the woman I co-presented with in Vancouver tonight 

and she expressed an interest in checking out this list. She’s subscribed to other lists in the 

past and I believe provided a measure of accountability that was sorely needed. My guess 

is that this may be already happening on this list. A lot of “clients” are very curious about 

what therapists talk about together, and the addresses of these lists circulate among the 

mailing lists and support groups on the internet.  

 

Another response, from a therapy student, expressed concerns about the audience and the 

style of conversation. 

 
A/S 8: June 4

th
: Therapist #11 (student): …others have mentioned a time or two on this list 

when therapists have posted messages from their clients, some with success at receiving 

responses, some not. I also recall a time when a consumer of therapy directly addressed 

the list without the intercession of a therapist. I do not remember what the issue was, but 

the consumer responded at length, adding her voice to the dialogue, and asking for a 

response … My squeamishness about responding publicly was about being seen as 

attempting to have a therapeutic conversation on line while others are tuning in … her post 

was both a challenge to the point of view that the therapists were presenting on the topic, 

and a call for support. It was the call for support that I felt most uncomfortable about 

addressing on line. 

 

  Another response from a therapist supplemented the implied boundaries between clients 

and family therapists and the idea of maintaining a non-reciprocal relationship. Giving clients 

access would make the relations reciprocal, and could violate practice ethics, which state that 

therapists cannot engage in reciprocal relationships with their clients.  
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A/S/13: June 4
th

: Therapist #5: I don’t consider conversations on this list therapy. 

Sometimes I think that they may be therapeutic. My distinction is this and I am interested in 

other people’s thoughts on this idea. I have been taught and I subscribe to the view that a 

therapeutic relationship is nonreciprocal in the sense that the therapist is ethically bound 

to put the client’s needs ahead of one’s own. This is why the client pays a fee. It is hard 

work sometimes to put the client’s needs ahead of my own and not get my own needs met in 

the relationship. 

 

On the list we are involved in a reciprocal relationship in the same sense as a friendship is 

reciprocal. I put a certain amount into the relationships on the list here and I hope to get a 

certain amount out of my participation. If this does not happen people will drop off the list.  

I do not consider myself as having the same ethical obligations to provide to people on the 

list that I do to my client’s. I think this boundary is critical for our understanding of what 

this list is about. As far as I am concerned, non-therapists are welcome, but I don’t think it 

is appropriate or accurate for people to think that what they can get here is therapy.  

 

 

 

Author Reflection #2 

This second fragment began with an expression of openness from Therapist 2 to extend 

power to clients by adopting inclusive practices in the C-o-P (A/S 2): “What do others … 

think about creating a forum here when the need arises for clients to dialogue with each 

other?” His request for others’ thoughts and what might get in the way of inclusiveness 

was responded to with openness and curiosity from Therapist 8 (A/S 3): “Would it need to 

be on the whole list or could you act as the connector – or do you want us as a reflecting 

team?” How might such a supportive space for clients happen, in what form … or how 

might it involve the therapists? Therapist 4 wondered if Therapist 2 wished to open all of 

the therapists’ discussion to include clients (A/S 4). He also coordinated pragmatically 

with the lack of response; it might be indicating a concern: “were you wondering as to why 

folks hadn’t responded to your interest in using the list to generate an anti-problem league 

more quickly?” 

 

Therapist 5 also expressed openness to the including clients, but the importance of group 

participation in making the decision is noted: “as long as I know we are doing it”, and “I 

am game if others are” (A/S 5). But the sense of a hierarchical boundary that divides 
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therapist and client seemed to be accentuated. For example, Therapist 5 stated he would 

find himself being careful about what he said if clients were present, because of the need to 

be sensitive to clients.  

 

Perhaps the stated hierarchical boundary between therapists and clients incorporates the 

kinds of conversations used by therapists and what they construct with the client. It 

seemed, from Therapist 5’s comment, that therapists and clients function as two separate 

forms of life (Shotter, 1997). They organize together in a (typically) subject-object 

relationship, a particular language game (e.g., the needing person and the expert helper). 

But if power is the capacity to act in various ways (Falzon, 1998), then in what ways could 

therapists discover other possible conversations, different language games with clients, 

perhaps less directed by the therapist? Could therapists find ways for explorations with 

clients in a subject-to-subject manner? It seemed from the practices mentioned in 

Reflection #1 that power was already being mobilized in non-hierarchical ways in clinical 

settings with clients. 

 

In A/S 6, Therapist 1 also seemed to coordinate with the pragmatics idea that the lack of 

response might be a communication (perhaps of discomfort), and wondered what might be 

evoked “when client requests are placed in the same playing field” as therapist’s requests 

of each other. The question then arose, for me, whether therapists and clients, as two forms 

of life, can occupy the same space without one side being directive of the other. Can we 

really sidestep or flatten the hierarchical boundary addressed by Atkinson (1993),  

O’Hanlon (1994) and Anderson (1997)? Therapist 1 seemed to demonstrate relational 

responsibility by checking in with her colleagues on their possible concerns. 

 
The shift to relational responsibility suggests that we recognize the generative 

powers of relationships to create the conditions of our understandings. Thus, one 

might argue that through relational processes one could alter this understanding of 

what one’s desires, goals, and preferred behaviors might be (M. Gergen 1999: 108).    

 

In the same vein as relational responsibility, as Shotter’s (1994) citing of Wittgenstein 

(1953: #’s 146-155), the therapists seemed to want to determine ways to ‘go on’ with each 

other. Such action seemed to be toward making, as Shotter calls it, “followable or 



 

 

 

 119 

responsible sense to each other – simply reacting or responding in ways that make it 

possible to continue our relationships” as they explored their openness and curiosity 

toward new practices with clients. However this was still a therapist-only exploration, and 

client voices were not yet included in the discussion, only in making the request. 

 

Therapist 9 (A/S 7) also expressed an openness to clients “seeking to establish anti-

problem connections with others through this list”. This indicated for me, potential for 

different client/therapist projects coming into the C-o-P. Therapist 9 noted that others had 

been raising the possibility of clients “contributing to the conversation here”. Perhaps for 

these other therapists such possibilities represented projects that could add value to their 

own practices, or perhaps the C-o-P itself. Therapist 9 stated that a woman client he had 

co-presented with also wanted to participate in the C-o-P. Therapist 9 noted that one added 

value resulting from her participation in other therapist C-o-Ps was “a measure of 

accountability that was sorely needed”. If, as he stated, many “clients are curious about 

what therapists talk about together”, then such empowered clients may themselves be 

looking for new possibilities to resist subject-object relations. This may mean finding new 

ways for collaborating with therapists. This might also open opportunities to mobilize their 

embodiment of experience of treatment. Perhaps they would be able to contribute with 

these multiple experiences, if the therapists would accept such an opportunity with 

openness and curiosity.  

 

Therapist 11 (student) cited history and how therapists in the C-o-P have sometimes 

allowed greater levels of client participation, e.g., “therapists have posted messages from 

their clients” (A/S 8). She noted that in one situation a client came and participated and 

simultaneously challenged the therapists’ point of view while seeking support. “My 

squeamishness about responding publicly was about being seen to attempt to have a 

therapeutic conversation online” in front of others. For me this dual presentation by the 

client represented a performance of multiple experiences and embodied identities. On one 

hand she seemed to be extending her capacity to act in new ways, to act inter-dependently 

with the therapists (perhaps putting a developing identity to work), while simultaneously 

performing her dependency for help, an identity appearing to be structured within the 

traditional language game of therapist and client. The therapist squeamishness reiterated 
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for me the difficulty of acting in partnership with therapists because of the stated 

hierarchical boundary.    

    

In the final response in this fragment (A/S 13) Therapist 5 noted that in the ethical 

nonreciprocal relationship with clients the therapist “is ethically bound to put the client’s 

needs ahead of one’s own”. It thus could become hard for a therapist to get one’s own 

needs met if clients that came to the C-o-P could “think that what they can get there is 

therapy”. It would seem then that new subject-to-subject constructions of relations with 

clients would need to be mobilized in the C-o-P if therapists and clients would be 

occupying the same space. All participants would need to find ways to work outside of the 

hierarchical boundary. It is conceivable also from Therapist 1’s original request that some 

clients could end up participating in the C-o-P along with their own therapists. Through 

embodiment of the experience of self-and-other in multiple situations, persons can be 

thought of as bringing a history of knowing to any conversation. This embodiment can 

occur as we live the multiple community-based identities of our lives. How does that 

knowing get unleashed, and can therapists also access this as part of the interaction even 

though they need to put the client first in a non-reciprocal manner? What is it that 

therapists learn from clients other than content and the ratification that therapists are 

indeed helpers? Can clients truly be legitimate peripheral participants to therapist peer 

consultations? If they offer comments they can speak from a client position, but can they 

speak from a therapist position? What might their speaking have to offer? 

     

 

 

.5 Third Fragment: Old-timer Forces Access for Clients 

 

As I lurked online, observing the developing discussion, I began to think about ways that 

clients could be helpful to therapists. Perhaps client feedback would open space for therapists to 

be more reflexive about what they say, about the truths they construct in language.   
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As participants were discussing granting clients access, a prominent practitioner with 

many publications announced that he had given the address to “heaps of” his clients and in fact 

they were probably watching right at that moment.  

 
A/S 15: June 4

th
: Therapist #3: I am writing to support your recent posts regarding a 

sharing of this list with the persons we work with. Heaps of people who I see in therapy 

lurk on this list. I think more would, however, they do not own the technology at this time. 

Those on line with us report that they find the list's conversations "curious", "provocative" 

and " ridiculous" . Their lurking behind the screen is an interesting therapeutic turn don't 

you think? Happy trails. 

 

Another therapy student then made a comment, referring to being a student as being 

rather like being a client/consumer, and the idea of working from different relational positions. 

 
A/S 18: June 5

th
: Therapist #12: (student): I imagine that many or most of us who do 

therapy from the position of therapist have also done therapy from the position of 

client/consumer. This is certainly true of me. When I speak on this list it’s really from all 

that experience, and others. For instance, these days I am particularly aware of myself as 

“student”, a position which is somewhat analogous to that of client/consumer. Though we 

mostly speak as if we are “just” therapists, occasionally we do bring in other aspects of 

our experience here more overtly … and, as I think about it, those are conversations that 

seem to be somewhat charged sometimes, in the sense that they have drawn some of us 

out/in together/apart. 

 

We’ve talked about children, grandchildren, where we live, our cultural backgrounds, our 

partner status, our material status. Anyway, I suppose I’m rambling … in The Service of 

problematizing the idea of “us” as “therapists”. And “clients/consumers” as either here 

or not, and if here, seeking therapy. If a person who is not a therapist is here, does that 

mean they are a “client” seeking “therapy”?  If a person who does therapy as a therapist 

is here, does that mean they are not also clients, potentially? 

 

 Therapist 1 then responded to a comment from Therapist 5 (from A/S 13), that those who 

are non-therapists should be welcome, but that it might not be appropriate or accurate for non-

therapists to think that what they could get in the C-o-P is therapy. 

 
A/S 19: June 5

th
: Therapist #1: Yes, this does make sense. I would not see this list as doing 

therapy, but being supportive to our therapeutic practice, which to me can include having 
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client's voices enter this space for support  for the therapeutic practices in which they are 

engaged with their respective therapists. That has been [the teen client] and my endeavor 

as he can potentially develop a consulting your consultants relationship with other young 

people and maybe a connection of a league type of form with other young people who have 

to live their lives with learning difficulties as a constant companion. 

 

Therapist 1 then directed a response to Therapist 12 (student) on the idea that therapists 

can do therapy from different positions. Therapist 12 had written that “many or most of us who 

do therapy from the position of therapist have also done therapy from the position of 

client/consumer”, and how she is currently aware of herself in the position of student, and how 

“though we mostly speak as if we are ‘just’ therapists, occasionally we do bring in other aspects 

of our experience here more overtly”.   

 
A/S 20: June 6

th
: Therapist # 1: I hope to bring my multiple identities to this list, this is a 

more vulnerable position to take up however, but I take courage in the other people on this 

list who have done this. I think it makes the list reading much richer, for people who come 

to it as "therapists" or as "clients/consumers." 

 

 

Author Reflection #3 

Therapist 3 stated that he was writing to support a “sharing of this list with the persons we 

work with” (A/S 15). He also reported that “heaps of people who I see in therapy lurk on 

this list”. This meant in the local jargon that many of his clients were silently observing. It 

seemed that Therapist 3 had thus announced to us that, without knowing, we had been 

placed under the gaze of “heaps of” clients. Therapist 3 stated that clients had been 

reporting that they were finding our conversations “curious”, “provocative” and 

“ridiculous”. This could be understood as feedback, but we would need to hear more from 

the clients to be able to follow them. 

 

By his statement, “their lurking behind the screen is an interesting therapeutic turn, don’t 

you think?” the old-timer seemed to be referring to the practice in family therapy of having 

the therapist trainee interview the clients while other trainees and supervising staff watched 

from behind a one way mirror (see Hare Mustin, 1994; Anderson, 1997: 66).  
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Client observation has been a long practice of psychiatry, psychology, and family 

therapy. From behind one-way mirrors, the family therapy “eye” expanded to a four-

by-six-foot gaze. This provided family therapists with a new eminence which they 

hoped would make them pre-eminent among their mental health colleagues as looking 

glass heroes/heroines. Concealed and quite often anonymous, the behind the scenes 

teams offered up ingenious hypotheses and interventions by telephone or in written 

summaries. Their comments were usually interpretative in origin… The negative 

reactions of many families to these “gazing” practices often went unheeded because 

negative reactions were often interpreted as signs of perturbation, something that was 

unequivocally viewed as heralding change (Madigan & Epston, 1995).    

 

Andersen (1987) pioneered the reflecting team, in part to collapse the mirrored boundary, to 

allow persons to meet face-to-face. The reflecting team, as described by Andersen (n.d.) 

was about “making the one-way screen a two-ways screen to have the family dialogue 

about the team’s dialogue about the family’s dialogue”. Therapist 3’s statement about 

“heaps of” his clients watching seemed to indicate that for what could be a first time in 

history, therapists would experience what it was like to be under the gaze of an unseen 

audience. The gaze is that kind of observation which forces persons to become aware of 

what they say and do, to turn themselves into objects, to regulate themselves, a tool and 

result phenomenon. Allowing clients to observe our discussions might also blur the 

distinction between therapists as experts and clients as non-experts. This could empower or 

co-create a sense of equality for the clients, and allow them to mobilize their own expertise. 

After all, postmodern therapists did state that clients are the experts of their lives.  

 

In A/S 18 Therapist 12 (student) suggested that we can operate from many embodied 

positions that are integrated with our experience, and therefore “many or most of use who 

have done therapy” have done so from the experiential position of therapist and/or client. 

She stated, as an example, that currently she was aware of her position as a student, 

“somewhat analogous to that of client/consumer”. She stated further that even though we 

mostly spoke as if we were “just therapists”, there have been occasions in which “we do 

bring in other aspects of our experience here more overtly”, by speaking about multiple 

contexts and related shifting identities of our lives: “our cultural backgrounds, our partner 

status, our material status”. Further, Therapist 12 stated that those other identity 
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conversations “seem to be somewhat charged sometimes, in the sense that they have drawn 

some of us out/in together/apart”. Would a client, for example, want to hear about my 

community-based identity as a documentary filmmaker? From my experience I would say 

that some would not, but others might be interested, particularly if that identity is used 

effectively to co-create possibility with the client. Therapist 12 posed the following question 

of multiple community-based identities: “if a person who is not a therapist is here, does that 

mean they are a client seeking therapy? If a person who does therapy as a therapist is here, 

does that mean they are not also clients, potentially?”  

 

As I reflected on the above, I began to wonder what I could offer my clients from my own 

experiences of having been a therapy client. How do I embody the interlocking behaviors 

that I have had with my own therapists and how has that informed my practices with my 

own clients? Drawing from the notion of tool and result (process and product) how have 

these interactions shaped me? What kinds of things have I learned situationally in the 

interlocking behaviors of these experiences with therapists? Similarly, what kinds of things 

have I already learned in conversations with clients? Do I keep this community-based 

identity of my life separate, operate solely from “therapist” or can I find ways to integrate it 

in a subject-subject manner, so that it shapes my practice? If we are already talking from 

different experiential positions then what could someone who is occasionally a “client” 

(let’s say for a one hour session per week) bring to the therapist C-o-P? If therapists and 

clients have also lived multiple community-based identities then might that collapse the 

therapist-to-client, subject-object, relation into conversations of dialogical multiplicity? 

Such conversations make space for other persons and also for the wisdom of embodied 

multiple shifting identities of experience, that which Gergen and McNamee (1999: 12) refer 

to as “the remnants of myriad relations”. 

 

In A/S 19, Therapist 1 stated her opinion that a new practice of including clients would not 

be therapy; rather, it would be about “being supportive to our therapeutic practice”. Such 

practice could include, she said, “having client’s voices enter this space for support for the 

therapeutic practices in which they are engaged with their respective therapists”. This 

indicated for me that the work between therapist and client was one of the practice(s) in 

which both are engaged. These practices could be considered as the link that constructs the 



 

 

 

 125 

collaboration and possible change, rather than the therapist as subject constructing change 

from his expertise. The client and the therapist can be considered as joined through the 

practice collaboration. If both adopted such a frame of practice, there would seem to be no 

hierarchical boundary, only collaboration in practice. There might also not be an old-timer 

or newcomer, as this distinction could be considered as collapsed.  

 

Therapist 1 revealed an interesting therapist project – “being supportive to our practices” - 

the organizing processes of the C-o-P: “that has been [the teen client’s] and my endeavor” 

in initiating the request to the C-o-P. She referred to practices that empower clients’ 

capacity to act in various ways: “he can potentially develop a consulting your consultants 

relationship with other young people and maybe a connection of a league type of form with 

other young people” who are chronically challenged with learning difficulties. Epston and 

White (1990) describe “consulting your consultants” as  

 
… a therapeutic practice that encourages persons to document the solution 

knowledges, and the alternative knowledges about their lives and relationships, that 

have been resurrected and/or generated in therapy. These knowledges then become 

more available for persons to re-deploy when necessary and for others to consult 

(Epston & White, 1990: 25).  

 

The authors stress the value of dislodging persons from certain “familiar and taken-for-

granted notions about problems and from the dominant internalizing discourses that guide 

their lives”.  

 
Rather than instituting a dependency upon “expert knowledges”, this therapy enables 

persons to arrive at a point where they can take recourse to certain alternative and 

“special” knowledges that they have resurrected and/or generated during therapy 

(Epston & White, 1990: 26).             

 

In a response directed to Therapist 12 (student), Therapist 1 discussed how despite her 

“hope to bring my multiple identities” to the C-o-P, that speaking from multiple identities 

“is a more vulnerable position to take up” (A/S 20). Perhaps speaking from multiple 

identities creates vulnerability because of what Therapist 2 described as “conversations 

that seem to be somewhat charged sometimes, in the sense that they have drawn some of 
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us out/in together/apart” (A/S 18). However, Therapist 1 expressed an openness to “take 

courage” to follow the other therapists who have brought their multiple identities into the 

C-o-P by speaking from the multiple aspects of their lives. She suggested that speaking 

from one’s multiple identities made the interactions in the C-o-P “much richer, for people 

who come to it as ‘therapists’ or as ‘clients/consumers’ ”. This last statement seemed to be 

a subtle reminder that in our capacity to act in various ways we are not necessarily living 

as one static identity. Indeed it is a common belief in the field that therapists should seek 

their own therapy, and therapists, including myself, have been known to live, at times, 

both the community-based identity of therapist, and simultaneously as a client of another 

therapist.      

 

I had never seen Therapist 3’s previous participation in the therapist C-o-P, so I believe he 

was, ironically, a newcomer to the C-o-P. This seemed to be another example of living and 

mobilizing multiple community-based identities: leading author and trainer, old-timer 

practitioner at the pinnacle of narrative therapy, founder of an international postmodern 

therapy conference, and now a newcomer to an online C-o-P for therapists. But Therapist 3, 

rather than position himself as a newcomer, positioned himself as an authority who could 

mobilize capacity to affect the whole C-o-P. If, as therapist 3 claimed, clients had been 

silently lurking and finding the conversations “curious”, “provocative”, and “ridiculous”, 

then what might their further comments be on watching us consult with each other? How 

might these clients mobilize their existing embodiment of therapists, provide feedback, and 

how might that affect the hierarchical boundary between therapists and clients?  

   

 

 

 

.6 Fourth Fragment: Old-timer is Reprimanded 

 

Some strong objections were made by other C-o-P participants about Therapist 3 giving 

out the electronic address to “heaps of people” without seeking consent from other participants. 

One could say his action breached the social norm of ‘informed consent’ for us therapists, and 

triggered a social drama. 
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A/S 21: June 7

th
: Therapist #4: In reference to your post of this past Wednesday, noting 

that "heaps of people" you see lurk on this list, I wondered how that was arranged and 

whether you had facilitated that, and, if so, with whose knowledge or consent. I've been on 

lists that included providers and consumers and found the exchange interesting at least and 

affirming more often than not. 

 

 

In reference to your clients "lurking behind the screen", if you did take it on yourself to 

unilaterally organize it, I think I'd have the right to protest it in much the same way a client 

might if he or she had learned that he/she was being observed behind the mirror without 

informed consent. I welcome some clarification. 

 

Therapist 3, in his response to Therapist 4, evoked Foucault’s references to “power”, and 

stated that as therapists we have an equally responsible task to be accountable in spreading such 

postmodern ideas [and practices] into the community of other therapists. 

 
A/S 22: June 8

th
: Therapist #3: Someone wrote to me about my saying that "heaps" of 

persons i work with lurk on this list and somehow this person had some kind of difficulty 

with this . . .  i apologise for not remembering the specifics -  my acknowledged limited 

response to what i remember is this - an interpretation of Foucault’s definition of power 

might be helpful here – power can be described as what can be said, who can say it and 

with what authority – as far as this list goes I take a position alongside those other 

respondents I respect who are taking steps to blur the expert distinction between us 

therapists and them. I know we have all worked and studied very hard to be accountable in 

wrapping our heads around these narrative/post structural ideas and practices and I feel 

we now have an equally responsible task to be accountable in spreading these ideas and 

practices into the community of others.    

 

Therapist 4 then accelerated her reprimand, chastising Therapist 3 for acting as if he had 

special privileges in the C-o-P to act unilaterally. She also challenged his invocation of Foucault 

to support his own agenda. 

 
A/S 23: June 11

th
: Therapist #4: The reference to "heaps" of persons was your own. The 

post in which you made reference to what sounds like your acting unilaterally to invite 

persons with whom you work onto the list and the "interesting turn of events" that 

represented in terms of placing them behind the screen observing us raises the same 

questions I've raised and others regardless of your invocation of Foucault.  
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Would you invite observers, professional or otherwise, behind the one way mirror without 

the informed consent of your clients? What justifies your taking such action on your own 

without any attempt that I know of to inform us at the very least? Would you say that your 

clients have some right to informed consent but we on the list do not? Why would you take 

steps to respect their personhood in this way but not our own? By what special privilege do 

you make this distinction? Do you own some special form of expertise learned or read that 

confers that to you? How would the decent use of the power to decide "what can be said, 

who can say it and with what authority" be negotiated in a way which respects the 

personhood of those effected by such powers? By one person's special fiat or through some 

kind of open discussion? 

 

As I said before, I don't have a beef with clients participating on the list. I think such 

participation would be informing. I question your taking this step without affording the list 

any opportunity to discuss it and your then tweaking our noses in the "interesting turn" it 

represents. I don't see this as an action which blurs expert distinctions, but one which 

celebrates you and your prerogatives at the expense of the rest of us. 

 

 

Author Reflection #4 

In A/S 21, after discovering that “heaps of” people were observing us, Therapist 4 

wondered aloud how “that was arranged and whether … [Therapist 3] had facilitated that”. 

Further, she wondered “with whose knowledge or consent” the arrangement was made. She 

said she had participated in C-o-Ps that included both providers and consumers, and found 

the exchanges “interesting at least and affirming more than not”. She wondered further if 

Therapist 3 took it upon himself “to unilaterally organize” the presence of clients observing 

our interactions. Her question seemed to be why we as members had not been consulted or 

included in the decision. A client might protest if s/he discovered she was being “observed 

behind the mirror without informed consent”. Therapist 4 expressed that she would “have 

the right to protest it much in the same way a client might”. Therapist 4 seemed to be 

protesting subject-object relations, those hierarchical relations in which “Other” is known 

from the subject’s singular point of view and is thus, as Dachler and Hosking (1995) state, 

“treated as available to be influenced, mobilized, motivated, directed… by the subject”. 

Was Therapist 3 acting from a subject-object position, unilaterally deciding what was best 

for us and what was best for his clients without seeking informed consent? Or was he 

perhaps acting in his own best interests?  
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Therapist 3’s response to Therapist 4 (A/S 22), seemed to imply that her concerns were 

unusual within the C-o-P: “someone wrote to me … somehow this person had some kind of 

difficulty with this”. Therapist 3 stated that he took “a position alongside those other 

respondents I respect… to blur the expert distinction between us therapists and them”. 

Might that imply that anyone who does not go along with Therapist 3’s position would not 

be deserving of his respect? For example, in his response, he did not address Therapist 4 by 

her name, instead referring to her as “someone”. Therapist 3 stated that as therapists we had 

an equally responsible task “to be accountable in spreading these ideas and practices … into 

the community of others” (he refers to these as “narrative/post structural ideas and 

practices”). It seemed to me that Therapist 3 had his own project to influence us to 

undertake. But were his unilateral actions the best way to mobilize his constructions of the 

real and good as resources toward clients? And would other C-o-P participants adopt the 

same constructions as he had adopted? Was this an example of practicing the postmodern 

discourse of acting non-hierarchically? What might be brought about by an attempt to force 

a practice upon therapists, one which seeks to emancipate clients while simultaneously 

disregarding the rest of us? 

 

Therapist 4 then responded that it seemed that Therapist 3 was “acting unilaterally to invite 

persons with whom you work onto the list”. She stated further that regardless of Therapist 

3’s invocation of Foucault, his placing of clients to be observing us therapists “raises the 

same questions I’ve raised and others”. Therapist 4 again returned to the importance of 

informed consent, and wondered why Therapist 3 had taken this action “without any 

attempt I know to inform us at the very least”. Again she wondered whether he thought that 

clients had the right to informed consent, but as therapists we do not. “Why would you take 

steps to respect their personhood in this way but not our own?” She wondered whether 

Therapist 3 owned some “special form of expertise learned or read” by which he could 

unilaterally make a decision that affected the whole C-o-P.  

 

Therapist 4 suggested that rather than blurring the expert distinctions, his action was “one 

which celebrates you and your prerogatives at the expense of the rest of us”. Might it be 

possible then, as another way of acting, Therapist 3 could have shifted from a sense of 
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individual responsibility in which he acted over the therapists in the C-o-P, to inviting a 

sense of relational responsibility that would recognize the generative power of 

relationships?  

 

On the above M. Gergen notes “that through relational processes one could alter this 

understanding of what one’s desires, goals, and preferred behaviors might be (M. Gergen 

1999: 108)”.    

 

 

 

.7 Fifth Fragment: Non-therapists Announce They Are Observing  

 

A participant, not a therapist but a writer, then made his presence known, and expressed 

how he has been waiting for days to read Therapist 3’s response to Therapist 4’s reprimand. This 

was the first sign I have witnessed of a non-therapist in the C-o-P. I had been in the C-o-P for 

more than a year. 

 
A/S 24: June 12

th
: Writer (CC1): I have waited for some days now in anticipation of [a] 

reply. It is a subject which I believe is very important. I … work … as a writer/editor. I am 

not a therapist … I am most interested in the social/political implications of narrative 

approaches, and the ways in which genuine concern for individuals can be combined with 

a commitment to broader social activism. 

 

I am uneasy with the distinction between "client" and "therapist". I prefer to think about 

"healing partnerships" ... I have been a "client" myself on a number of occasions when I 

have struggled with personal crises, but I have never been a therapist. If this list is 

intended to be purely for practicing therapists then I do not belong here. However, I have 

never seen any indication that membership is exclusive to "professionals" and if this is the 

intention it needs to be made a lot clearer…. 

 

 I believe that it is quite appropriate that "consumers" subscribe to this list without having 

to identify themselves as "consumers". To say otherwise seems to imply that "consumers" 

are somehow different from any other people -something which I would want to oppose 

strenuously. No one else is obliged to identify themselves.  

 

… This list, however, is a public forum, not a private therapeutic context. People posting to 

the list are in effect asking for comment and feedback and opening themselves up to an 
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unknown public gaze. I don't see any reason for "consumers" not to be part of that public 

gaze…  

 

Even though I am not a therapist I think I can understand some degree  of concern about 

being observed by "clients" - it must be something  of a "turning of tables" which I imagine 

could be quite uncomfortable. I would be interested in hearing more about what your 

concerns might be. If you feel that, as a non-therapist, I should not be on the list, please let 

me know. 

 

Therapist 5 responded to Writer, welcoming his participation, addressing the political 

nature of participation, and the ability to speak from multiple voices of experience.  
 

A/S 26: June 12
th

: Therapist #5: I am very glad to have you on the list and welcome your 

membership. I also share your interest in and commitment to social justice and the 

"social/political implications of narrative approaches.." 

 

Who is welcome and who may not be welcome on this list is a political decision is it not? 

Having been a therapist for 30 years it is ironic that I also have been a client and 

consumer of services as well so I suppose I sit on both sides of the fence if there is a fence 

at all. 

 

… I have had in thrown in my face that I, as a therapist, couldn't possibly understand 

because I am not a consumer… Membership in the consumer group then becomes a badge 

of honor with an exclusionary power all its own. I of course reply that I am a consumer too 

and that usually nixes the exclusionary intention of the speaker. At any rate, I, for one, 

welcome your participation in the list and thank you for keeping the issue on the table so 

that we can continue to work toward some agreement. 

 

Therapist 14, who had been lurking for 7 weeks, then introduced himself and talked 

about how Writer’s comments have inspired him to join the discussion, and reflects on 

lurking (silent observing) as a form of respectful listening participation. 
 

A/S 29: June 12
th

: Therapist #14: I have been a subscriber … for a few weeks now. I am 

enthralled by the conversations occurring here. It is hard for me to keep up-to-date with 

the various threads, so I have heretofore not commented directly. Many of the threads have 

been very inspiring to me - particularly the "shifting identities thread"… I greatly 

appreciate the candor and the sharing of personal and professional experiences and 

insights which a number of subscribers have undertaken… I have felt it an honor to have 

the opportunity to participate in these conversations - if only in a listening capacity. 
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I would like to say that I have been meaning to write the list for some time. Now… I am 

moved to overcome my previous writing inertia and make a contribution, however humble, 

to the conversation…. My question is: Are we talking about "lurking" or "L.U.R.K.- ing"? 

L.U.R.K. - ing referring to L.istening with Undivided attention and Respect, as a K.indred 

spirit… I welcome Writer’s participation on the list and appreciate his e-mail which helped 

with the "jump-start" that I needed, in order to share a comment that has been on my mind 

for several weeks. 

 

Therapist 4 then addressed the comments made by Writer in A/S 24, lamenting that while 

the family therapist C-o-P used to make space for differences, it had more recently begun to 

marginalize legitimate differences.   
 

A/S 31: June 12
th

: Therapist #4: Some reactions to your post. First, as far as "patients", 

"clients", "consumers", "customers", etc. go, I'm not sure that we have a very good 

language for the participants in therapeutic collaboration, a language that conveys my 

aspirations to practice in a working with rather than working on or working at way. 

"Clients" seems better to me than "patients" in this regard, but marginally so…. 

 

My concerns have little to do with maintaining or supporting role distinctions or the 

expertise of therapists. This list does however have a tradition which I value of playing out 

decisions among all of us. I was unaware that there are other than therapists already on 

the list… 

 

Finally, either you or someone else on this thread mentioned this list being for people who 

have an interest in narrative therapy. At one time this list was for people who were 

interested in talking about postmodern therapies. It was a place where there was room for 

difference, synthesis and a kind of community. I felt I learned from it and was supported by 

it. The current list as it is constituted seems to me to marginalize legitimate differences. I 

for one, feel the loss. 

 

Therapist 15, a student, responded with questions to Therapist 5’s earlier descriptions of 

“the fence”  (A/S 26) between therapists and clients. 
 

A/S 32: June 12
th

: Therapist #15 (student): I just wonder: If there is a fence, what does it 

look like? How high is it? How thick is it? Should there be a gate? Shall the gate be 

locked? Who then, should have a key fitting the lock? Who has built the fence? What is the 

reasons why this fence has been built? What purpose should the fence have? As time 

passes, and "time's tooth" destroys the fence, who should be in charge of repairing the 

fence? As the fashions for fences changes, should the fence be changed according the 
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"zeitgeist"? If someone are on both sides of the fence (as I am, a consumer as well as a 

therapist (in half a year)), will I have to decide on which side I should stay? etc. etc. 
 

Therapist 17 then noted that he was fine with clients participating without having to 

identifying themselves as such. 

 
A/S 34: June 12

th
: Therapist #17: I personally  have no fears of people (clients or 

whatever) lurking or contributing with or without identifying themselves in dimensions of 

therapist-clienthood. I have always understood this to be a public forum.  Others can speak 

for themselves. 

 

Story cont’d 

I start this section with the sudden appearance of a client, and her introduction. This was 

a very timely occurrence, because suddenly, amidst discussion of client access, there is an actual 

client present.  

 
A/S 35: June 12

th
: Many Expressions (CC2): Hello. My name is _____. I am a client and I 

have been lurking… I guess for the last few days trying to get an understanding of the 

group and make sure it’s safe here. I hope I don’t offend anyone by being here and if you’d 

as a group prefer clients to not be on the list I’ll unsubscribe. I’m finding the posts 

interesting and respectful. I have been on other lists for “therapists” and the posts on this 

one are far more encouraging and less upsetting.  

 

 The discussion then turned to an interesting welcoming of the client, as one old-timer 

coordinated with her comments and elicited her experience of being in online C-o-Ps with 

therapists.  

 
A/S 36: June 12

th
: Therapist #2: Welcome! I enjoyed hearing your comments. If you are 

comfortable saying, I would like to hear more about what you find interesting on this list 

and how it might differ from other therapy lists you've been on. Don't feel obliged to 

answer if you would rather not, but I'm also curious if you have experienced collaborative 

therapy yourselves. All the best.  

 

 The founder of the therapist C-o-P then offered his views on the topic of allowing the 

client to participate.  
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A/S 37: June 12
th

: Therapist 13: For what it's worth, when I suggested at TC2 that we 

consider having a listserv that evolved into this one, I never considered clients 

participating. It wasn't that I would have wanted to keep them out. I just never met anyone 

but therapists would have been interested in discussing postmodern therapy (and darn few 

of them, at that). I can't get my colleagues, hell, I can't even get my wife into a discussion of 

this stuff. For my $.02 worth, I say, the more varied voices, the better. 

 

Another therapist responded to Many Expressions with a welcome and some reflections 

about her own challenges as a practitioner. She includes her experience as a lesbian therapist, 

another community-based identity that might be ‘put to work’ in her practice and how 

professional and personal life in that community takes her into multiple situations, often meeting 

the same persons in different contexts. 

 
A/S 38: June 12

th
: Therapist #8: Since I too have been a client, and likely will be again at 

some time in the future, and since I think of my clients as co-consultants, and the experts on 

their lives and myself as the one with some different skills than they may have, I find it 

unlikely that i would object to not welcoming clients on this list. 

 

[Your therapist] sent me a copy of the paper he presented  in Vancouver, and since I found 

the section of the paper that was really most impacting was the part that was your words. I 

am pleased to have you here, since clients often do not feel able to ask questions about why 

I do or do not respond in certain ways, or tell me what helped or did not help, despite my 

efforts to seek that information. 

 

 And perhaps that is how it should be, since when I seek assistance I am more interested in 

my own needs than in worrying about the therapist and the process.  Or at least when the 

process is going well.  

 

There are times when I do want to "let my hair down", without having to worry about being 

a therapist, and I am certain there are times when clients do not want me in "the rest of 

their lives", as one put it. But in some ways this is a boundary issue, and as a lesbian 

therapist, who is a well known member of the political action community, and frequently 

encounters current and former clients socially, or future clients for that matter, I have not 

found this to be much of an issue. I am clear about it in my first session, and tell clients that 

I will simply say a simple hello, if we meet in public. Anything else is up to them. Since I 

move in lots of circles here in Edmonton, when pressed I can easily say "oh i know so many 

folks from so many places, I don't remember where we first met".  So that deals with part of 

the issue for me, but i dance with it constantly.  
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Other therapists began to welcome the client Many Expressions to participate.  

 
A/S 39: June 12

th
: Therapist 18: Personally I feel very honored and privileged to have 

clients, non therapists on the list. I believe that we will enrich ourselves tremendously from 

listening to their ideas about our thoughts, either in or out of their therapeutic practice.  

Regards, and welcome. 

 

A/S 40: June 12
th 

: Therapist #19: I agree. For what it's worth, maybe this time around we 

can truly make a difference in this world of PEOPLE. Where people gather they talk to 

each other; rubbing shoulders, crying, laughing, and even bickering. Therapists and 

"clients" are no different. We may agree and/or disagree on something, but so what! We 

are all people FIRST before we take/give therapy, and we will always be PEOPLE when 

we pass on. Hopefully, more fulfilled and happy people… 
 

Placing a focus on the creative power of language, Therapist 7 welcomed Therapist 14 to 

the C-o-P and responded to her comments on lurking as a form of participation (see A/S 29). 

Therapist 14 had referred to it as “L.istening with U.ndivided attention and R.espect, as a 

K.indred spirit”. 

 
A/S 42: Jun 13

th
: Therapist #7: Welcome to the list. I enjoyed your drawing distinctions 

between L.U.R.K-ing and lurking. Words are so interesting, and their personal meanings as 

well... I was one who, although not usually slow to warm up in person, have been very slow 

in publicly posting here on the list (until recently). So I lurked - that is, I quietly read 

(listened with my eyes) with undivided attention and respect, enjoyed the conversations and 

tried to get to know a little about folks from their words. I posted privately a few times, and 

got some encouraging words from Therapist #2, kind of letting me take my time until going 

public. Then I read (student) Therapist #15’s words - something about willing to take a risk 

to expose herself - and it gave me courage. 

 

This list is an open forum.  I am curious about how many folks lurk/read/ and do not make 

themselves known. Much of the conversation is about collaboration and respect, and 

awareness of socio-political influences which separate us. I don't do much web browsing 

(time is precious), so am not exposed to "flaming" and have enjoyed the respect shown on 

this list. Whoever chooses to read/lurk/post is welcome in my eyes if they have genuine 

interest in the topics and I would hope the spirit of openness and respect would continue to 

prevail. Posting on this list has been helpful to me in making me consider how to phrase 

what I wish to say. This carries over into my work. I have done some letter writing to those I 
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work with and have found it very helpful in moving our "work" together forward. It is my 

goal to do more such writing and I am working on having my words reflect the respect I 

feel inside.   

 

I participate in some folk music groups where connections are made to others via the music.  

Distinctions regarding age, work, income, political views, etc. become meaningless. What 

matters is how our voices and music blend together. Do we enjoy the sounds and the energy 

we create together? Can I play your guitar and see how it sounds? Can we learn from each 

other? Are we having fun yet? This has been an important part of my life - one which has 

enriched me immeasurably. Why not here? 

 

 Therapist 7 then welcomed Many Expressions to the therapist C-o-P. 
 

A/S 43: June 13
th

: Therapist #7: Welcome to the list.  No offense from me. I've been a 

client - although am not currently. Also have been a therapist - am currently. I liked 

hearing that the posts here are "more encouraging and less upsetting."  When you feel it 

is safe, could you say more about this? Also, I'm curious about [your name] “L and Co”. 

Could you explain that a bit more? 

 

Therapist 16 then responded with a warm welcome and invitation to participate to all 

clients that might be already lurking in the C-o-P. 

 
A/S 44: June 13

th
: Therapist #16: Dear clients on the list. I would vote for issuing you all a 

welcome and encouraging you to jump in and participate in the discussion! 

 

The client “Many Expressions” then addressed some of the comments from the 

practitioners in the C-o-P, identifying herself as diagnosed with Multiple Personality Disorder, 

and sometimes referring to herself as “we”. 
 

A/S 47: June 13
th

: Many Expressions (CC2): Thank you for welcoming me to the list. In 

answer to some of the questions some of you asked, in comparison to the other list I'm on 

for "therapists", people here seem to be respectful to each other not flaming each other.  

Due to some of the topics on the other list (is sex between children and adults harmful and 

is therapy really helpful) several "clients" became involved in the list; we felt the 

"therapists" needed to hear us.  In answer to your question, the name ____ & Co is 

because I experience myself as having "parts" so I have a lot of  Company. Although I hate 

the diagnosis and label; they call it DID [dissociative identity disorder]. In answer to your 

question, I'm not sure what you mean by collaborative therapy but yes I am in therapy and 

my therapist uses a narrative approach. I also belong to an online support group, which 

has been helpful as well; by the way therapists come there frequently and ask questions 
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about our experiences. Personally the posts about Death that I've been reading have been 

helpful as we work in a hospital and without any real training are helping people thru their 

deaths.  

 

The discussion of inclusion continued for some days, and by its end the client Many 

Expressions had become a participant in our therapist C-o-P, contributing a unique perspective 

and serving as a consultant to us therapists. The power-differential had become unstable by the 

efforts of the participants. The joint action, of therapists reflexively admitting, in front of clients 

a power differential between themselves and clients, can be considered an invitation into a new 

subject-subject language game, in which clients are re-constructed as resourceful persons. It can 

be considered a move toward extending power to clients, moving away from power over in 

which clients subjugate to the discourses of therapists. This seemed to open space for the clients 

and other non-therapist in the C-o-P, to acting in empowered ways that were of increased value 

to the therapists. I will say more about this in the reflection below.   

 
 

 

Author Reflection #5 

In A/S 24 a non-therapist introduced himself as a writer, stating he has “been waiting for 

days now in anticipation of a reply” from Therapist 3 to the reprimand from Therapist 4. 

“Writer” said he preferred to think about “healing partnerships” rather than “the distinction 

between client and therapist”. This seemed like a relationally responsible frame that 

focused on the relationship, the practice. He stated further that consumers should be able to 

participate in the C-o-P without having to identify themselves as consumers; “to say 

otherwise seems to imply that ‘consumers’ are somehow different from any other people 

… no one else is obliged to identify themselves”. Operating within a public forum, C-o-P 

participants ask for comment and feedback, and are “opening themselves up to an 

unknown public gaze. I don’t see any reason for consumers not to be part of that public 

gaze”. Writer seemed to bring a ‘fresh eyes’ perspective, for he had noticed that the online 

forum was a different practice from therapy, one that allowed participants to bring more of 

their community-based identities in the service of their clinical practices. Why should 

consumers not be included if they are more than just consumers? It seemed that the 

hierarchical boundary between therapist and client was collapsing within a new language 
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game of “partnership” and “practices” and “multiple community-based identities”. 

 

Therapist 5, in his response to Writer, welcomed him (A/S 26): “I am very glad to have 

you on the list and welcome your membership”. Stating that he has been both a therapist 

and client, he mused, that “I suppose I sit on both sides of the fence if there is a fence at 

all”. Stating that sometimes consumers have told him that “as a therapist I couldn’t 

possibly understand because I am a consumer”, Therapist 5 noted that membership in the 

consumer group can become a badge of honor “with an exclusionary power of its own”. 

However, to reply to such persons that he is also a consumer “nixes the exclusionary 

intention of the speaker”. It seems from Therapist 5 that subject-object relations, in any 

context of life, can become as fences that separate persons and limit their involvement with 

each other into static roles. However, when we take time to reflect, we often discover that 

we exist on both sides of the fences as we often participate in different aspects of our lives 

as different identities. 

 

In a new introduction (A/S 29), Therapist 14 noted how he had been participating for 

several weeks only through lurking, and how “the shifting identities” thread, and 

participants’ sharing of personal and professional experiences and insights  had inspired 

him: “I have felt it an honor to participate in these conversations – if only in a listening 

capacity”. Therapist 14 then proposed that lurking be considered as Listening with 

Undivided Attention and Respect as a Kindred spirit, another way to participate. He stated 

further how Writer inspired him to speak: “I welcome Writer’s participation, and 

appreciate his email which helped with the jump-start that I needed, in order to share a 

comment that has been on my mind for several weeks”. Therapist 14’s testimony of the 

impact of Writer’s words on him seemed to provide a first example of how a non-therapist 

could contribute to therapists in the C-o-P. It seemed that we were operating outside of the 

subject-object relations, and participants, including a non-therapist, were beginning to 

collaborate in a different kind of conversation.    

 

In her response to Writer (A/S 31), Therapist 4 suggested that she had concerns about the 

language game used to describe therapy: “I’m not sure that we have a very good language 

for the participants in therapeutic collaboration, a language that conveys my aspirations to 
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working with rather than working on or working at way”. She also described the C-o-P’s 

history as “a place where there was room for difference, synthesis and a kind of 

community. I felt I learned from it and was supported by it”. She then lamented how it had 

changed for the worse: “The current list as it is constituted seems to me to marginalize 

legitimate differences. I for one, feel the loss”. It seemed that the project “to be 

accountable in spreading these ideas and practices”, forced on the C-o-P by Therapist 3 

was marginalizing anyone who did not agree with it.   

   

Student Therapist 15’s questions about “the fence” (A/S 32) began to further dismantle the  

hierarchical boundary between therapist and client: “Should there be a gate? Should the 

gate be locked? Who then, should have a key fitting the lock? Who has built the fence? 

What is the reason why this fence has been built?” and “As the fashions for fences change, 

should the fence be changed according to the zeitgeist?” “If someone are [sic] on both 

sides of the fence (as I am a consumer as well as a therapist … in half a year) will I have to 

decide on which side I should stay?” It seemed that the hierarchical construct was getting 

quite a battering from this generative participant dialogue.   

 

In A/S 35 an actual “client” announced her presence: “I am a client and I have been 

lurking … I guess for the last few days trying to get an understanding of the group and 

make sure it’s safe here”. The client, whom I will refer to as “Many Expressions” stated 

that she had “been on other lists for ‘therapists’ and the posts on this one are far more 

encouraging and less upsetting”. As a therapist I found this to be interesting and valuable 

feedback, providing a sense of appreciation for the work we were doing to allow space for 

client participation. It also let me know that clients could be excellent providers of 

feedback to inform us of what is working in our practices with them.  

 

Therapist 5 immediately welcomed Many Expressions: “if you are comfortable saying, I 

would like to hear more about what you find interesting on this list and how it might differ 

from other therapy lists you’ve been on” (A/S 36). Therapist 8 (A/S 38) noted that she was 

pleased to have Many Expressions participating, as clients often do not “feel able to ask 

questions about why I do or do not respond in certain ways, or tell me what helped or did 

not help, despite my effort to seek that information”. She stated that as a lesbian therapist 
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she moves in a lot of circles in her city, is a well-known member of the political action 

committee, and often crosses paths with her clients in multiple situations. “There are times 

when I want to ‘let my hair down’ without having to worry about being a therapist”.  

 

In dealing with the multiple community-based identities and multiple situations of her own 

life Therapist 8 stated that she often makes agreements with clients that when she runs into 

them she will simply say “hello, if we meet in public. Anything else is up to them”. This is 

an example that in some communities persons have to have multiple conversations and 

work on multiple projects with the same Others. It is not enough to simply tell oneself that 

one is solely in one role. This also shows, for me, how in a C-o-P there can be many 

different persons, values, political persuasions, projects, and lifestyles. In addressing 

Therapist 14’s comments on lurking as another form of participation, Therapist 7 talked 

about how she lurked as a way “to get to know a little about folks from their words”, 

indicating for me how it is possible to follow Other.  

 

In identifying her diagnosed condition as “multiple personality disorder”, Many 

Expressions (A/S 47) has left me thinking that in some ways she is not unlike the 

therapists in the C-o-P. She has been labeled with a subject-object diagnosis, and therefore 

implied as a community-based identity in need of help. The rest of us in the C-o-P have 

been acknowledging how we exist as multiple community-based identities in multiple 

contexts of our lives, and we have been exploring how to express these identities in 

developing collaborative practices with clients. To do this we would need to let go of the 

notion that we exist as only one static identity. Many Expressions explained how in 

another C-o-P her and other clients became involved because they felt “therapists needed 

to hear us”, and that in another C-o-P she frequents, “therapists come there frequently and 

ask questions about our experience”. It seems that therapists hearing the perspective of 

clients could allow for other shifts, in that it might be one way in which subject-subject 

relations become possible. 

    

!
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.8 Reflections with Client the Following Year  

 

The client, whom I have been referring to as “Many Expressions”, became a legitimate 

peripheral participant in the therapist C-o-P. She became peripheral to therapist discussions and 

participated in them, not to learn how to be a therapist, for that required specified education, but 

to inter-act in a “consulting your consultants” manner with the therapists. She represented, 

among other things, her experience of mental health issues and her experience of therapists and 

other online C-o-Ps. These were other community-based identities that could be mobilized. She 

found ways to speak on behalf of her community of persons affected with mental health 

concerns.  

 

  LPP is a confusing term when we consider that persons co-create realities and 

possibilities, and in that frame LPP seems to imply subject-object relations where one party 

knows and the other party is ignorant. Participation in the therapist C-o-P is not the activity of a 

child newcomer to midwifery, learning to apply a stroking massage to a mother giving birth. Nor 

is it a young teenager cutting a piece of cloth under the watchful eye of the tailor shop master. 

For a client, participation in the family therapist C-o-P means admittance into the previously 

closed “conversation” that is the practice in this professional community. Such practice 

conversations are usually reserved for professionals only. However, the story of Many 

Expressions is also a story of a so-called newcomer bringing value to so-called old-timers. The 

story is one of subject-to-subject interaction and of co-creating. Her story is also an example of a 

person experiencing the effects of a mainstream, diagnostic narrative of practice, and a person 

who experiences life with a group of therapists seeking to operate in a subject-to-subject manner. 

These shifting community-based identities of experience also occur in her participation in 

various other online communities.  

 

  In the interview below, Many Expressions, diagnosed with Multiple Personality Disorder, 

again speaks in the plural, referring to her selves, or what she often referred to as her      

“company ”. Acting as a consultant to my inquiry, she explains in our interview how power 

relations were active in such C-o-Ps, via mainstream narratives of practice expressed by 

professionals around her mental health issues. She refers to the family therapist C-o-P as 

providing her with an an experience of emancipation from these narratives, a space of inter-
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action that provided her with new possibilities for action. By following along with our 

conversation the reader can understand more of the distinction between subject-object and 

subject-subject relations. As mentioned peviously, these inteviews were carried out via email. 

 

 
First Interview with Client “Many Expressions” – June 1997 

 

Earon: I notice that you are still actively posting to MFTC-L and that your perspective 

seems to be highly respected. I would like your help once more as a consultant regarding 

this [inquiry] I am writing about. 

 

I have been going through some of the text from the conversation you participated in when 

you first came into the group and [I] noticed some interesting things which you wrote. Can 

you comment on them? I am asking your opinion because I think that your perspective can 

provide me with some idea of how the postmodern oriented therapists are different [than 

modernist oriented therapists]. 

 

You wrote: “... questions some of you ... asked, in comparison to the other list I’m on for 

therapists”. 

 

I assume, then, that the questions that some of the [modernist] therapists asked were 

different than the questions asked by therapists from another list. How were those 

questions different? 

 

Many Expressions: There were two [other C-o-Ps] that we  were involved in, and one that 

we are still involved in. One is a support group [C-o-P #2] and therapists come to the list 

often uninvited and question the people there. The other list is for therapists [C-o-P #3] 

and discussion about adult/child sex being discussed, along with discussions about who we 

as clients are – were being talked about – [without our voices being added to the 

discussion]. 

 

Some of the major differences from the questions we get asked [at MFTC-L] is that [the 

questions] are truly from a place of curiosity and usually respect – they also often leave us 

feeling free enough from judgment that we can answer, and their questions come across as 

we are a person foremost, and more from an equal position.  

 

In the other discussion groups [C-o-Ps # 2 & #3] the therapists ask questions like they 

already know the answer and it leads to arguments because our answers don’t always 

match what they “should” be. Often the questions come from a place of fulfilling some type 

of hypothesis that a therapist has about who we are or some issue they are trying to prove. 
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They [the questions] also have judgments in them – they don’t come across as questions 

out of curiosity – like “all people with MPD think ... right?” That’s not a question from our 

perspective. 

 

 

 

Author Reflection #6 

The statement by Many Expressions invites me to return to some of the practices outlined by 

Harlene Anderson that constitute power to Other. In this thesis, Anderson has discussed 

principles that are mobilized as resources to enhance possibility and equal relations (n.d., see 

article at http://www.harleneanderson.org/writings/CoachingArticle.htm). The client is seen as 

expert in his/her own life, and this makes space for multiple voices and wisdoms of experience to 

enter the conversational space. If the client is viewed as an expert, a sense of openness must be 

extended toward him. The practitioner becomes as a genuinely curious learner, what I now often 

refer to in C-o-P language as a “newcomer” to client experience. As a learner the practitioner 

adopts a stance of not knowing, of openness, suspending what he thinks he already knows. The 

practitioner chooses cooperative language rather than knowing or over-seeing language (also see 

Anderson, 1997). 
 

 

 

 

Interview Cont’d 

 

Earon: When you say that you felt that the therapists on the other lists [C-o-Ps #2 & #3] 

needed to hear you, what specifically do you mean? Does the word “hear” refer to more 

than your experience – do you also mean to say that your perspective also needs to be 

heard? Or does being “heard” have a specific meaning for you? Had you felt heard by the 

participants on the other lists [C-o-Ps #2 & #3]? What did you need to get from the 

therapists in order to have felt “heard”? Did you end up feeling “heard” on MFTC-L? If 

so, how? What was it about the interchange?  

 

Many Expressions: Hear is both to us. In reference to some of the threads on sex between 

adults and children, it was being heard that “hey our experience isn’t matching what your 

saying”; but it’s also perspectives that we needed to be heard like “this kind of thinking 

isn’t always helpful and for many of us it is even hurtful”. We felt analyzed [by modernist 

therapists] on the other lists [C-o-Ps #2 & #3] or often clients were read if that makes 

sense; we’d say one thing and they’d repeat and quote what we had said – and it wasn’t at 
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all what we had meant or said. It was interpretation and analyzing. On MFTC-L we do and 

did feel heard; part of it was that it was shared meanings and clarifications and openness 

to different perspectives, even if agreement wasn’t the outcome. That’s being different too 

[on MFTC-L]; on the other list most of the talking is to change people – to agree to a 

perspective rather than an acceptance that what fits for us may not be what fits for you, 

and that both are OK. Probably one of the biggest things about the interchanges [on 

MFTC-L] is that there tends to be a general respect for each other, and that the questions 

aren’t self-serving and there is a two way kind of learning and hearing that goes on.   

 

 

 

 

Author Reflection #7 

In the above, Many Expressions shares her local community-based knowledge with me, in 

which she contrasts subject object relations with subject-subject relations. In subject-object 

knowing, it seems from her experience that only the subject can really claim knowledge. As 

Many Expressions explains from her experience, in C-o-Ps #2 & #3, “often clients were read 

if that makes sense; we’d say one thing and they’d repeat and quote what we had said – and 

it wasn’t at all what we had meant or said …most of the talking is to change people – to 

agree to a perspective rather than an acceptance that what fits for us may not be what fits for 

you, and that both are OK”. Note how in her statement “and that both are OK” Many 

Expressions seems to address the importance of possibility space, the space for multiple 

voices and local realities to co-exist. In her account of the family therapist C-o-P (MFTC-L) 

her experience is much different and reflects possibility space: “we do and did feel heard; 

part of it was that it was shared meanings and clarifications and openness to different 

perspectives, even if agreement wasn’t the outcome … Probably one of the biggest things 

about the interchanges … is that there tends to be a general respect for each other, and that 

the questions aren’t self-serving and there is a two way kind of learning and hearing that 

goes on”. Thus situated learning in a non subject-object setting seems to me a two way flow 

based on practices rather than a one direction implementation of the subject’s knowing. 
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Interview Cont’d 

 

Earon: You wrote, “therapists come there frequently and ask questions about our 

experiences”. You noted that therapists [modernist] came frequently to the other lists [C-o-

Ps #2 & #3] to ask questions. What meaning do you make of that? Do you conclude that 

the therapists are curious about your experiences? Do they want to become experts about 

the experiences and challenges of yourselves and others on that list? Or is it simply that 

therapists have a habit of asking questions? 

 

Many Expressions: In the support group often to back up their expertise, one class of 

therapists was assigned to observe our support group and it caused a lot of upset – we 

aren’t rats you know. Often the therapists were curious about our experiences, but it was 

like a talk-show kind of curiosity – like questions pertaining to “freaks” or something they 

wanted to know about the nitty-gritty of our abuse experiences, the sensationalized kind of 

thing. Some of them would challenge the group with questions or statements like they knew 

what we experienced inside of us more than we do, or give answers that we weren’t asking 

for [them] to solve problems we didn’t perceive a problems. To help us be “normal”, 

whatever that is.  

 

 

 

Author Reflection #8 

At this point I am invited by the words of Many Expressions to consider her thoughts in line with 

the observing gaze of knowing subjects: “often to back up their expertise, one class of therapists 

was assigned to observe our group and it caused a lot of upset – we aren’t rats you know”. I now 

return to the comments of Therapist 3, in A/S 15, when he announced that “heaps of” his clients 

were observing the therapists interactions: “those on line with us report that they find the list's 

conversations ‘curious’, ‘provocative’ and ‘ridiculous’. Their lurking behind the screen is an 

interesting therapeutic turn don't you think?” Based on what Many Expressions has just shared 

about being observed by a class of therapists, “often to back up their expertise” as if she and her 

peers were “rats”, it is understandable that Therapist 3 would suggest that the therapists being 

placed under the gaze of clients was indeed “an interesting therapeutic turn”, in which those in 

the subject position could experience what might be the discomfort of being observed by 

“curious” clients, reporting they were finding therapist discussions “provocative” and 

“ridiculous”.  
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Interview Two – June 1998 

  The following interview is the second of two interviews with Many Expressions; it 

occurred on June 17, 1998. This interview centers her access to LPP, in this sense that of co-

creating a relationship of collaboration with the therapists, in which she acts as a consultant, re-

accessing her knowledge and sharing it. In this regard, Lave and Wenger’s view of LPP becomes 

somewhat collapsed, into processes in which all participants can access and mobilize their own 

community-based identities. In this local environment, who knows, and who can claim to know 

is not necessarily related to a title or social certification by an outside community. Many 

Expressions has confirmed that feeling heard provides her with a sense of having equal voice. 

There is a sense of dialogic multiplicity in which shifting community-based identities and 

resources, remnants of past relations have been allowed to have voice. Thus, with the experience 

of feeling heard there seems to be, for her, an elevation from object status to a sense of legitimate 

peripheral participation. We might also remember that in this community there are also different 

forms of life: therapists, clients, writers and others, in addition to the multiple remnants of past 

relations, multiple possible voices. Therefore it is understandable that a C-o-P can never really be 

one community; rather it can be theorized as multiple communities. 

 

 
Earon: I get a sense that you are an equal in the MFTC-L C-o-P in every way. 

 

Many Expressions: We at this point believe we are equal. We didn’t believe that at first, 

but it has evolved into that. It’s fine for us. 

 

Earon: What do you experience your role as being here? 

 

Many Expressions: Actually we see our role here now as a member of the community. We 

feel equal voice and accepted here as a person; sometimes we are one with a problem, 

sometimes we are also consultant and give input to so-called helpers. Sometimes we see 

ourselves a bit as a consumer advocate, but mostly we see ourselves as a contributing 

member of this community. 

 

Earon: Do you experience your role here as having evolved in some way[s]? 

 

Many Expressions: Yes, it has evolved in many ways. At first we felt pretty much isolated 

and the “client” in a negative less than others’ role here. At first if a therapist wrote about 

a problem they were having with a client or themselves we felt like our voice may be 
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dismissed and didn’t speak publicly to those posts; now we give our input when we have it 

and we consider it valid as well. Off list we consult for one therapist on this list about a 

client of hers which is really neat. We contribute to posts and ask questions when we don’t 

understand something and have even started threads here which is all an evolution to us. 

We no longer feel a need to say we are a client; we feel accepted and valued here, and a 

part of the community and included. 

 

 

 

A Letter of Reflection from Client “Many Expressions” 

The following letter was written to me by Many Expressions around the time of our 

interviews. She spoke candidly about her time leading up to entering the family therapist C-o-P 

and of her time there. 

 

Dear Earon 

Our therapist and us spent many a session discussing our joining MFTC-L as we are “a 

client”. We understood his concern and his wanting to protect us and we resented that if 

we were a therapist and had asked for the address to subscribe to the list it just would have 

been given without question. Although the questions he asked were personally helpful we 

wondered how many therapists, before joining this list thought or were asked why they 

wanted to join, what they thought they would get out of it, what their interest was in 

joining, how they would handle disagreements, how must weight they would give to others’ 

voices and the effect of the list on themselves. Our therapist supported us in joining this list 

and was accountable to us, and joined the list prior to the discussions on positions on 

including consumers.   

 

It was interesting, for lack of a better word, when we first joined this list, as therapists were 

not comfortable with the idea of being lurked upon by clients. We, as a client unknown to 

the list, were concerned about being the rat under the microscope. We had the experience 

of people writing us offline asking not so respectfully how we experienced “MPD” or just 

consulting with us about their own clients without talking to us first. After a time of our 

joining in discussions and “getting to know people” this list has been helpful and for the 

most part respectful to us as a “client” in many ways both personally and in our 

relationship with our therapist.     

 

Seeing other therapists discuss things like them wanting “feedback” from their clients 

helped up with our own doubt about telling our therapist what was helpful and what isn’t 

helpful. It helped us a great deal with trust issues. One of the biggest fears we held and 

many other clients we know hold is the fear that therapists are one way to our faces (we pa 

them so they have to be). And the fear is that they are totally opposite, disrespectful and 
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degrading behind our backs, out of our sight. In our soul we didn’t believe that about our 

therapist, but thought he was the exception and not the rule.    

  

It was trust building to see that people stay true to themselves. Our therapist’s caring for 

us was reinforced through this list as well. Like here is a group of therapists who care 

enough to ask questions and consult with each other about their clients. We made friends 

here as well that we communicate with off list and all in all this has been a safe community 

for us, one that offers support and acceptance of people. Not sure whether our sharing this 

helps but wanted to since much of the discussions also got carried out offline unnoticed 

unknown to the list.    

 

The one negative thing on the list was the reality to us that if we had joined and not been a 

client we would not have had to speak for our own acceptance and inclusion without 

question. We never wanted to lurk and be behind a mirror watching. We wanted to be 

included and accepted here and eventually as the people of this list got to know us. That’s 

happened, and we don’t feel as though we are seen as we were when we first joined the 

list. We don’t think we would suggest joining this list to clients without the support of their 

therapist. Some of the things people say are painful. If we had been more vulnerable or 

without the outside support, we would have used those voices to reinforce negative stories 

about ourselves and about therapists. The topic of lurkers on this list has been mixed for 

us, and we don’t know if we could articulate it or if you would even be interested... What 

for us we experienced is after a time we don’t experience ourselves to be “the client” but a 

part of this community. 

 

!

!

.9 Concluding Comments 

 

In this chapter, a case reflection, I continued to treat C-o-Ps as relational processes of 

organizing. The case provided examples of persons bringing their own projects into the C-o-P 

and attempting to influence others to take on these projects, whether or not the C-o-P had a clear 

project for its existence. Additionally, the case provided a good example of participants working 

through issues of equal voice participation, which were handled well. We have witnessed the 

participants work to make real their intent to practice in a subject-subject manner and they were 

successful in this effort. The case has also demonstrated how empowered clients can actively 

seek ways to expand their capacity to act in various ways, to be shifting identities by seeking 

new, subject-to-subject, collaborations with therapists.  
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We have seen, however, that even in a collaborative community, subject-object relations 

can still emerge in how persons attempt to influence others with their own projects and 

constructions of the real and good. We have witnessed how clients or other persons can be 

relegated to newcomer status based on assumed lesser expertise, and how such constructions can 

create a hierarchical boundary that constructs and divides groups (e.g., therapists/clients; old-

timers/newcomers). However, we have also seen that those formerly relegated by subject-object 

language games to lesser levels can be also providers of valuable feedback, making an opening 

for subject-subject language games and new possibilities for collaboration. This case has also 

provided a demonstration of the openness, curiosity and relational responsibility needed to 

follow with Other relationally, and through a generative dialogue, work through challenges like 

subject-object relations and different constructions. The case also demonstrated how persons 

often live in multiple contexts and form different identities in various communities. Such 

identities, when theorized as in constant processes of shifting, can be drawn upon as resources of 

knowing, what McNamee and Gergen (1999: 12) refer to as “the remnants of myriad relations”. 

By encouraging these shifting identities as resources for generative dialogue, the hierarchical 

distinction of old-timer and newcomer can be collapsed into dialogical practices, which become 

the linking relations of collaboration.   

 

The next chapter examines an online community of organization development consultants 

I participated in; the C-o-P actively practiced having no hierarchy in its management: it is less 

clear what the official project is and there are no clients present; in this case fragment, 

practitioners struggled with individual styles of participation, issues of confidentiality, threats, 

trust, a dominating subject-object voice, and constructing a social norm to make equal 

participation safe. Issues of unequal participation were handled well.  
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5 
CASE #3:  

OUR OBSTACLES ARE 

PRODUCED IN JOINT ACTION 
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      .1 Why this case and what is the focus? 

.2 Why I joined the OD consultant C-o-P 

.3 Case fragment #1: a threat to a poetic consultant 

.4 Second fragment: a breach of social norms? 

.5 Third fragment: do all OD practitioners hold the same values? 

.6 Fourth fragment: do personal motives drive participation? 

.7 Fifth fragment: proposing a social norm 

.8 Sixth fragment: solution isn’t always resolution 

.9 Seventh fragment: toward hearing other 

.10 Eight fragment: resolution 

.11 Concluding comments 

 

 

.1 Why this Case and What Is the Focus? 

 

In the previous two case reflections I presented C-o-Ps in which there was a formal 

hierarchically structured relation between clients and professional practitioners. This hierarchical 

relation was based on the practitioners’ claim to have the knowledge required to provide help, 

and the clients’ assumed lack of knowledge to help themselves. The relationship between these 

two forms of life is one of producing change through therapy. In the Teamworks C-o-P, despite 

our positive intent, we were not able to mobilize that relationship to be non-hierarchical so that 

the client Joe could participate with equal voice, in a “collaborative” and “strengths-based” 

change process with other team members.  

 

In the online family therapist C-o-P we were reflecting on issues around practice and 

theory rather than doing therapy. The official project of the therapist C-o-P was less clear, as 

there was no formal work project. But nevertheless, participants were aware of the hierarchical 

relation between therapist and client; we were able to mobilize that relationship to include the 

client “Many Expressions”, and she was able to provide the professionals with valuable feedback 
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and influence us in our practices. In the Teamworks project, Joe had tried to operate outside of 

the hierarchy and the taken-for-granted social norm that the client should be seeking help. In the 

therapist C-o-P Many Expressions and other non-therapists subverted the hierarchy by seeking to 

participate with therapists in professional practice discussions; additionally Therapist 3 breached 

social norms of the C-o-P by giving out the address to the clients without seeking informed 

consent from the rest of us.    

 

This next case concerns an online C-o-P with a membership of over 1500 organization 

development (OD) consultants; many of the core participants were regarded as prominent in the 

field of OD. The central issue concerns subject-object relations but there is no (un)equal 

participation of anyone in the client position. Rather, all of the participants are involved in the 

field of OD, HR (human resources) and training. I explore contributions from 28 leading 

participants, who could be said to be trying to address a secret threat by a newcomer to remove 

an old-timer, the old-timer’s publicizing of the threat, another’s accusation that the old-timer 

breached confidentiality, and an aggressive social drama that emerged in the ensuing processes. 

In this case I am speaking as a newcomer consultant with training in OD and several years 

participation in the C-o-P, but also as a family therapist with significant experience; my 

participation in this case situation was that of reading and reflecting. The OD consultant C-o-P is 

described below. 
 

 

ODNET [the Organization Development Network] sponsors this mailing list to create 

spaces where Organization Development professionals (new and old) can dialog with 

each other about our work, our field, and ourselves. The list is open to anyone who can 

receive electronic mail. We welcome anyone who would like to engage in conversation 

about our field, including practitioners, teachers, students, and clients of our work. We 

particularly welcome people with diverse perspectives on the world and on our work.  

 

Representative topics on this list include the future of OD, what kinds of “interventions” 

are most effective, how we keep our sanity and balance, client critiques of what they find 

effective and ineffective, how can we link together using the Internet etc., questions and 

help needed etc. 

 

From the above description we can see that the OD consultant C-o-P had no formal work 

project and existed for professional development, to reflect on and share information on practices 
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in OD consulting. There was no formal hierarchy such as the therapist-client hierarchy. There 

was a listserv manager, who referred to himself and other list managers as “list servants”, and 

refused to engage in hierarchical practices. Below is a comment from the  listserv manager. 

 
You will probably notice that the role that our list servants play here on ODNET … is 

pretty low key. They don't do a lot of cajoling or reminding or summarizing discussions 

or posting of statistics, etc. In fact, much of what they do is behind the scenes and off the 

list, such as welcoming new members…Otherwise, these lists have been almost totally 

self-norming and self-managing. And, given what I see on other lists, it's clear to me that 

our lists manage themselves fairly well! (Consultant #14). 

 

This case can be very helpful in exploring non-hierarchal ways of relating, as there seems 

to be a strong desire of the participants for equal participation. Yet, as we shall discover, it can 

be a challenge to avoid interacting in subject-object ways. In this practice reflection we can 

discover in a tool-and-result (process and product) manner that both the obstacles and pathways 

to emancipation exist as our joint action, the interlocking behaviors of how we organize. I now 

realize that subject-object relations are not always blatantly obvious, and often seem to be 

embedded in practitioner assumptions about their roles, how their practices are to be carried out, 

the nature of client situations, how change occurs, and what impact the practitioner can have on a 

situation.  

 

Unlike the therapist C-o-P, many persons came to the consultant C-o-P looking for tools 

to implement rather than explorations. Many sought models, instruments to do assessments, and 

reading resources. In that sense many came looking for tools to do their job, artifacts by which 

they could be seen as experts in their field. To be seen by clients (outsiders) as a full participant 

in one’s own field could mean being understood as a knowing subject. As in activities such as 

hammering a nail, various tools are often applied to achieve an outcome in a community’s 

practices; Newman and Holzman (1993: 38) refer to these as “tool-for-result”. The tool user is 

interested in a result from the prescribed use of the tool, whereas the tool builder is interested in 

possibilities. Lave and Wenger refer to the various artifacts, the local “technology of practice, as 

a good arena in which to discuss the problem of access to understanding”. Rather than discussing 

typical tools-for-results (hammers and saws, a ship’s navigating tools, etc.) I am discussing 

relational tools, from a perspective of being mindful of how we interact, and such mindfulness 

can itself be considered a cultivated tool, but not necessarily one used to achieve a result. 
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From a relational constructionist perspective, how we interact, including how we use 

cognitive and communicative tools (e.g., language) can produce certain truths, social realities or 

conditions in a community. Our ways of going on together become as tool-and-result (process 

and product), leading us through joint action to be what we have become. One consideration that 

arises is how we can incorporate this additional, unified, perspective of tool-and-result, to expand 

awareness and become a tool-and-result community that learns from observing and redirecting 

its own processes. In describing such a community Newman and Holzman (1996: 154) write the 

following: 

 
… We seek to discover – in practice – a logic of development (a practice of method, a 

new epistemology) that is relation-based and activity-based, and to create new forms of 

life, new and ever-varied Vygotskian zones of proximal development in which all learning 

leads development – the only learning, Vygotsky said, worthy of the name.      

 

A tool-and-result community engages with the ZPD - zone of proximal development, the 

continuously changing space between being and becoming, and like the tool builder, seeks the 

greater possibilities. It can be considered a community about itself even though it lives and 

interacts with the greater community. It evolves, as Newman and Holzman (1996: 152) suggest, 

“as a more and more embodied subculture within the broader cultural environment of 

postmodern times”. The OD field of practice has strived over 60 years to help organizations 

become such communities, to be self-organizing and self-developing, yet in this case reflection 

OD practitioners struggled in a social drama to learn from their own behaviors.  

 

 

.2 Why I Joined the OD Consultant C-o-P 

 

I joined the OD consultant C-o-P in 1998, and for the first two years, I mostly lurked, 

reading and reflecting without posting messages. The case presented here occurred in 2002. My 

participation in the consultant C-o-P encouraged me to reflect on my own clinical practices, 

become more of a tool-and-result practitioner, and expand my practices to fit different organizing 

contexts. Moving back and forth between the two fields of OD and family therapy helped me to 

consciously develop multiple community-based identities as a practitioner. I continued to deepen 
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my familiarity with OD consulting and with the similarities and differences between OD and 

family therapy.  

 

Being of the constructionist persuasion I determined that the above could be further 

achieved by participating in discourses about practice, such as offered in online C-o-Ps. Equally 

important, in an 8-day laboratory training group at NTL Institute for Applied Behavioral 

Science, I had experienced that tool-and-result learning could occur by working through social 

dramas occurring in human interaction. This experience formed for me a new possibility from 

which I could move forward in my practice reflections. Referring to NTL’s work in human 

relations and its contribution to OD, Cummings and Worley (2001: 8) write the following.  

 
This stem of OD pioneered laboratory training, or the T-group – a small, unstructured 

group in which participants learn from their own interactions and evolving dynamics 

about such issues as interpersonal relations, personal growth, leadership, and group 

dynamics.   

 

Description of the OD consultant C-o-P 

The consultant C-o-P is operated by the national Organization Development Network, 

based in the USA. As with the therapist C-o-P, the OD members participated in a variety of 

discussions by posting their written messages to the Listserv. Others in the membership of about 

1500, would read the messages and respond. After I became curious about what the OD 

consultations might reveal about organizing processes and power relations, I began to collect 

discussion postings, archiving and analytically reflecting on a six month period of interaction. 

 

I noticed immediately that there was a different flavor to the content and style of 

reflection as compared to the therapist C-o-P. There was more questing for tools than exploring 

and reflecting. The OD C-o-P was populated by practitioners from many fields involved in the 

development of “organizations”. These included OD consultants, managers, trainers, coaches, 

HR professionals and others who used aspects of the same organizational language. Facility with 

such language allows one to expand what he already knows if he takes the time to observe and 

see how various practices are similar and different. The most interesting aspect of the OD 

consultant C-o-P was discovering the topics that participants were interested in. I discovered 

these by following the trail of what I began to refer to as “first relational acts”, those initial 
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overtures made to invite others into a conversation. According to Weick (1979), organizing 

occurs as one or more participants respond to the overture, what Hosking (2004) refers to as 

engaging in act/supplement relations, weaving the fabric of joint action.  

            Like psychologists and family therapists, OD practitioners diagnose and intervene with 

their clients, e.g., leaders, organizations, departments, and teams to bring about change. In OD 

practice, there is often a need to find ways to balance required work production levels, the 

human-technological interface, with the need for job satisfaction, learning and motivation, well-

functioning communities, and overall well-being. OD practitioners frequently receive 

interdisciplinary training to prepare them to address organizational complexity and uncertainty.  

 

            While the foundation of OD training can be found in graduate school OD programs, or 

NTL or perhaps Tavistock Institute specialist training, much of a practitioner’s development is 

acquired in ways that include experience, peripheral participation in communities-of-practice, 

mentoring programs, and workshops. There are different ways to get traiing in the OD field. In 

addition to the university track, practitioners develop from other career fields such as HR, 

relationship and family therapy, psychology, business administration, engineering, and believe it 

or not, some come from other fields such as culinary arts. I noticed over the years that OD has 

been an open and welcoming field ripe with adventurous individuals. 

 

In the OD consultant C-o-P, reflections on practice were mostly the domain of longtime 

old-timers, whereas in the family therapist C-o-P, reflection and musing was standard fare. In 

postmodern family therapy traditions there already existed a practice value that it is good thing to 

wonder, to be reflective. Family therapy practitioners often invited clients into joining them as 

partners in wondering aloud, being public about thoughts, inner monologues, opinions and fears, 

and being open to feedback, evaluation and critique (see Anderson, 1997: 102-103). I realized 

that the social drama triggered when Therapist 3 gave out client access in the therapist C-o-P had 

provided me with opportunity for observing and participating in power relations.  

 

I became so excited about my exposure to power relations in the family therapist C-o-P 

that I decided to carry out a similar inquiry while participating with the OD consultants, and I 

hoped that I would receive similar exposure to power relations. I felt it would be interesting to 
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see what OD consultants might have to say about their own power relations processes as they 

encountered them. The fragment that begins this case reflection started with the latest submission 

in a long history of weekly poems published to the C-o-P by Consultant 2. This poetry 

submission, called “Dreamin of a White Christmas”, occurred in late December, 2002. 

 

 

.3 Case Fragment #1: A Threat to a Poetic Consultant 
 

dreamin of a white christmas 
 

Some ole man named santa, trying to screw a chimney, 

lost in the space between 13th and vine, where the brothers 

drink much wine and DeVine walks the strip looking for ole 

St. Nick. 

 

Bags, filled with joy and glee, purchased uptown from a fellah 

named Danny, rocks and pockets filled with somebodies else's cash 

flowing out the hood to another's delight. 

 

Swinging on the chrisms tree, slightly ajar from the melody, another 

fails to really see, that tis the season to be ... any thing ... but poor in this here amerikka. 

 

so..ring the bells, lay those tales on the hood bout somebody gonna 

come down and give up someum that no body else wants ..comon down 

and tell me what's needed to be done, so that we can have a verry,  

verry..white christmas.. 

i be dreamin of.. 

dreamin of..that there white christmas.. 

where all the darkies are free 

 

 

For more of my poetry please check out 

http://gw.cas.muohio.edu/umoja/www.ulbobo.com/umoja/index.html 

umoja 

 

A new series: 

The Art of Love for the Emotionally Impaired please check out: 

http://communities.msn.com/TheArtofLovefortheEmotionallyImpaired/_whatsnew.msnw 

only when lions have historians will hunting cease to be glorified 
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  Below, in act/supplement #1 (A/S 1), the practitioner Consultant 1 emails a private 

response to Consultant 2, in which he threatens to have him removed from the C-o-P if he keeps 

on “spamming this email list” with his poems. I refer to each utterance as an act/supplement to 

indicate that it is both an act and a reponse to something, occurs in a chain of utterances, and 

therefore embodies speakers and listeners, and in a sense multiple voices.   

 
A/S 1: Consultant #1: Dear Consultant 2, Please stop spamming this email list. It is 

unwelcome and unappreciated. Any further poetry and I'll see to have you removed from 

the list.  

 

 Consultant 2 responded to the threatening email by publicizing it in the C-o-P, and 

adding the following response. 

 
A/S 2: Consultant #2: Hey, Consultant 1… I have been here for longer then you… and 

doing this for longer then you have been here. But hey, if you can remove me please do. 

Otherwise simply delete.  

!! Consultant 3 then got involved and provided some local history about Consultant 2’s 
poetry for any newcomers and Consultant 1.  

 
A/S 3: Consultant #3: I guess it's Round 32 in the Great Consultant 2 Poetry Controversy 

<grin>! Consultant 1, we've batted this around quite a bit over the years and always 

come out approving of Consultant 2’s submissions as welcome "spice" (as well as 

"meat", if one allows them to be so). You can always delete his messages.  

 

 Other old-timers also added comments, providing history about how Consultant 2’s 

poems had become a part of the interlocking behaviors in the C-o-P.  

 
A/S 4: Consultant #4: Let me add to Consultant 3’s comments on this, as well... Many of 

us felt (and feel) that in many cases (not all for OD) what Consultant 2 writes about gets 

at the human condition in ways that make some of us OD folk kinda THINK. My 

goodness. 

 

A/S 5: Consultant #5: I've had my disagreements with Consultant 2 over the years about 

social and OD issues, but I've never objected to his poetry. I also don't always like the 



 160 

"messages" he embeds into his poetic phraseology. But, hey that's his way of expressing 

himself and I do find it fascinating. Consultant 1, I am stunned by your audacity to think 

that you have the power to have Consultant 2 removed from this list. Holy cow, 

Consultant 1, do you really think you have that much influence? 

 

 

Author Reflection #1 

I found this to be an interesting initial exchange. In A/S 2, Consultant 2 moved quickly to 

claim his old-timer status, as he had been publishing his poems about changing the world for 

some years. He also challenged Consultant 1 to go and discover his capacity to remove him: 

“if you can remove please do”. It appeared to me that both comments (A/S 1 and A/S 2) could 

be veiled references to power relations. It seemed that subject-object relations were implied in 

Consultant 1’s threat. He had declared that the poems were “spam”, advertising emails not 

appreciated in professional environments. He had seemed to imply that Consultant 2 was 

breaching social norms for professionals. Some questions emerged for me. Given that the 

official description of the C-o-P made no reference to spamming or poetry, was Consultant 1 

acting as a subject claiming to know what the norms were? Or might he, like Therapist 3 in the 

previous case, possibly be acting unilaterally to proclaim a new norm without seeking 

informed consent from the other participants?   

 

If power, as Foucault (1980) and Falzon (1998) state, is the corporeal capacity to act in various 

ways, then Consultant 2’s response could be seen as an invitation to determine what kind of 

power could be mobilized to influence his removal. It could also be resistance to what 

appeared to be Consultant 1’s power over move. But it could also be stated that Consultant 2, 

whom I know to be a person of color, was also mobilizing power to construct an invitation to 

difference with his poem:: “i be dreamin of… dreamin of… that there white christmas… where 

all the darkies are free”. From this we can determine that power can be acted out through 

language, through the interlocking behaviors of our interactions, and how we attempt to 

organize others to act within our preferred categories. Thus, Consultant 2’s poem could be 

considered an invitation to difference by coordinating with his poetic language game.  

 

It seemed to me, in A/S numbers 3 to 5, that old-timers were attempting to orient Consultant 1 

to the relationship the C-o-P had developed with Consultant 2’s poetry: “we've batted this 
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around quite a bit over the years and always come out approving of Consultant 2’s submissions  

as welcome ‘spice’ (as well as ‘meat’, if one allows them to be so)” (A/S 3). This seemed to 

imply that Consultant 1 was a newcomer unfamiliar with the poetry of Consultant 2. From a 

relational constructionist orientation I saw these old-timers’ efforts as invitations to Consultant 

1, to act in a different way. Providing local history can allow an emerging situation to appear 

relationally familiar, making it less threatening. It seemed to me at the time that Consultants 1 

and 2 were entering a conflict, and helpful others began to circle around, inviting them to stop. 

For me, “welcome spice” (A/S 3) meant that different language games can represent different 

forms of life, different ways of going on, and different forms of language such as poetry can 

add value in a C-o-P.  

 

It appeared to me that a dialogical interchange fostering differing opinions had begun; as 

Consultant 5 stated: “I also don't always like the ‘messages’ he embeds into his poetic 

phraseology. But, hey that's his way of expressing himself and I do find it fascinating” (A/S 

5). Finally, I was intrigued by Consultant 5’s invitation for Consultant 1 to consider his own 

relationship with power and how it could be mobilized: “Consultant 1, I am stunned by your 

audacity to think that you have the power to have Consultant 2 removed from this list. Holy 

cow, Consultant 1, do you really think you have that much influence?” (A/S 5). It seemed 

though, that the OD consultants were continuing to engage in an old language game on 

power. This seemed to stem from what Foucault refers to as a “theory of sovereignty”, 

referring to “a mechanism of power that was effective under the feudal monarchy” (1980: 

103). This language game constructs power as “a phenomenon of one individual’s 

consolidated and homogenous domination over others, or that of one group or class over 

others” (Foucault, 1980: 98).  

 

In Foucault’s view, power is not that which creates the difference between those who 

exclusively possess and retain it, and those who do not possess it and therefore submit to it. 

Foucault offers a differing perspective: rather than possessing power, persons mobilize 

power in their relations with each other (1980: 98).  
 

Power must be analysed as something which circulates, or rather as something which 

only functions in the form of a chain. It is never localized here or there, never in 

anybody’s hands, never appropriated as a commodity or piece of wealth. Power is 
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employed and exercised through a net-like organization. And not only do individuals 

circulate between its threads; they are always in the position of simultaneously 

undergoing and exercising this power. They are not only its inert or consenting target; 

they are always also the elements of its articulation. In other words, individuals are the 

vehicles of power, not its points of application. 

 

If we accept the above we can understand that all persons can be considered as having access 

to power as the capacity to act in various ways. However, our attempts to mobilize power in 

certain ways may be thwarted by the mobilizing responses of others.  

 

 

 

.4 Second Fragment: A Breach of Social Norms?   

 

 In this next scene I witnessed the discussion begin to move toward a social drama. Social 

drama is a social conflict, which occurs after someone breaches taken-for-granted social norms 

and is challenged for doing so. Such drama, writes Turner (1957: 91), can immobilize or divide a 

community. The drama began after Consultant 6, another old-timer in the C-o-P, responded with 

the following comment: 

 
A/S 6: Consultant #6: Consultant 2, I really hope that you didn't take a private email 

message and post it publicly. Please say it ain't so.  

 

Consultant 2 responded with what seemed to be another act of resistance: 

 

A/S 7: Consultant #2: Hey Consultant 6.... as you know...nothing about the Internet is 

private. 

 

 Consultant 6 then responded that he was very saddened and offended by the above 

response. He stated that some important social norms had been breached, and he then threatened 

to leave the C-o-P.  
 

A/S 8: Consultant #6:  This reply really saddens me. You have singular privileges here 

(which I don't mind), and you feel that you can also break what is one of the most basic, 
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long lasting and common rules of the Internet, which is that you NEVER (and I mean 

NEVER) take messages sent to you privately, and post them publicly… If this behavior is 

condoned on this list, I'd like to know, since I'll simply leave a group that allows this kind 

of unethical behavior.  

 

 Consultant 2 had now been accused of yet another violation, breaching confidentiality. 

He again responded to Consultant 6, holding his position that the Internet is a public space, not a 

private one.  

 
A/S 10: Consultant #2: … the Internet is a public not a private medium of exchange, 

otherwise there would not be encryption software. Secondly, when one threatens me with 

removal from a list I have been on for years, it ceases to be a private matter. I do not take 

threats lightly, and ... nuff said. You have made your point and I mine. I will continue as I 

have. Thanks.  

 

 Others in the C-o-P had begun to offer opinions contesting Consultant 6’s claim about the 

social norm of the Internet and privacy, and Consultant 6 then responded with another threat to 

leave.  

 
A/S 12: Consultant #6: OK, to avoid annoying others who might think this matter trivial, 

this is my last post. First, to the list owners. I will not continue to participate in this 

forum if it allows the transmittal of private messages to the list without permission of the 

author. Please let us know about this issue....The bottom line here is you got pissed off, 

and struck back in an equally offensive way - in fact more offensive than the original post 

which at least was private. The original poster did you the courtesy of NOT posting 

publicly. You didn't. I run a bunch of lists, and in all likelihood BOTH of you would have 

been turfed out immediately, particularly because it's not like either of you posts 

substantive messages on OD. PS...just wondering. Anyone know about the copyright laws 

as they apply to this issue. Or does anyone even care? 

 

 

Author Reflection #2 

It appeared to me that Consultant 6 might have been bringing a new project to the C-o-P, to 

influence participants to NOT publicize private messages, and to punish those who might do 

that. Additionally, I felt that a division might be emerging in the C-o-P: “I'll simply leave a 

group that allows this kind of unethical behavior” (A/S 8). But also of interest to me was 
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Consultant 6’s reference that Consultant 2 had “singular privileges here”. I wondered whether 

Consultant 6 was referring to these privileges as Consultant 2’s capacity to communicate 

solely via poetry. He rarely explained any of his poems, and this mode of communication, a 

somewhat unique language game, had gained acceptance in the C-o-P. Interestingly, 

Consultant 2 was the only participant employing this form of language game as a speaker. That 

would appear to make him a unique form of life with “singular privileges”, but one whose 

language games were nevertheless appreciated, perhaps participated in by silent reflective 

reading, but rarely responded to. 

 

Both Consultant 2 and Consultant 6 seemed to organize each other’s understanding of the issue 

as they discussed their positions. In A/S 8, Consultant 6 accused Consultant 2 of violating a 

social norm: “you feel that you can also break what is one of the most basic, long lasting and 

common rules of the Internet, which is that you NEVER (and I mean NEVER) take messages 

sent to you privately, and post them publicly”. But there was no evidence of this ever being a 

social norm in the C-o-P. Consultant 2 had raised an accepted resistance to threatening 

behaviors: “… when one threatens me with removal from a list I have been on for years, it 

ceases to be a private matter. I do not take threats lightly, and ... nuff said” (A/S 10).  

 

But was Consultant 1’s email a “threat” as in a threat of bodily harm, or perhaps a harmless 

threat by a newcomer to Consultant 2’s old-timer status? Newcomers are not known, in Lave 

and Wenger’s description, to be so bold as to make threats. Because the threat seemed 

harmless, Consultant 2’s publicizing of it could be understood as a mobilization of his old-

timer status. Consultant 2’s comment seemed somewhat hierarchical, as if he existed higher up 

in the informal organizational hierarchy (via seniority) and that the newcomer, Consultant 1, 

could do little about this: “I have been here for longer then you… and doing this for longer 

then you have been here” (A/S 2).  

 

So far we have witnessed a power over threat to have Consultant 2 removed, and Consultant 

6’s power over threat to leave if we did not accept his problem construction and his 

constructed solution. “This is my last post. First, to the list owners. I will not continue to 

participate in this forum if it allows the transmittal of private messages to the list without 

permission of the author” (A/S 12). Consultant 6, in his appeal “to the list owners” seemed to 
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think that someone was in control and could make new rules that favored his construction. He 

appeared to be appealing to a knowing subject, an authority who could make a decree. But 

there was no such authority or person who would assume such authority in our C-o-P. I will 

note at this point that Consultant 6 is a well-known author in the field of performance 

management.   

 

 

 

 

.5 Third Fragment: Do All OD Practitioners Hold the Same Values? 

 

 This fragment began with a response to Consultant 6’s request for information on 

copyright law (in A/S 12): “PS...just wondering. Anyone know about the copyright laws as they 

apply to this issue. Or does anyone even care?” A response came from Consultant 10. 

 
A/S 14: Consultant #10: … People cannot take what someone has written and make 
commercial use of it. Consultant 2’s use of what Consultant 1 wrote violates no 
copyright of yours.  He was citing it in order to support a discussion about it and its 
meaning, and he has made no commercial use of it. 

 

 Consultant 10 then posted again, on how the social norms of private interactions can be 

violated and how the interaction must then be renegotiated. 

  
A/S 15: Consultant #10: But every now and then, one of the parties to a private 

interaction will feel that the other has violated the rules of acceptable interaction, and 

unilaterally choose to change the nature of the interaction. This can be done, for 

example, by breaking off contact, or by taking the dispute public and enlarging the circle 

of interaction.  This is what happened with Consultant 1 and Consultant 2. 

 

Consultant 1, Consultant 2 feels that you broke the range of acceptable interaction with 

him when you threatened to kick him off the list, and his reaction was to take the dispute 

public. Given the fact that kicking people off a list is a matter for the list at large and the 

moderator in particular to consider, Consultant 2's action does not seem inappropriate, 

though it surprised and chagrined you [Consultant 6]. Indeed, Consultant 2's action 

seems natural and foreseeable. 
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[Consultant 6], as an OD consultant I would imagine that you have seen this pattern of 

interaction many times in your career, and that you have been able to counsel your 

clients when it has happened on how to not overreact and how to move on without 

hampering the operation of the organization or the performance of people within it. 

 

 Consultant 4 offered the notion that different OD practitioners may have their own 

distinct, individual, values. 

 
A/S 21: Consultant #4: The dilemma, it seems to me, is our personal value system 

through which communication flows which "warps" the message to coincide. He is 

talking about a real world, and as I look at different responses (actually, reactions) to the 

same message, it becomes clear that the filters are very different. We sort of "claim" that 

all OD folk carry the same values, but.... Oh, well ...  

 

 A possibility space seemed to be emerging on this topic, as many voices were expressing 

themselves. Consultant 11 then made a comment about the unacceptability of threats. 

 
A/S 22: Consultant 11: I hold that threats are unacceptable regardless of the forum or 

medium … I expect as a member of this list not to be threatened in private or public email 

because of my participation here... I support publishing private threats in public because 

it increases the probability of personal accountability on the part of the person making 

the threat. Going to the list owner may dissolve the immediate dispute. However, in most 

cases that approach allows the person making the threat to remain disguised as a wolf in 

sheep's clothing stealthily waiting for another victim. Is not the best form of democracy 

found when all participate in deciding what actions to take instead of appealing to 

authority?  

 

 Consultant 13 referred to Consultant 2’s poems, stating that “diversity of ideas and 

expression of ideas are almost as important as the ideas themselves”. Consultant 6 then 

commented that there is indeed an issue of trust.  

 
A/S 25: Consultant #6: The responses on this list have taught me some things about the 

integrity and trustworthiness of at least some people on this list. That there are those here 

who cannot be trusted whatsoever to even ask to use my material thoughts or whatever. 

To keep private correspondence private. Anyway, until I hear otherwise, I am going to 

assume that this list is the equivalent of a moral and ethical pigsty, and act accordingly. I 

believe I can find ways to act in an ethical pigsty without making any useful contribution 

at all.  
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 Consultant 14, who has been active as the listserv manager (what he called “list servant”), 

then responded with local history of how threatening issues have been dealt with: 

 
A/S 26: Consultant #14: You will probably notice that the role that our list servants play 

here on ODNET … is pretty low key. They don't do a lot of cajoling or reminding or 

summarizing discussions or posting of statistics, etc. In fact, much of what they do is 

behind the scenes and off the list, such as welcoming new members, following up with 

members who unsubscribe, helping people having problems managing their 

subscriptions, etc. 

 

In the 7 or 8 years that we've been operating these lists -- supported financially by the 

Organization Development Network as a public service to the field -- we've only deleted 

three people. Two were sending spam so we banned their addresses. The other 

threatened physical violence in a private message to one of our members, so we banned 

him. In one other case, we mutually agreed that a subscriber who was interested in a 

particular subset of our field should start his own list using someone else's server. 

Otherwise, these lists have been almost totally self-norming and self-managing. And, 

given what I see on other lists, it's clear to me that our lists manage themselves fairly 

well! 

 

 Consultant 15 then suggested that the issue seemed to be one of “trust and unfulfilled 

expectations … and talking around the issues”. 

 

A/S 27: Consultant 15: I'm not convinced that this issue is about copyright infringement 

or anything of similar ilk...it seems that is a side issue...after reading the posts, it smacks 

of issues about trust and unfulfilled expectations....and maybe talking around these 

issues. 

 

 

Author Reflection #3 

Consultant 6’s comment (in A/S 12) appeared to construct the problem situation as one of 

violating social norms, and he sought to refer to copyright laws. However, it appeared to me 

that his question “… does anyone even care?” seemed to re-center the problem within the    

C-o-P rather than any individual. Consultant 10 responded (A/S 15), that when one of the 

parties to a private interaction “feel[s] that the other has violated the rules of acceptable 
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interaction” he can break off contact, or as another possibility, he can respond “by taking the 

dispute public and enlarging the circle of interaction”. This can be seen as a distinction 

between individual responsibility and relational responsibility. Since the situation is now 

public, can taking the issues into communal space help to work through the various 

constructions of the situation and make it possible to follow each other’s perspectives? The 

situation was now being addressed, in Consultant 10’s words, within an enlarged “circle of 

interaction”.  

 

I found a certain relevancy in Consultant 4’s comments (A/S 21). He spoke of “personal value 

system(s)” and how in “different responses (actually, reactions) to the same message, it 

becomes clear that the filters are very different. We sort of ‘claim’ that all OD folk carry the 

same values, but.... Oh, well ...”. The relevancy was that while those in a practice community 

might claim common values, there may be multiple forms of life within that practice 

community, and therefore those values might be enacted with different actions, expectations, 

beliefs, and of course different language games. From a relational constructionist perspective, 

this can be explained differently: persons bring their own context and their own projects to 

any practice community, but that through relational processes we can become more or less 

collaborative. A question comes to mind: How can we access a sense of relational 

responsibility toward co-existing with our differences? It seems that generatively dialoguing 

on our differences, our different forms of life and language games, might be a beginning. 

 

In A/S 22, Consultant 11 responded that he too agreed that threats are unacceptable. 

Publishing a private threat might function as a shaming move, exposing the offending 

member in the interest of fostering personal responsibility. But how can we move this into 

relational responsibility? Consultant 11 suggested, that “going to the list owner may dissolve 

the immediate dispute”, but “is not the best form of democracy found when all participate in 

deciding what actions to take instead of appealing to authority?” Once again the idea has been 

posed that there is an authority figure in the C-o-P, a master figure who could resolve the 

conflict. In Foucault’s approach, this suggestion can be seen as a mobilization of power by 

deferring to the authority of a sovereign master. But Consultant 11 also mused that a multi-

voiced approach to resolving the issues could be the best form of democracy. This could be 

inviting the possibility that all might have access to mobilizing power through multi-voiced 
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processes of interaction (e.g, multi-logue). If a generative dialogue emerged, persons could 

bring their community-based identities to that dialogue, or perhaps it could emerge as a result 

of including community-based identities. I wondered how such a generative dialogue could be 

invited on this issue.  

 

Consultant 6 then defined the issue as a lack of integrity and trustworthiness in the C-o-P (A/S 

25): “the responses have taught me some things about the integrity and trustworthiness of at 

least some people… there are those here who cannot be trusted whatsoever to even ask to use 

my material thoughts or whatever. To keep private correspondence private”. To some degree 

this can be considered as a subject-object move, in that Consultant 6 seemed to position 

himself as the expert of what constitutes trustworthiness and integrity. The problem that 

seems to exist with subject-object relations is that such relations shut down voices that could 

otherwise offer something of value. Referring to the C-o-P as “the equivalent of a moral and 

ethical pigsty”, Consultant 6 then implied another leveraging threat to “act accordingly”. The 

issue of trust has been raised. How do we trust and what is there to trust as we move forward 

into an issue? Can we follow each other? What role might trust play and how might this take 

us forward?   

 

Consultant 14, the listserv manager, responded to the calls for someone in authority to rule on 

the issue (A/S 26), stating that the role of “list servants” in the C-o-P “is pretty low key”, a lot 

of it “helping” others in the C-o-P. He stated that generally the C-o-P has “been almost totally 

self-norming and self-managing” and has managed itself fairly well. There has been little 

need to use authority over any participant(s). In A/S 27, Consultant 15 offered an interesting 

opinion that the situation really “smacks of issues about trust and unfulfilled 

expectations…and maybe talking around these issues”. There seems to have been in this 

social drama a strong sense of individuality, separateness and competition, and of course 

threats, at least between the persons involved. How could a sense of “trust” and perhaps 

talking into the issue of trust be cultivated amidst this? One possibility could be to move from 

a sense of individual responsibility to a sense of relational responsibility. As M. Gergen 

writes, such a shift can suggest “that we recognize the generative powers of relationships to 

create the conditions of our understandings. Thus, one might argue that through relational 

processes one could alter this understanding of what one’s desires, goals, and preferred 
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behaviors might be” (M. Gergen 1999: 108).    

 

The issue of trust had emerged again when Consultant 15 framed the social drama as about 

“trust and unfulfilled expectations … and talking around the issues”. Up to this point two 

persons have made threats and one person has taken the action to publicize a private email 

and challenged a newcomer to remove him. These can all be considered as power over moves 

with intents to influence. Consultant 15 referred to copyright infringement as a side issue 

concealing the real issues. If this construction has value, this once again brings us into the 

communal. How can we as different forms of life talk into the issues within an enlarged 

“circle of interaction” instead of around the issues? How can there be trust? Shotter suggests a 

reflexive focus on how we come to construct ourselves as different forms of life. 

 
We should focus on how, by interweaving our talk in with the other activities between 

us, we first develop and sustain different, particular ways of relating ourselves to each 

other – that is, we should first study our constructing of what Wittgenstein calls our 

different forms of life with their associated language games (Shotter, 1997).    

 

For our purposes here let us then theorize trust as the capacity to act generatively, as in the 

situated learning relations found with young children in company with their parents and other 

experienced family members. Newman and Holzman (1997: 111) provide an example in 

which a child, with openness, acquires a skill in the company of family members. Newman 

and Holzman state that “the total environment is not a place but an activity”. Learning to talk 

and walk is an activity the child performs with others, in togetherness, in openness. The child 

trusts to follow the others; the others invite the child to follow along, to be with them in that 

activity. Trust for C-o-Ps, in this frame, can be understood as the capacity to follow and be 

followable, a relation occurring between persons. An opportunity exists when issues of trust 

emerge to engage with the zone of proximal development, to follow Other and see where it 

takes us, how it transforms us, to be as a tool-and-result community discovering new ways of 

being, new forms of life in which individual competitiveness shifts into collaboration.   

 

Shotter, in his commentary on Wittgenstein, expands on this idea of following as being a way 

to go on together in our practice. He suggests that Wittgenstein, in his investigations, has not 

been necessarily concerned with us ‘understanding’ each other or sharing agreements or 
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communicating with each other. These activities, or at least how they are framed, imply a 

language game played by separate individual entities and attendant power relations.  

 
He is simply concerned with us being able to ‘go on’ with each other (1953: #’s 146-

155), with us being merely able to make ‘followable’ or ‘responsible’ sense to each 

other – simply reacting or responding in ways that make it possible to continue our 

relationships is sufficient for him… 
 
Thus, as I see it, his prime concern is to explore the nature of those initial embodied 

responses and reactions that make it possible for us sensibly, simply to ‘follow’ or to 

‘grasp’ the ‘tendencies’ in each other’s conduct, to study those circumstances I which 

we can ‘go on’ with each other in practice (Shotter, 1994).   

 

Of course this now makes trust into a relationally responsible activity in which hierarchy and 

subject-object relations become something to work around as we work through relational 

issues. Power, as in Foucault’s account, becomes reframed as dialogical, in that the diffusion 

occurs in relations, and power can be mobilized in multiple ways through relations.   

 
A dialogical account need not deny that we live in a world characterized by various 

forms of order and hierarchy. What such an account means, however, is that these 

forms of order need to be understood as emerging out of the play of social dialogue 

(Falzon, 1998: 5). 

 

In our attempts to be with, to follow the other as a child learns to walk by following the 

invitations of adults, we might need to be aware of how open we are being. As Falzon (1998: 

89) writes, “how do we know that we are not in fact deceiving ourselves about being open to 

the other, that we are not surreptitiously, unknowingly, introducing new forms of oppression 

and closure under the guise of openness?” Thus, in what Falzon (1998: 39) calls the “the 

reciprocal two-sided character of the encounter between ourselves and the other”, following 

can mean encompassing an “openness to the other and the continuation of dialogue” (p. 89). 

Dialogue, in a relational constructionist sense, refers to “a dynamic generative kind of 

conversation in which there is room for all voices, in which each person is wholly present, 

and in which there is a two-way exchange and crisscrossing of ideas, thoughts, opinions, and 

feelings” (Anderson, 1999: 65). 
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.6 Fourth Fragment: Do Personal Motives Drive Participation?  

 

 Consultant 6 began this scene by announcing another threat, that he will leave the  C-o-P 

within two days.  

 
A/S 28: Consultant #6: Well, that’s a deal breaker kind of thing for me. I expect I will 

unsubscribe sometime in the next day or two (quicker if someone wants to send the 

unsubscribe format, so I don't have to look it up). If people don't understand why, then 

frankly I don't want to have anything to do with them… 

… we are talking about values, beliefs, and norms IN PRACTICE, and not the espoused 

ones. In this situation, we have some active players rationalizing behavior that violates 

privacy of others, and damages trust on the list. We have a leadership that doesn't seem 

to be overly concerned. And we NOW have a situation where it's actually OK to pass 

around private messages PROVIDED we make sure the person who posted it isn't 

identified or credited. Is it the eggnog? I'm shocked. Amazed. Where are my running 

shoes? 

 

Consultant 8 then challenged Consultant 6 about his ongoing threats to leave, implying 

that Consultant 6 might have his own personal motives for his actions. 

A/S 30: Consultant #8:  While you put Consultant 2 down for posting Consultant 1’s 

message in order to "punish" him (Consultant 1) and not in order to have a meaningful 

discussion, I am led to question your threats of exit from this list. I believe that you 

believe your motive is to have a "meaningful" discussion and to stand up for what is 

"right". But I wonder if your motive is anymore pure than is Consultant 2's. Maybe 

what's so is that none of us have pristine motives. Maybe in every post there's a grain of 

personal motive that goes beyond mere intellectual involvement. I'm just wondering. By 

the way, whatever happened to "Consultant 1"? Is he a real person?  

   Consultant 6 then responded to an earlier post from the list manager, Consultant 

14, that he did not notice a violation of netiquette by Consultant 2. 

 A/S 31: Consultant 6: … I hope you never come across a situation where someone takes 

what your send them in PRIVATE email and uses it to cause you grief or for their own 

malicious purpose. There are others on this list who have experienced this, and while 

"Consultant 1" was silly in terms of the phrasing, I have several hundred messages that 
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are much worse in my archives directed to me. And they remain in my archives and 

private because despite the fact that I feel wronged, offended, hurt, or whatever, they 

were sent to me privately and not meant to be shared. A**hole or not, one does not 

violate their rights just because they are A**holes. A few of those messages are from 

people currently active on this list, and no doubt, they probably have similar ones from 

me.  

 

Author Reflection #4 

In again threatening to leave (A/S 28), Consultant 6 has continued to express concern about 

trust: “we have some active players rationalizing behavior that violates privacy of others, and 

damages trust on the list. We have a leadership that doesn't seem to be overly concerned”. 

This seems to be a non-hierarchical leadership; as our listserv managers describe (in A/S 26), 

they preferred to practice as “list-servants” who allow the list to be “self-norming and self-

managing”. The listserv manager has described how they “don't do a lot of cajoling or 

reminding”, and how they often worked “behind the scenes and off the list, such as 

welcoming new members, following up with members who unsubscribe, helping people 

having problems managing their subscriptions, etc.” The listserv manager has also described 

how the C-o-P has been “self-norming and self-managing. And, given what I see on other 

lists, it's clear to me that our lists manage themselves fairly well!”  

Perhaps our list-servants are managing the C-o-P from a practice of trusting, that as OD 

professionals the participants will put OD values into practice in their own environment, and 

self-norm and self-manage. OD professionals have promoted certain core values under a 

“humanistic framework”. Such values have included “a concern for inquiry and science, 

democracy, and being helpful” … building “trust and collaboration”, creating “an open, 

problem solving climate”, increasing “the self-control or organization members”, and 

“improving organizational effectiveness” (from Cummings & Worley, 2001: 30). Our listserv 

managers could be said to be following the practice of OD and realize that enough 

participants already know how to work through human relations challenges in organizing 

settings. If this is the case, Consultant 6 may be operating from his own constructions, which 

may not be based in OD. Consultant 6 appears to be describing his construction that there is a 

sense of uncertainty in the C-o-P, a seeming absence of authority and leadership. However, so 

far it seems that others are not agreeing or following with his perspective. If, as Weick states 
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(1979: 90), that organizing consists of the resolving of equivocality [ambiguity, uncertainty] 

in an enacted environment by means of interlocked behaviors embedded in conditionally 

related processes, a question comes to mind. How much do we depend on hierarchy or 

subject-object processes to maintain social order, and what are other ways to negotiate social 

order?  

 

In A/S 30, Consultant 8 has raised an important issue about Consultant 6’s continued threats 

to leave: “I believe that you believe your motive is to have a ‘meaningful’ discussion and to 

stand up for what is ‘right’ ”, but that Consultant 6 may be attempting to punish Consultant 2 

for publicizing the private email threat. “But I wonder if your motive is anymore pure than is 

Consultant 2's. Maybe what's so is that none of us have pristine motives. Maybe in every post 

there's a grain of personal motive that goes beyond mere intellectual involvement”. Relational 

constructionists state that we organize to add value to our lives, and we often bring along our 

own projects and seek support for those (Hosking & Morley, 1991). Consultant 8 seems to 

have tapped into this notion, that even “in every post” a personal project might be driving 

what may appear as intellectual involvement or reflection on practice.  

Once again I am reminded that persons engage in organizing with their own projects and 

attempt to further those projects through influence. In this case there may be multiple projects 

for Consultant 6: (1) to have a “meaningful discussion” and stand up for what is “right” and 

(2) to punish Consultant 2. Of course, this is the construction of Consultant 8. When we 

attempt to work through a problematic situation we often rely on our constructions to take us 

further. Consultant 8 also wonders about Consultant 1: “By the way, whatever happened to 

"Consultant 1"? Is he a real person?” By this remark Consultant 8 seems to offer an indicator 

of the lack of accountability in Internet relations raised by Miller and Gergen (1998, see 

below). One can make a threat, leading to a drama, and then simply disappear. Consultant 1 

has not been heard from since making the initial threat in A/S 1.  

As a rule, the “virtual community” lacks a range of very specific, and possibly 

valuable, characteristics of traditional, face-to-face communities. The cast of 

characters on the Internet is transient ... Further, communication lacks the subtlety 

and richness of face-to-face interchange, particularly in terms of gesture, gaze, and 

tone of voice. Most important, we feel, electronic communities have little means of 

generating interpersonal responsibility. In particular, participants cannot depend on 
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each other’s continued presence, cannot be certain that they can make any “real 

difference” to each other (since there is no means of knowing the degree of the other’s 

involvement) and have no means of knowing whether the other’s words are genuine or 

merely a guise (Miller & Gergen, 1998: 201).      

In A/S 31, Consultant 6 has chided the list manager for not seeing a problem with the 

publicizing of the threatening email. Interestingly, he has revealed that he has “several 

hundred messages that are much worse in my archives directed to me…a few of those 

messages are from people currently active on this list, and no doubt, they probably have 

similar ones from me”. So Consultant 6 has revealed that he too has sent threatening emails 

and received some from other C-o-P participants. This statement has left me wondering about 

how others have responded to Consultant 6’s subject-object style of advancing his own view. 

Nevertheless, he has stated that he keeps such threatening messages from such “a**holes” 

confidential rather than publicizing them. “A**hole or not, one does not violate their rights 

just because they are A**holes”. 

 

 

 

.7 Fifth Fragment: Proposing a Social Norm 

 

 In this case fragment Consultant 5 appeared to socially certify Consultant 2’s publicizing 

of the threatening email, and advanced the idea of developing a social norm that promotes 

“holding people accountable for their actions... so that those hateful people can be exposed and 

held out for criticism”. We now know that there are some in the C-o-P that have at times sent 

private threatening emails, including Consultant 6. 

  
A/S 35: Consultant #5: One of my core values is to hold people accountable for their 

actions. There are some people on lists who send two different kinds of notes. The 

different kinds of notes appear when a person disagrees strongly with someone. These 

people then post wonderfully constructed notes to the public list and then in the next key 

stroke these same people send to the people they disagree with hateful, vicious, 

threatening notes…. 
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Well, Consultant 2 got one of those hateful notes. And guess what? Consultant 2 exposed 

that person. And, I think Consultant 2 was right in doing that. The issue for me is not of 

violating trust, or ethics, netiquette, or copyright law. It's of holding people accountable 

for their actions… They want to be mean, vicious, and threatening but they do not want to 

be held accountable. So, bottom line for me...if folks get hateful private messages they 

should post them publicly so that those hateful people can be exposed and held out for 

criticism. 

 

Another person with the same name as Consultant 1 advocated for diversity and for 

participants to not take themselves so seriously. He also invited the possibility that immediate 

reflection and feedback to establish a productive dialogue could be possible. 

A/S 36: Consultant 1-b: Because this thing about the poetry and copyrights and name 

calling has escalated, let me ask you to please make your personal references clear. Yes, 

there are/is more than one [“person X”] on this list, surprisingly... When things get 

nasty, you don't want attributions pointed at the wrong guy. I am the GOOD [person 

X]…We sometimes tend to take ourselves way too seriously.   

 

I appreciate that the internet is the world's largest melting pot, that it has no mechanism 

for immediate reflection and feedback to establish a productive dialogue (or does it?) 

You can look like a global fool in real-time, but with a huge delay in clearing up flawed 

communications. As far as the public/private e-mail issue goes. . . . As one who just got 

popped with one, it's pretty obvious that we sometimes let our personal agendas get in the 

way of some sense of what I call, "class". But since that is MY bias, I have to remember 

that we all approach things our own way. More learning for me. 

 

  

 Consultant 5 then responded to an earlier comment from the listserv manager that 

threatening emails should be made public. He socially certified the listserv manager’s comments, 

and then proposed a social norm on threatening emails.  

 
A/S 37: Consultant #5: I just read Consultant 14’s note about this issue.  Good note, 

Consultant 14, and thanks for sending it along. I'd like to explore this suggestion a bit. I 

agree with Consultant 14 [that] if the private note is vicious, threatening, etc., it 

SHOULD be made public so that the sender is held accountable for his or her 

viciousness. So, given what I just said, how about this for a list norm? "Do not send 

private vicious, mean, threatening notes to other list members. If you do, you run the risk 

of having them made public."   
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Consultant 4 responded with a social certification of Consultant 5’s comments. 

 
A/S 38: Consultant #4: Goodo, Consultant 5. You took the words out of my mouth.  

 

 Consultant 14 responded by socially certifying Consultant 5’s comments as a different 

perspective than that of Consultant 6, and responded to the other “Person X’s” humorous 

comments that he is the “good person X”. The discussion seemed to acquire a lighter tone.   

 
A/S 39: Consultant 14: Whoaaa, Consultant 5!  Good to hear from you! Your note … 

clearly states an *other* perspective on what Consultant 2 did. And it fundamentally 

challenges a practice that Consultant 6 holds very dearly -- ie, that private messages 

should NEVER be presented to a list, and that doing so is proof of a person's 

untrustworthiness… 

  

Yet, I didn't even notice it when Consultant 2 posted the message from [Consultant 1] 

(not the GOOD Person X we heard from earlier today ;-}). I thought, well, maybe I 

wasn't paying attention. I wrote to Consultant 6 that not all people hold his value as 

dearly as he does. He threatened to resign from the list if that were the prevailing 

opinion, and called this list a moral pigsty.  He obviously believes very deeply about this 

practice. 

 

So, I'm pleased that someone has taken an other position here, and I'm hoping this 

conversation can help us all calibrate our own understanding of what good netiquette is, 

and whether there is a true sense of "right" and "wrong" about reposting private 

messages with the sender's name attached.  

 

 

 

Author Reflection #5 

In A/S 35, Consultant 5 has raised what seems to be an important issue by talking about 

“wonderfully constructed” public notes and “hateful, vicious, threatening notes” sent privately 

by the same persons when “a person disagrees strongly” with them. He stated that Consultant 

2 was right in publicizing the threatening email and that it is important “to hold people 

accountable” for their actions. The persons who write threatening notes “want to be mean, 
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vicious, and threatening but they do not want to be held accountable… hateful people can be 

exposed and held out for criticism”.  

 

There seems to be an invitation in Consultant 5’s comments to resist and outlaw power over 

tactics in the C-o-P. Of course, setting such a rule could itself be considered a power over 

tactic, but it could also be considered in the best interest of our C-o-P, in the same sense that 

some of our laws seek to protect us from violence and threats. This kind of accountability 

seems individualistic… and could divide a community once a breach occurs. One question 

could be can we find a way to move this into relational responsibility. I will address this 

shortly. 

 

In A/S 36, Consultant 1-b [the second person X), who has the same name as Consultant 1, has 

announced that he is not Consultant 1, but rather “the GOOD” person of the same name. This 

seemed to add a lighter tone to the discussion: “When things get nasty, you don't want 

attributions pointed at the wrong guy … We sometimes tend to take ourselves way too 

seriously”. Consultant 1-b stated that he has been the recent object of a threatening private 

message: “As one who just got popped with one, it's pretty obvious that we sometimes let our 

personal agendas get in the way of some sense of what I call, ‘class’. But since that is MY 

bias, I have to remember that we all approach things our own way. More learning for me”. It 

seems from Consultant 1-b’s comment that advancing personal projects in subject-object or 

power over ways can get in the way of our community’s development. Consultant 1-b has 

also wondered aloud whether the Internet “has no mechanism for immediate reflection and 

feedback to establish a productive dialogue (or does it?)”. Perhaps we can work toward 

generative dialogue in this space. However, if as Consultant 5 states, the Internet is the 

world’s largest melting pot, then there is conceivably a multitude of projects and 

constructions and attempts at influence going on in the same space, and adopting dialogue 

might be a relationally responsible way of working through situations as they arise.     

 

In A/S 37, Consultant 5 had now proposed a social norm, in part by aligning with the list 

manager: “I agree with Consultant 14 [that] if the private note is vicious, threatening, etc., it 

SHOULD be made public so that the sender is held accountable for his or her viciousness. So, 

given what I just said, how about this for a list norm? Do not send private vicious, mean, 

threatening notes to other list members.  If you do, you run the risk of having them made 
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public." Breaching the norm, behaving outside of that relational context, brings consequences 

such as being exposed as a practitioner of viciousness. If such a social norm is established 

democratically can we consider it as a way of being relationally responsible, following with 

the group desire? 

 

To answer the above question, within a frame of relational responsibility, we can think of 

relationships as including multiple others. According to McNamee and Gergen (1999: 23) 

there are multiple meanings projected on any relationship and within it; multiple voices 

participate in commentary and many can be silent. The relationship between Consultants 1, 2 

and 6 has entered an expanded circle of interaction, so we can more of less witness this in 

process. Many are offering opinions and even more of the 1500 are silent. We discover as the 

process continues that others on the list and in other communities also engage in sending 

threatening emails. Thus, as McNamee and Gergen write, “any given relationship is, itself, 

constituted by those relational engagements with which it is interlaced. Thus, when persons 

join in conversation, they are creating the possibility for a broad array of relational forms to 

merge into ever new configurations” (p. 23).  

 

Relationships can therefore be considered as processes of organizing, for the purpose of 

adding value to our lives and projects. McNamee and Gergen suggest that a processual 

understanding of relationships emphasizes the limitations of personal blame. “Blaming 

another person for his or her wrongdoing is only one possible conversational move” (p. 23). 

McNamee and Gergen invite conversational attention into the processes of relating within 

which the fact of wrongdoing comes into existence “to raise questions about how certain 

actions become viable and intelligible within particular relational social norms” (p. 23). Thus, 

one example available to our C-o-P would be reflexive questions about how subject-object 

actions have been occurring in this situation between Consultants 1, 2, and 6. The purpose for 

such lines of inquiry is revealed to be “opening up new lines of action, new ways of framing 

events, and a new way of relating” (p. 23).           

 

In A/S 39, Consultant 14, the list manager, has welcomed “an *other* perspective from 

Consultant 6. Consultant 14 socially certified “that someone has taken an other position here, 

and I'm hoping this conversation can help us all calibrate our own understanding of what good 
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netiquette is”. The fundamental C-o-P struggle in this case seems to be about how to go on 

together as a tool-and-result community, or as the list manager has described, to “calibrate our 

own understanding of what good netiquette is”. There has been no developed social norm in 

the C-o-P around either threats or publicizing private messages.  

 

In the above fragment we are making invitations to explore the possibilities, and we are 

making space for the co-existence of views other than those of Consultants 1, 2, and 6. Other 

realities are being organized in addition to that of Consultant 6. The clustering of participants 

around re-organizing the problem situation further moves toward a focus on the issue rather 

than a focus on the persons’ involved; this appeared to have made it easier to discuss the issue 

and emancipate the imagination toward new possibilities for social action. The social reality 

appeared to be shifting from social drama to exploration and cooperation. The situation has 

become one of our group struggling to work through a problem situation, a social drama, that 

could as Turner (1957: 91) describes, divide the community.  

 

 

!

.8 Sixth Fragment: Solution Isn’t Always Resolution 

 

 This fragment began with Consultant 6 rejecting the suggestion by Consultant 5 (A/S 35) 

that any threatening or vicious private email should be made public. Consultant 6 also refers to 

virtual C-o-ps as “false communities”. 
 

 
A/S 42: Consultant 6: I understand the point, and it is one several other people have 

made. On it's surface it's valid. If you ponder a bit, I don't believe it is. First, there is, in 

effect, no accountability within most lists for being vicious in private, beyond any 

sanctions used to deny the poster access to the list. There is almost no "peer" pressure 

and no consequences for posting. That's because, in general, discussion lists are "false 

communities" (a topic for the future perhaps). 

 

What usually happens in general is a disruption of the communication patterns and 

usefulness of the list, as people talk about the bad message, and who said what to 

whom….  
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So, as we have seen except for a little firestorm, I don't see any indication of positive 

outcome of Consultant 2 posting it. So, when Consultant 5 talks about accountability, 

since there is not, by and large, much effect, that accountability really is this: I'm mad 

and I'm going to strike back and embarrass the little sumabitch publicly.  It's revenge, 

and it's destructive….  

 

Consultant 18 then responded to the above comments, noting that the C-o-P is behaving 

much like an organization in need of an OD intervention. 

 
A/S 43: Consultant #18: Hmmm…Let's see. What does this remind me of? Every OD 

intervention that I've encountered. Here goes: Lack of trust. Missed and unfulfilled 

expectations. Ego against ego. Facade, Blind Spot against Arena. I'll rewrite Consultant 

11 about our obstacles ... in one word our obstacles are "us".  

   

 Consultant 19, who has participated only by observing, then entered the discussion and 

expressed displeasure with Consultant 6’s behavior, citing personal history.  

 
A/S 44: Consultant #19: … I think that Consultant 6 is a very informed and capable 

writer. I have even bought a few of his books. He also has good knowledge of some 

aspects of OD and HR which he chooses to share with us on occasion…. 

 

What has troubled me about Consultant 6's *style* is that he seems incapable of 

restraining himself from being a predator with those who are less aggressive than he is. 

That makes him an intellectual bully in my books. The fact that he aggresses others with 

flair does not make it any more acceptable. That he is abrasive and attempts to sugar 

coat this with humor does not diminish the impact. On other listservs in the past when I 

have been the object of his unwarranted attacks, I have responded in my defence, and 

have received private emails from several of you supporting me in my position which is 

simply this:  there are many (in the case of this list, well over 1000 subscribers) who 

would be more active and would contribute their thoughts and pertinent issues if they 

were not afraid to be responded to and challenged in such offensive ways as are 

exemplified by Consultant 6. We all lose as a result.  

 

That he goes on (frequently in repeated posts) to say that he is leaving and then does not 

is the worst of insults to everyone. The benefit of his wisdom is outweighed by the harm 

we all suffer as a result of tolerance for his diatribes. I for one would not be unhappy to 

see him leave if he cannot take any other tone than the aggressive one ... In the spirit of 
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this season, I wish that Consultant 6 would stay and be more restrained about it. Failing 

which, I say good riddance. 

 

 Consultant 6 responded to Consultant 19’s criticisms, continuing to assert that online     

C-o-Ps are false communities. 

 
A/S 46: Consultant #6: Well...CONSULTANT 19...if you'd have only said that before, I 

wouldn't have felt compelled to try to beat your brains out verbally, in private or in 

public. I always respect good taste…. Is Consultant 19's message a personal attack? I 

don't know. It doesn't upset me. Is it a useful path for the list discussion to follow? I doubt 

it. Do I care that much? Nope. When a list community (a false community) singles out a 

person or persons as the focus of discussion, generally the reason that list exists is at 

least temporarily forgotten. These elements are always a test of what an online 

"community" is about. It shall be interesting to watch. 

 

 Consultant 2 responded to Consultant 15’s earlier comment that the situation seemed to 

be one of trust and unfulfilled expectations, warranting it with references to conflict versus 

dialogue. This is the first time I have witnessed him share anything other than poems.  

 
A/S 47: Consultant #2: … you are absolutely right: we trust that we will not be 

threatened when we communicate. Plato, in his Republic, argues that when in discussion 

one results to threats, ad hominem attacks, character assassination, name calling (ie, 

swine-hound, pigsty) and etc. that they have already admitted defeat…when individuals 

in pursuit of dialogue and debates make appeals not on the issues/fact but upon the 

persons, they are not interested in pursuing truth but in pursuing conflict. 

 

 Referring to Consultant 6’s behavior as “hostile”, Consultant 20 expressed discomfort 

with how the issue seemed to become a win/lose issue for everyone in the C-o-P.  

 
A/S 48: Consultant #20: What a shame. That the public/private thread became a win/lose 

issue for us all is something I feel badly about, even though I was not personally 

involved… Consultant 6's behavior made me feel confused… I only know that I have been 

alienated, even from the sidelines… In my opinion, Consultant 6 is making himself look 

really bad in front of his professional peers… I feel sorry for the list members who are 

newcomers to OD and who witnessed this behavior from an experienced member of the 

OD community. It has saddened me. Based on my observations of his behavior so far, I 

fully expect a tongue-lashing from him… I for one can take it and do not intend to reply if 

that happens....but the fact that that is my expectation is a sad state of affairs for all of us. 
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 Consultant 3, who hadn’t commented for some time, socially certified Consultant 5’s 

reframe of the problem situation, and further constructed the threatening email to signify group 

relational work rather than individual relational work.  

   
A/S 49: Consultant #3: I agree with Consultant 5 on this one. A message that is sent to 

me is now in my system and is mine to deal with, at least for non-commercial purposes. 

We may choose to have a norm on this list that proscribes my placing that 

communication on the list or we may choose not to have such a norm. 

 

In this case, the message was directly related to the list. In fact, it was "group work", as 

versus "individual work", in that "Consultant 1" took it on himself to let Consultant 2 

know of actions that Consultant 1 was going to take ON THE LIST if Consultant 2 kept 

sending his poetry. I see Consultant 1's use of an "off-list" message as inappropriate in 

this case… I am glad, however, that we all were made aware of the issue and could deal 

at a peer level with both Consultant 1 and Consultant 2.  

 

Consultant 21 then expressed solidarity with Consultant 20, socially certifying his earlier 

comment.  

 

 A/S 50: Consultant #21: Well said Consultant 20. Hear hear. 

 

Consultant 2 then began to share about his profession in conflict resolution.  

 
A/S 51: Consultant 2: In my other life, when not being a poet, I teach and practice in the 

area of conflict resolution.  Some of the things this field has taught us is that conflict is 

often the result of extreme pain and angst.  Frustrations … disappointments are often 

played out through anger, intimidation, and violence... The typical response from other 

community members to such attacks is that of retaliation, condemnation, and ultimately 

expulsion. While this … restores a semblance of order, the root of the problems yet 

remain waiting until another community member suffers hurt.   

 

What we as OD professionals must do is attempt to help the community member in pain 

and help the community resolve this conflict without going to the extremes of expulsion. 

This of course requires both parties to want to work toward peaceful resolution.  
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 Consultant 22 then commented, expressing solidarity with Consultant 20’s earlier 

comments about Consultant 6’s hostility. 

 
A/S 52: Consultant 22: Consultant 20, thank you for your thoughts. You iterate some of 

my wonderings about Consultant 6.  I am saddened by such a public display of hostility 

in an arena that is meant to be a professional venue. 

 

 Consultant 11 then responded to some earlier comments by Consultant 6, that Consultant 

5’s version of accountability in the C-o-P is nothing more than allowing displays of destructive 

revenge.  

 
A/S 53: Consultant 11: … In the cyber-world, there are few courts of appeals with the 

necessary teeth to limit actions of the abuser, so the court of public opinion is often the 

only viable recourse for people of good conscience. Who would argue against exposure 

of abusive behaviors to the public by violating expectations of privacy if it involved 

uncovering patterns of abuse that…could lead to a behavioral change on the part of the 

abuser?  

 

 Consultant 6 responded to Consultant 20’s comment (A/S 48) that the social processes 

had become win/lose, stating that it is irrelevant to him whether or not he alienates C-o-P 

members.  

 
A/S 54: Consultant #6: To try and reduce your confusion. I don't think this is a win-lose 

situation. If you   want to understand my involvement in this, I see it as an opportunity to 

generate some discussion about this "community", and some fundamental issues in any 

OD intervention: trust, confidentiality and a few others. And, to have a little fun, at my 

own expense. 

 

Let me offer a "leveling response", a term I'll explain briefly in my next message. 

Whether I alienate people on this list in the service of what I believe in is completely 

irrelevant to me. As for being openly hostile that's a value judgment. I see it as expressing 

myself in the same manner Consultant 2 does. As someone said earlier, they don't always 

agree with the points Consultant 2 puts in some of his poems. I don't expect you or 

anyone else to react in any specific way…. 

 

It's not my chosen role to be liked. My chosen role is to speak to those and be listened to 

by those who want to hear what I have to say. I'm not concerned with those who are not. I 
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carry this into my work... The work I do allows me to do that. I suspect the work most of 

you folks do does not allow you to do that or take that stance... 

 

 Consultant 6 then supplemented his own earlier comment, describing the concept of 

“leveling”,  and suggested that if persons understood this concept they would not find his 

conversational style hostile. 

 
A/S 55: Consultant #6: ... I can't remember if it's based on Satir's work … is the idea of 

leveling. Leveling involves expressing an opinion where the intent is truly to be useful, as 

compared to expressing that same opinion when the attempt is to exert ego, control, 

manipulation and so on. It's a very important distinction… I don't suppose I need to 

explain the importance of this in our work…. 

 

Consultant 6 then responded to Consultant 11’s earlier comment that few would argue against 

exposing abusive behaviors to the public by violating expectations of privacy. 

 
A/S 57: Consultant #6: …This situation on the list does not involve illegal activities. 

There is no real concern about the future since there is no systemic pattern, and there is 

no expectation of any real or concrete restitution which of course makes sense because 

there was no damage done except to Consultant 2's tender sensibilities. No more than if I 

wrote him and said I think his poems were childish and incompetent…. 

 

 Consultant 7 responded, noting she admired Consultant 6’s ability to stay in these 

difficult exchanges but that his style was akin to one who considers himself as the expert sharing 

his opinions.  

 
A/S 58: Consultant #7: Consultant 6, I have to admit I admire your ability to stay in these 

exchanges without feeling defensive or hostile (I have to accept that you do not *feel* 

hostility even if some perceive your words as sounding hostile). My sense reading your 

responses is that I hear you saying 1.) I am the expert on this subject and have a strong 

belief and opinion, which I plan to share. 2.) Since I *am* the expert here, and I have no 

intention of changing my opinion, what anyone else thinks doesn't matter to me…. 

 

I commend you for your strong convictions and willingness to stand in the fire to defend 

them, but I wonder how much 'requisite meaning' and real group learning takes place 

when any position is held so strongly that no one experiences their own perspectives as 

being validated and integrated. Depending on which school of philosophy one leans 
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toward, 'meaning' is either the responsibility of the author/giver of communication or the 

responsibility of the reader/receiver…  

  

Consultant 5 responded that like Consultant 19 (in A/S 44) he too has had negative experiences 

with Consultant 6.  

 
A/S 59: Consultant #5: Consultant 9's note about his experience with Consultant 6 

resonates with me. I have had similar experiences with Consultant 6 on another listserv. 

Consultant 6's personal notes to me were often vicious, mean, and threatening. No 

wonder he is against having personal vicious notes made public.  

 

 This fragment of the social drama ended with a message from Consultant 23, expressing 

her disappointment in the C-o-P and informing that she is now leaving. 

 
A/S 60: Consultant #23: For a long time I have been disappointed at the discussions on 

this list and the negative, degenerative flavor they have taken on such as the messages on 

this topic. If we treat each other like this, how do we treat clients and students? If they 

are intended to agitate and instill reaction - congratulations – at least with this member 

you have accomplished your mission. TAKE ME OFF THIS LIST. 

 

 

Author Reflection #6 

In his rejection of Consultant 5’s suggestion for a social norm, Consultant 6 (A/S 42) 

used the argument that online communities are lacking in relational accountability, a 

point also raised by Miller and Gergen (1998), because of the transient nature of 

membership. Consultant 6 stated that “what usually happens in general is a disruption of 

the communication patterns and usefulness of the list, as people talk about the bad 

message, and who said what to whom….”  It therefore could be stated that online C-o-Ps 

get bogged down in problem solving processes when conflicts or misunderstandings 

arise. In Consultant 6’s view, accountability as raised by Consultant 5 amounts to 

“revenge, and it’s destructive”, reaction against action. But we must remember that the 

act that started the social drama was a privately sent threat. Because “there is, in effect, 

no accountability within most lists for being vicious in private, beyond any sanctions”, 

Consultant 6 considered online C-o-Ps as “false communities”. He stated that 

accountability in the C-o-P, as raised by Consultant 5 amounts to “I'm mad and I'm going 
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to strike back and embarrass the little sumabitch publicly”. 

 

Consultant 18 (A/S 43) reflected on our joint action as encompassing “lack of trust, 

missed and unfulfilled expectations, ego against ego, façade …” etc. Consultant 18 wrote 

“about our obstacles ... in one word our obstacles are us". For me, this meant that how we 

were working with the situation was becoming an obstacle to moving through it. But in a 

relational constructionist perspective it was not “us” as separate individual entities; rather 

it was our joint action, our interlocking behaviors. One question that comes to mind is 

how can we act jointly in a different manner? What might be some new possibilities for 

action? 

 

In A/S 44 Consultant 19, who has been “usually a lurker”, showed appreciation for 

Consultant 6’s knowledge and how he occasionally shared it: “Consultant 6 is a very 

informed and capable writer. I have even bought a few of his books. He also has good 

knowledge of some aspects of OD and HR which he chooses to share with us on 

occasion”. However, Consultant 19 also cited a historical pattern. Consultant 6 “seems 

incapable of restraining himself from being a predator with those who are less aggressive 

than he is. That makes him an intellectual bully in my books …. On other listservs in the 

past … I have been the object of his unwarranted attacks”. He suggested that Consultant 

6’s aggressive style in the C-o-P shuts down possibility space for many who could 

otherwise make valuable contributions: “there are many … who would be more active 

and would contribute their thoughts and pertinent issues if they were not afraid to be 

responded to and challenged in such offensive ways”. For me, this showed how 

operating in a subject-object and power over manner can marginalize other voices. The 

next statement by Consultant 19 might provide insight into how Consultant 6’s power 

over and subject-object behaviors have been a part of the joint action in the C-o-P; his 

power over behaviors have been tolerated by participants. “The benefit of his wisdom is 

outweighed by the harm we all suffer as a result of tolerance for his diatribes”. 

 

In A/S 46 Consultant 6 noted that “when a list community (a false community) singles 

out a person or persons as the focus of discussion, generally the reason that list exists is 

at least temporarily forgotten”. What Consultant 6 seemed to forget is that he had singled 
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out Consultant 2 “as the focus of discussion” for publicizing the threatening email. 

Therefore Consultant 6 could be considered as participating in the joint actions of what, 

in his opinion, makes the C-o-P a “false community”. It would appear that the reason our 

C-o-P exists is also temporarily forgotten as persons have been drawn into addressing the 

problematic situation rather than carrying out our usual activity. 

 

Consultant 2 (in A/S 47) stated to Consultant 15, on trust: “you are absolutely right: we 

trust that we will not be threatened when we communicate”. This utterance might be 

referencing an example of trust in the C-o-P, particularly if persons are trusting OD 

principles referenced by Cummings and Worley (2001: 30), such as a concern for 

inquiry, fostering democracy, being helpful, building trust and collaboration, creating an 

open, problem solving climate, and increasing the self-control of organization members. 

Interestingly, now that participants have been reflecting on the incident, Consultant 2, 

who has spoken previously mostly via his poetry, has begun to speak in a different voice, 

in prose as a member of the group. Voices that have been usually silent are coming 

forward. McNamee and Gergen (1999: 34-35) pose some questions on the metaphor of 

the silent interlocutor, a performance role of silenced voice I believe Consultant 2 may 

have taken on in the earlier fragments of this case.  
 

… We may ask of any situation in which individual blame is invited, Who is 

silenced by the ensuing interchange? When we blame an individual, what voices 

are suppressed, kept at a distance, and why? Is my blame attempting to cover my 

own culpability? Or when I act aggressively or dishonestly, whose voice am I 

trying to silence? Is it possibly the voice of self-doubt, for example, that I wish to 

vanquish? By locating silenced interlocutors, we again open new paths of 

conversation. 

 

In A/S 48, referring to Consultant 6’s behavior as “hostile”, Consultant 20 expressed 

“that the public/private thread became a win/lose issue for us all is something I feel badly 

about”. I am left to wonder what took the interactions into win/lose rather than a 

reflexive dialogue that examined our processes. Perhaps power over and subject-object 

practices, as exemplified by Consultant 6, demand a winner and a loser. Alternatively, 

locating silenced interlocutors and hearing their voice(s) seems to be a power to practice. 

Consultant 20 stated that she felt “sorry for the list members who are newcomers to OD 
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and who witnessed this behavior from an experienced member of the OD community. It 

has saddened me”. OD has been about helping demonstrate how persons can effectively 

work together, often through the enactment of values such as “trust and collaboration”, 

“democracy”, creating an “open, problem solving climate”, and “increasing self-control 

of organization members” (Cummings & Worley, 2001: 30). It seemed odd that 

newcomers would witness such a display of subject-object activity in a community of 

OD practitioners. 
 

In A/S 49, Consultant 3 constructed the threatening email as signifying group relational 

work rather than individual relational work: “In this case, the message was directly 

related to the list. In fact, it was ‘group work’, as versus ‘individual work’, in that 

‘Consultant 1’ took it on himself to let Consultant 2 know of actions that Consultant 1 

was going to take ON THE LIST if Consultant 2 kept sending his poetry”. From a 

perspective incorporating relational responsibility the relationship issue between 

Consultants 1 and 2 can be thought of as occurring within and therefore including the 

community of practice; additionally, others are interested in different ways. As 

Consultant 3 wrote, “I am glad, however, that we all were made aware of the issue and 

could deal at a peer level with both Consultant 1 and Consultant 2”. McNamee and 

Gergen write that meaning generated within a relationship of two persons will “represent 

a unique coordination of multiple communities” (1999: 23). Additionally, many possible 

voices will remain silent, acting as silent interlocutors, yet ready to enter the interaction 

at any moment. “They may derogate or detest, they may applaud or inspire, they are 

always close at hand, readied for entry into the interchange” (p. 23). How can we be 

mindful of the silenced voices so that power to can be mobilized n their direction?    

 

If there is little responsibility a C-o-P can be seen as a false community. Our obstacles to 

working together might be our interlocking behaviors, our joint action. A question 

emerges on how we can act jointly in a different manner, that is emancipative of the 

imagination, and produces new joint action. Even if we are blaming other to get them to 

be responsible we too are participating in the joint action of what is producing, in a tool-

and-result fashion, that which we are experiencing.   
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In A/S 51, in linking his experience in conflict resolution with working through the 

social drama, Consultant 2 stated that “in my other life, when not being a poet, I teach 

and practice in the area of conflict resolution….what we as OD professionals must do is 

attempt to help the community member in pain and help the community resolve this 

conflict without going to the extremes of expulsion. This of course requires both parties 

to want to work toward peaceful resolution”. This seemed more in line with different 

forms of life seeking to follow each other and discover different ways to go on, of 

mobilizing power to inviting relational responsibility. Referring to Consultant 6’s 

behavior, Consultant 22 stated that “I am saddened by such a public display of hostility 

in an arena that is meant to be a professional venue” (A/S 52). 

 

In A/S 54, Consultant 6’s response to Consultant 20’s comment that the social processes 

had become win/lose (A/S 48), he stated that it is irrelevant to him whether or not he 

alienates C-o-P members. “I don't think this is a win-lose situation. If you want to 

understand my involvement in this, I see it as an opportunity to generate some discussion 

about this ‘community’, and some fundamental issues in any OD intervention: trust, 

confidentiality and a few others. And, to have a little fun, at my own expense”. The issue 

of trust has appeared once again. A question comes to mind: how might acting in a 

subject-object and power over manner as part of the interlocking behaviors in the C-o-P 

produce trust? In a tool-and-result sense, to privilege one’s own voice, one’s own 

opinion, at the expense of others may produce a social reality of distrust and discomfort. 

In A/S 55, Consultant 6  introduced his use of “leveling” in his communications as 

“expressing an opinion where the intent is truly to be useful, as compared to expressing 

that same opinion when the attempt is to exert ego, control, manipulation and so on”. Yet 

it has appeared that Consultant 6 is exerting ego, control and manipulation to influence 

others to his perspective.  

 

Consultant 7 (A/S 58) noted she admired Consultant 6’s ability “to stay in these difficult 

exchanges without feeling defensive or hostile (I have to accept that you do not *feel* 

hostility even if some perceive your words as sounding hostile)”. Consultant 6 doesn’t 

seem to feel hostility but Consultant 7 seems to feel that he is hostile. She addressed 

what appeared to be Consultant 6’s subject-object actions: “I hear you saying 1) I am the 

expert on this subject and have a strong belief and opinion, which I plan to share. 2) 
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Since I *am* the expert here, and I have no intention of changing my opinion, what 

anyone else thinks doesn't matter to me”. She wondered “how much 'requisite meaning' 

and real group learning takes place when any position is held so strongly that no one 

experiences their own perspectives as being validated and integrated”. If there is no 

possibility space for other voices to be expressed without being put down how generative 

of new possibilities can the discussion be? 

 

Consultant 5 (A/S 59) responded that like Consultant 19 (in A/S 44) he too has had 

“similar experiences with Consultant 6 on another listserv. Consultant 6's personal notes 

to me were often vicious, mean, and threatening. No wonder he is against having 

personal vicious notes made public”. It seemed that Consultant 6’s own manner of being 

subject-object, and vicious in his private emails, could be exposed if persons begin to 

expose those who send vicious private emails. The final post in this fragment, from 

Consultant 23 (A/S 60), expressed her disappointment in the C-o-P and informed the 

participants that she was leaving the C-o-P: “If we treat each other like this, how do we 

treat clients and students?... TAKE ME OFF THIS LIST” 

 

 

 

.9 Seventh Fragment: Toward Hearing Other 

 

 This fragment opened with Consultant 24 conveying thanks to Consultant 5 for his 

comments on copyright law and legal/ethical behavior, but that the area remained murky for her.  

 
A/S 61: Consultant #24: Thanks, Consultant 5, for your clarification of the copyright law 

and the addition of ethical vs. legal behavior. But copyright and intellectual property is 

still rather murky area for me…  

 

Consultant 3 then offered his opinion that the greater good was served by Consultant 2’s posting 

of the private threat from Consultant 1.  

 
A/S 62: Consultant #3: …Speaking for myself, no, I am "NOT saddened by a violation of 

privacy and confidentiality in this case". I believe the greater good was served by 



 192 

Consultant 2's putting Consultant 1's "private" message on the list. No right is 

absolute…My right to expect that private messages to list members stay private is void 

when I threaten a list member over their behavior on the list. 

 

Consultant 11 then responded that he too has had similar powered over experiences with 

Consultant 6. 

 
A/S #63: Consultant #11: My experience with Consultant 6 is similar to those mentioned 

by Consultant 5 and Consultant 19 going back to 1995. It seems that the wolf is losing its 

ability to continue wearing wool.  

 

 Consultant 6, responding to comments from Consultant 7, expressed that he was feeling 

attacked by the group, and seemed to try to re-center the issue to be that of Consultant 2 posting 

the private email. 

 
A/S 64: Consultant #6: I occasionally feel piled up on… I occasionally get frustrated at 

how the momentum of some conversations shifts. We start out with a breaking of privacy 

by Consultant 2, a reaction he chooses to an almost completely inconsequential and 

impotent message. I point it out, a great hoo-hah occurs, and then Consultant 14 

announces that NO, what Consultant 2 did is certainly NOT acceptable. But that goes 

forgotten it seems…. 

 

Consultant 6 then wondered what the intentions of Consultants 5, 19, and 11 have been in 

making negative comments about him.  

 
A/S #65: Consultant #6: … I'm presuming the motivation of Consultant 11 and 

Consultant 5 and Consultant 19 is to warn people of my evilness. So, what are the 

intentions and motives … in making these comments?... I'm open to the possibility that 

these comments were tendered with some constructive and positive outcomes in mind… Is 

it possible that there IS no real positive outcome possible? Just like with Consultant 2's 

post, except the hope that someone will be driven off? I don't know. But I'd sure like to 

hear others on this one. 

 

In case anyone is wondering. I yelled at Consultant 11 a lot because I felt the road he 

was taking would lead him to failure, that he would have trouble getting a job, and that if 

he got a job of significance, he would be unable to keep it… 
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  Consultant 6 then challenged a comment by Consultant 3 that one’s right to have his 

private messages remain private becomes void if he makes a threatening private message. 

 
A/S 66: Consultant #6: I think perhaps a discussion of the meaning of what the word 

"threat" means. Does the fact that I've threatened (other's words not mine) to leave this 

list justify your posting my private messages? Was there a real threat in Consultant 1's 

message? Is Consultant 1's "threat" the same as a death threat? It seems to me some are 

making the mistake of assuming the word means one thing … 

 

 Consultant 25, a newcomer to the social drama, then responded to a comment by 

Consultant 3 that he was not saddened by Consultant 2’s publicizing of the private email.  

 
A/S 67: Consultant #25: Having met a couple of the folks currently trading these emails, I 

am disappointed with their actions. This is not the right forum for personal issues or 

vendetta.  If I were joining this list for the first time, I probably won't be back or willing 

to stay. Let's drop the vile baton and refocus on our energy to OD.  Interestingly, we are 

in the field of human personal/professional development.  It will be a humble thing to 

practice what we preach.  

 

Consultant 26, also new to the social drama, then entered and commented that he appreciated 

Consultant 5’s view of forwarding threatening private messages to the C-o-P. 

 
A/S 68: Consultant #26: Like Consultant 14, I appreciated Consultant 5's take on 

forwarding private messages to lists.  I usually ignore hostile messages, believing that the 

messenger thrives on any response, regardless of its tone… Happy holidays. 

 

 Consultant 27, a newcomer to consulting, then shared how lurking/ observing the 

discussions has helped her learn from experienced and seasoned members.   

 
A/S 69: Consultant #27: As a relatively new consultant and recent graduate of an OD 

master's program, I usually lurk on this list trying to glean learning from the more 

experienced and seasoned among you. And, I have. I am therefore surprised that this 

emotionally charged conversation has continued online for so long, and that so many 

people are giving it so much energy. 
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  Consultant 16 agreed with an earlier comment by Consultant 9 that the lack of a C-o-P 

supervisor makes the C-o-P appealing because it seems to make participants work through 

issues.   

 
A/S 72: Consultant #16: … you may be right that it would have quieted this conflict down 

faster -- and yet -- that's exactly part of the appeal of this particular community: NO 

DOMINANT LEADER! 

 

Leadership develops in clusters and spurts, people express themselves fairly free of any 

heavy hand intervening -- and true dialogue occurs. Is it messy? Yes. Is it efficient? No. 

Is it effective? I think so. 

 

 Consultant 3 then came back to the discussion and stated that the social drama started 

with Consultant 1’s private email threatening to have Consultant 2 removed from the C-o-P. 

 
A/S 74: Consultant #3: Interesting. For you, Consultant 6, it started with Consultant 2's 

act. For me, and I suspect, for Consultant 2 and others, it started with Consultant 1's 

message to Consultant 2. I am reminded of the cardinal rule of argumentation: "Control 

the assumptions and you will win the debate." 

 

 Consultant 16 then responded to earlier comments from Consultant 2 that the 

community member who is in pain and starts a conflict should be willing to acknowledge his 

responsibility. He asks Consultant 2 how he was affecred by Consultant 1’s threat. 

 
A/S 75: Consultant #16: Consultant 2, are you acknowledging that posting a private 

email was an incorrect emotional reaction? That's what I'd like to hear. Particularly 

since the root of the problem seemed to be an issue that's frequently a source of 

misunderstanding, a more private response would have remained true to the expected 

conventions of privacy. That said, none of us know the effects that kind of silly (to us) 

message might have had on you. Threats are inappropriate and my guess is that this one 

pushed a button. Time to reset?  

 

 Consultant 3 then responded to Consultant 6’s comments on threats (from A/S 66) and 

stated that his ongoing threats of leaving affect only himself. 

 
A/S 76: Consultant #3: you leaving the list is your own decision and affects you alone. 

Consultant 1 threatened to have Consultant 2 kicked off the list. 
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Consultant 6 (from A/S 66): Was there a real threat in Consultant 1's message? 

 

Consultant 3: Yes...see above. 

  

Consultant 6 (from A/S 66): Is Consultant 1's "threat" the same as a death threat? 

 

Consultant 3: No, of course not, silly boy! <grin> Who would think THAT? And why 

would you even ask such a question? 

 

  Consultant 6 continued to push his construction that the social drama started by 

Consultant 2 publicizing the private message from Consultant 1.  

 
A/S 77: Consultant #6: The list's involvement in this started with Consultant 2. Otherwise 

the whole thing was just a rude message nobody would have seen. Consultant 2's 

reaction to it was the beginning. If I posted the private messages I receive each day that 

offend me to this list, we'd be wading through the muck up to our eyeballs. I don't think 

being offended by something so trivial and from someone so powerless is enough to 

justify breaking a privacy expectation…. 

 

 Consultant 6 continued to debate with Consultant 3, wondering what meaning to make 

from people’s claims that he is “threatening” to leave the C-o-P when such threats are 

meaningless.  

 
A/S 78: Consultant #6: So, how do we make sense from the several people who have 

indicated I'm "threatening" to leave the list? From where I sit, perhaps Consultant 1 is 

guilty of a few sins of expression, but that's about it. I can't buy the argument that 

rudeness in itself is a justification to break privacy expectation. If I "threaten" to do 

something that is beyond my power or ability, there is no actual threat, no potential 

damage, no nothing.  

 

 Consultant 3 then responded to Consultant 6’s comment that the original private email 

from Consultant 1 was just a rude message that nobody would have seen, had Consultant 2 not 

emotionally reacted to it and then made it public. 

 
A/S 79: Consultant #3: … Consultant 2 is a member of the list. Another member 

threatened to have him removed from the list. Thus, for me, the list, through Consultant 2, 
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was involved from the beginning. While it may be obvious to you that the offense was 

trivial and the offender was powerless, how was Consultant 2 to know that? … The 

question here … is, for me, a matter of the threat of removal made to a fellow member. It 

is curious to me that you receive so many private messages to which you take offense. Do 

you ever get curious about why that is so? 

 

 Consultant 3 then countered other comments from Consultant 6 (from A/S 66), 

continuing to make a separation between Consultant 2’s experience of being privately threatened 

with expulsion, and Consultant 6’s lessening of the word “threat”.  

 
Cited from Consultant 6: So, given there was no actual threat of any negative 

consequences for Consultant 2, and given that if his concern was that he might be 

thrown off the list, what would you do?” 

 

A/S 80: Consultant #3: As I have said before...control the givens and one controls the 

argument. I stipulate to no such "givens". 

 

Cited from Consultant 6: But that's not what happened. There were no constructive 

attempts made at all, right? Given that, then we eliminate the possibility Consultant 2 

was concerned since he didn't do anything to allay the concern. 

 

A/S 80: Consultant #3: Again, no stipulation to your "given" and I did see Consultant 2's 

action as constructive. 

 

Cited from Consultant 6: What is left? Revenge, punishment, exposure. We as a 

group might want to consider the effects of his act. First, do we condone revenge on 

a list, or attempts at embarrassment because someone is offended privately? 

 

A/S 80: Consultant 3: And, yet again, I do not stipulate to your list of "what is left". There 

are endless possibilities. I suggest you ask Consultant 2 what his motivation was. Unless 

you enjoy non-stop, non-productive speculation! 

 

 Consultant 6 continued his discussion with Consultant 3 by coordinating with his 

question about how Consultant 2 would possibly know that Consultant 1 would not be able to 

mobilize power to remove him from the C-o-P. 

 
Cited from Consultant 3: How was Consultant 2 to know that Consultant 1 had no 

such power?  
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A/S 81: Consultant #6: Three possibilities. since Consultant 2 has been here longer than 

Moses, and I presume he reads the messages, and has a modicum of intelligence, and 

Consultant 14 [list manager] does post to the list, it's a fair assumption, OR Consultant 2 

is a self-centered person who doesn't read anything on this list, but uses it as a forum for 

his poetry an nothing else. OR, Consultant 2 is simply an idiot, with diminished 

intelligence. 

 

I think there's no evidence for #3, and I'd think he deserves the benefit of the doubt on #2, 

which leaves the fact that he knows what he was doing, and that over the many years he 

has been here stupidity or selfishness have not interfered with his ability to assimilate the 

way the list works. 

 

Cited from Consultant 3: What is the actual difference for you between your 

suggested wording and using the person's actual words? I frankly don't see much of a 

difference. 

 

Consultant 6: ABSOLUTE RIGHT TO CONTROL ONE'S INTELLECTUAL  PROPERTY 

AND WHAT ONE PRODUCES under the law, and the spirit and purpose of those laws. 

 

 Consultant 3 continued to invite Consultant 6 to go on differently.  

 
Cited from Consultant 3: Consultant 2 is a member of the list. Another member 

threatened to have him removed from the list. Thus, for me, the list, through 

Consultant 2, was involved from the beginning. While it may be obvious to you that 

the offense was trivial and the offender was powerless, how was Consultant 2 to 

know that? 

 

A/S #82: Consultant #6: Would not a rational smart person actually find out? Don't we 

talk about the ladder of inference? Doesn't the responsibility lie with Consultant 2 to 

check things out before posting something publicly? 

 

Cited from Consultant 3: It is curious to me that you receive so many private 

messages to which you take offense. Do you ever get curious about why that is so? 

 

A/S 82: Consultant 6: No, or rather I know why and if you want we can discuss a reason 

every day. AFTER you ask Consultant 2 the same question. Dear Consultant 2, It is 

curious to me that your received this threat, and also occasional negative remarks about 

your behavior in this forum. Do you ever get curious about why this is so? Actually, I 

don't care about an answer. I DO care that it didn't occur to you to ask him the same 

question first. 
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An overture to end the social drama  

 Then, to my surprise, Consultant 6 made an overture to end the social drama, 

acknowledging his respect for Consultant 2. 

 
A/S 83: Consultant #6: The least significant part of the comment is I think Consultant 2 

made a  mistake, a very human mistake. The important part is that I am somewhat aware 

of Consultant 2's "life", qualifications and contributions in his field. I have the greatest 

respect for what I perceive his goals and purposes might be in his field, his involvement 

and his activism in pursuit of causes that I hold very dear.   

 

I probably don't share his politics. I have little interest in his poetry. And, I wish 

Consultant 2 would share some of his professional life and experiences in terms of what 

he does. Since Consultant 2 has probably made a conscious decision not to do that, I'll 

respect that decision, and if he wants to contribute in those areas, I would be incredibly 

pleased. And if not that's fine. I think he could be an incredible resource on some topics 

which we all could benefit by learning more.   

 

 Consultant 2 then responded to Consultant 6’s overture to end the social drama, shared 

more about his own life and offered feedback to Consultant 6. He also reflects on his use of 

poetry in the C-o-P.   

 
A/S #84: Consultant #2: Consultant 6, as a Vietnam veteran, I appreciate your spirit, 

your perseverance, and your willingness to go into battle for what you perceive is wrong.  

Like a knight on a shining white horse you charge, one last time into the breach, to make 

your case. Often, in your eagerness to make your point you unduly hurt others, but in war 

this is typically called collateral damage.   

 

We, at the university where I teach, have adopted a zero tolerance to all forms of 

intimidation - regardless of how minor. For we realize that within such things as so-

called "jokes", harmless banter, and idle threats are very real slights, pains and 

damages.  We have learned that "Silence is acceptance"...  

 

We, you see, have witnessed students hiding behind "Free Speech" calling other students 

niggers, writing rape scenarios (complete with a female professor or students name ) 

being called a story. We have seen email abuse used to intimidate professors, students, 

and staff who are different in looks, attitudes or expressions. … Particularly, we assert 

that freedom without responsibility leads to anarchy. We are responsible and we should 

be held responsible for our actions and words….  
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Sir, and maybe it is here where we will never agree, a threat is just as offensive whether 

it can be carried out or not… You see, zero tolerance is a way of ensuring that such 

behavior does not escalate. Finally, over the years there have been those who privately 

do not like my poetry, or its politics. The fact that in this issue they were willing to openly 

and publicly support me, is testament to the fact that I do not get involved in petty tit-for 

tats.  I too believe that you have much to offer, but I fear that your Machiavellian attitude 

of taking no prisoners limits your effectiveness. Remember this, long after this debate has 

been closed, I will be here if you need to talk to someone. 

 

 This fragment concludes with Consultant 6’s response to Consultant 2, suggesting they 

agree to disagree.  

 
Cited from Consultant 2: Now, at issue is not as you argue copyright but so called 

privacy laws. The copyright laws have to do with intellectual property.   

 

A/S 85: Consultant #6: It's interesting how things get messed up online. I never argued 

that point. I brought up the point in a short PS asking whether email was copyright 

protected because in my travels, I've seen a lot of disagreement on that issue. My concern 

was the privacy issue. 

 

Cited from Consultant 2: In all cases they [courts] have ruled that the right of 

freedom of speech is limited by the other rights of the person. That threats, 

regardless of how great, cannot be ignored or cloaked by issues of privacy.   

 

A/S 85: Consultant #6: Where we differ on this is that I don't believe you were truly 

threatened, and I think that's at the core of the disagreement. Or, rather that the level of 

what you see as a threat was so low that it didn't justify breaking privacy when you had 

other more common recourse to try first. (assuming you didn't). You believe you were, 

and I think we can agree to disagree on this one. I'm sure you know that uttering threats 

is illegal. I don't think you would consider forwarding the letter to the police, and I think 

that's telling. I also think that there is often a fine line between what is a threat and a 

promise, or a threat and a consequence…. 

 

Cited from Consultant 2: I too believe that you have much to offer, but I fear that 

your Machiavellian attitude of taking no prisoners limits your effectiveness. 

Remember this, long after this debate has been closed, I will be here if you need to 

talk to someone. 

 



 200 

A/S 85: Consultant #6: Hmmm. The ladder of inference issue again. It is exceedingly 

unlikely that you are even close to understanding my attitude about anything, and that's 

the nature of Internet discourse. You see what I let you see, and what you create through 

your particular filters. You can however observe my behavior and characterize that if you 

want. Perhaps you and others also might want to remember that, also. 

 

 

Author Reflection #7 

 

In A/S 62, Consultant 3 uttered that “the greater good was served by Consultant 2's 

putting Consultant 1's ‘private’ message on the list…my right to expect that private 

messages to list members stay private is void when I threaten a list member over their 

behavior on the list”. A question that comes to mind is what constitutes the greater good 

and how can a conscious tool-and-result of the greater good be fostered? This situation 

would seem to present an opportunity for generative dialogue. Can this be an ongoing 

practice without losing track of the purpose of the C-o-P? In A/S 63, Consultant 11 stated 

that his experience with Consultant 6 “is similar to those mentioned by Consultant 5 and 

Consultant 19 going back to 1995. It seems that the wolf is losing its ability to continue 

wearing wool”. Three persons have now talked of being bullied by Consultant 6 subject-

object behaviors.  

 

In A/S 64, in his response to Consultant 7, Consultant 6 expressed that he now felt 

attacked by the group: “I occasionally feel piled up on… I occasionally get frustrated at 

how the momentum of some conversations shifts”. He seemed to attempt to re-center the 

issue to that of Consultant 2 posting the private email. “We start out with a breaking of 

privacy by Consultant 2, a reaction he chooses to an almost completely inconsequential 

and impotent message. I point it out, a great hoo-hah occurs”. Consultant 6 expressed 

concern that the list manager, Consultant 14, had not taken up his project to address 

Consultant 2 with authority: “Consultant 14 announces that NO, what Consultant 2 did is 

certainly NOT acceptable. But that goes forgotten it seems”. Conversations can shift as 

persons respond with their own contexts. Multiple meanings, constructions, seem to be 

constructed within interactions; there have been 28 people interacting here and making 

multiple meanings. It would seem to be a subject-object move for Consultant 6, or 

anyone, to control the interaction so that only one topic is discussed in a way that benefits 
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only one position.  

 

In wondering about the intentions of Consultants 5, 19, and 11 in making negative 

comments about him, Consultant 6 (A/S 65) then expressed openness “to the possibility 

that these comments were tendered with some constructive and positive outcomes in 

mind… is it possible that there IS no real positive outcome possible?... I don't know. But 

I'd sure like to hear others on this one”. It seemed that Consultant 6 had begun to show 

openness. He explained that he “yelled at Consultant 11 a lot because I felt the road he 

was taking would lead him to failure…” Perhaps the intention of Consultant 6 may have 

been honorable, but his behavior, his solution, came under question. Consultant 6 then 

challenged the meaning of the word “threat” (A/S 66): “I think perhaps a discussion of the 

meaning of what the word ‘threat’ means… Was there a real threat in Consultant 1's 

message? It seems to me some are making the mistake of assuming the word means one 

thing …” 

 

Consultant 25 (A/S 67) then suggested the participants “drop the vile baton and refocus on 

our energy to OD. Interestingly, we are in the field of human personal/professional 

development. It will be a humble thing to practice what we preach”. He suggested we 

focus on OD rather than personal issues: “This is not the right forum for personal issues or 

vendetta. If I were joining this list for the first time, I probably won't be back or willing to 

stay”.  

 

Consultant 26 (A/S 68) suggested there was value in ignoring threatening messages: “I 

usually ignore hostile messages, believing that the messenger thrives on any response, 

regardless of its tone”. Perhaps in a tool-and-result community, by hearing each other’s 

perspectives, persons are engaging in the distance between being and becoming. 

 

Consultant 27’s sharing of how, as a new consultant, her lurking/ observing has helped 

her glean learning from experienced and seasoned members (A/S 69), offered a fresh 

newcomer perspective. She expressed surprise “that this emotionally charged 

conversation has continued online for so long, and that so many people are giving it so 

much energy. It seemed for me hard to understand how a seasoned group of professionals 
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on OD could get caught up in this drama”. But perhaps an answer was provided to the 

above when Consultant 16 (A/S 72) commented that the lack of a C-o-P supervisor makes 

the C-o-P appealing because it seems to make participants work through issues: “you may 

be right that it would have quieted this conflict down faster -- and yet that's exactly part of 

the appeal of this particular community: NO DOMINANT LEADER! Leadership 

develops in clusters and spurts, people express themselves fairly free of any heavy hand 

intervening -- and true dialogue occurs. Is it messy? Yes. Is it efficient? No. Is it 

effective? I think so”. The various participants in the discussion continued to advance 

their views and work through the issue.   

 

By A/S 83, Consultant 6 was beginning to tone down his approach and show respect for 

Consultant 2 and others. “The important part is that I am somewhat aware of Consultant 

2's ‘life’, qualifications and contributions in his field. I have the greatest respect for what I 

perceive his goals and purposes might be in his field, his involvement and his activism in 

pursuit of causes that I hold very dear. I probably don't share his politics. I have little 

interest in his poetry. And, I wish Consultant 2 would share some of his professional life 

and experiences in terms of what he does”. This was the first time I witnessed a 

participant make such a request. Consultant 2 seemed to only participate in the C-o-P 

through his poetry. Consultant 2 responded to this request and explained what was 

informing the strong position he took around Consultant 1’s private threat (A/S 84): “Sir, 

and maybe it is here where we will never agree, a threat is just as offensive whether it can 

be carried out or not … You see, zero tolerance is a way of ensuring that such behavior 

does not escalate. Finally, over the years there have been those who privately do not like 

my poetry, or its politics. The fact that in this issue they were willing to openly and 

publicly support me, is testament to the fact that I do not get involved in petty tit-for-tats.  

I too believe that you have much to offer, but I fear that your Machiavellian attitude of 

taking no prisoners limits your effectiveness. Remember this, long after this debate has 

been closed, I will be here if you need to talk to someone”. Could there be a subject-

object tone present in the final sentence uttered by Consultant 2? 

 

In the last of this fragment (A/S 85), Consultant 6 responded by addressing his differences 

with Consultant 2: “Where we differ on this is that I don't believe you were truly 
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threatened, and I think that's at the core of the disagreement. Or, rather that the level of 

what you see as a threat was so low that it didn't justify breaking privacy when you had 

other more common recourse to try first (assuming you didn't). You believe you were, and 

I think we can agree to disagree on this one”. It seemed that Consultant 6 was now ready 

to cease his argument with Consultant 2 and anyone else who didn’t agree with his view.  

 

 

 

.10 Eighth Fragment: Resolution 

 

 This last fragment centered an exploration of copyright and email before a social norm 

can be determined. Consultant 6’s aggressive tone now seemed to have decreased. 

 
A/S 87: Consultant #6: I'm not sure if you were wanting to know, but my understanding is 

that a post to the list is owned by the sender, but the collection (the messages as a whole) 

are owned by the owner of the list…  

   

Consultant 6 then offered a quote from a source on email and who owns it, and the importance of 

the meaning conveyed in the email. Consultant 12 expressed his hopes that the C-o-P would gain 

a deeper understanding of issues with email content and implications of using it in a C-o-P. 

 
A/S 91: Consultant 12: … My hope is that as professionals we will all gain a deeper 

understanding of the potential legal and ethical implications and interpretations of email 

and email content....there is a lot more depth that we could be gone into but I am not sure 

this is the right venue.... I would hope as individuals and as a group we will come up with 

a current prudent legal and ethical process for managing our interaction....  

 

 Consultant 6 responded to Consultant 12’s hopes for participants in the C-o-P to sort 

through the legalities around copyright and email communications. 

 
A/S 93: Consultant #6: Me too, Consultant 12, which is why I think the best way to go 

about that, at least on the legal side, is to start by finding out what the laws do say and 

hopefully mean. 
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 Consultant 6 then asked for a clarification on what is meant by the idea of owning a list 

(which is in effect an online C-o-P). 

 
A/S 94: Consultant #6: Could you clarify what you mean by "owns"? I can own books, 

but I certainly can't legally reproduce them and hand them to people. 

  

The discussion ended with a comment from Consultant 10 on copyright and confidentiality, and 

his expression of season’s greetings. He began by responding to an email of hope from  

Consultant 12. 

 
Cited from Consultant 12: What is important is what will be the clearly defined going 

forward interaction principles for this list.......so we are all clear and we can move 

forward together..... eliminating this from happening again.  

 

 

.11 Concluding Comments 

 

In this case reflection, treating C-o-Ps as relational processes of organizing, I have 

continued to argue that power can be understood as strongly related with learning as well as 

changework, and have been further developing the power aspects of relational processes as they 

construct communities of practice. Tool-and-result processes in which persons become aware of 

how and what they are constructing in joint action have been an important part of this case, 

including awareness of advancing one’s own projects or acting over others in a subject-object 

manner. The case provided a good example of a C-o-P striving to exist without a formal 

hierarchy, and how subject-object power relations can still emerge in a professional community.  

 

I discussed how this C-o-P, organized by OD consultants to discuss their practices, 

entered a social drama when one old-timer who mostly communicated through poetry, publicized 

a newcomer’s private threat to have him banned from the C-o-P. The publication of the threat 

was immediately condemned by another old-timer as a major breach of confidentiality. As the 

social drama unfolded, participants became aware that the plaintiff old-timer had also been very 

threatening to others and had himself sent out private threats by email.   
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This case has also shown how some can be intolerant to other forms of life and their 

language game, while others might embrace and receive value from same. I discussed how 

persons can assume capacity to act with influence, and how others might act to counter such 

influence moves. I have shown how taken-for-granted social norms, like language games, can 

exist for some forms of life, and that power is often acted out through the interlocking behaviors 

of language. To be reflective about one’s capacity with power, how one does power relations, 

may be a tool-and-result way of jointly acting in a community with expanded awareness, and a 

recognizing that all participants can mobilize power in one way or another.  

 

 Breaches of taken-for-granted social norms, not playing another’s language game, can 

turn into social drama, and during such dramas participants might attempt to influence each 

other’s understanding with their own categories of organizing. Such influence attempts might be 

delivered in subject-object manners or ways that seek to leverage circumstances in the speaker’s 

own favor. Persons, in attempting to have their own constructions of a situation accepted, might 

seek the help of those in a leadership position, one they construct as holding power. If there is no 

such person or the C-o-P chooses to be non-hierarchical, participants may have to work through 

the issues as best they can, by mobilizing power in other ways.       

 

 I have discussed how addressing a breach of social norms can include taking the issue 

into an enlarged circle of interaction. A community can espouse that its members hold common 

values but there may be multiple forms of life within that community and therefore different 

language games, different interpretations of those values, as well as different projects to advance. 

Blaming an offender may call forth individual responsibility but a willingness to generatively 

dialogue on such differences might move them into a sense of relational responsibility in which 

others are considered as part of the joint action (rather than individual action). I have also shown 

that acting from a subject-object position could shut down other voices that might otherwise be 

contributing value. Talking into an issue might require trust and the cultivation of trust. 

Cultivating trust might require that we seek and learn to follow one another, to find ways to go 

on in a generative manner as well as be followable ourselves. In this case, participants gradually 

worked through emerged issues of difference, subject-object and power over relations and equal 

voice participation.  
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FINALE: DEVELOPING  

COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 208 

 

 

 

.1 Monologues and problem/solution constructions 

.2 Moving from monologue to generative dialogue 

.3 Making space for community-based identities 

.4 Working with differing perspectives and projects 

.5 Some skills for subject-subject relations 

.6 Concluding thoughts: why non-hierarchical joint action? 

 

  

As first outlined in the Prologue, this thesis has employed critical relational 

constructionism (“CRC”: Hosking 2004), communities of practice theory (“C-o-Ps”: Lave and 

Wenger, 1991), and Foucault’s approach to power relations (1980, also Falzon, 1998) as 

methodologies to reflect on cases from my consulting experiences in family therapy and 

organization development. My exploration centered relational processes: as persons attempted to 

collaborate, sought to participate in various ways, how they engaged in power relations, ways of 

speaking, and the relational construction (production) of persons and community. Using CRC 

required that I keep relational processes front and center throughout the reflective exploration of 

each case. 

 

First objective 

In the Prologue I described how, as a family therapist seeking to flatten the hierarchy 

between therapist and client, my first objective in exploring the practice cases was to  

 

 

Offer possibilities for ways of interacting and collaborating in C-o-Ps, toward relations that 

produce new possibilities for action, specifically inviting subject-subject (power) relations. 
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Second objective  

I had read Lave and Wenger’s (1991) book from the practice perspective of flattening 

hierarchies and collaboration, and I focused on relational organizing processes from a CRC 

perspective. It seemed, and Lave and Wenger have admitted this, that the notion of power had 

been left out of their presentation of communities of practice and situated learning. A second 

objective then emerged. 

 

 

Introduce a discussion of power into the communities of practice literature, one that can be   

generative for inviting subject-subject ways of relating. 

 

 

Attention to the notion of power in C-o-P theory was lacking, and yet for me, power had 

now become important. I felt that I needed to find an approach to power that presented it in a 

language that could work with relational processes. I was already familiar with Foucault’s 

approach from my work with narrative therapy (White and Epston, 1990). On working in social 

services and therapy White and Epston state that in our practices, 

 
… if we accept that power and knowledge are inseparable – that a domain of knowledge is a 

domain of power and a domain of power is a domain of knowledge – and if we accept that 

we are simultaneously undergoing the effects of power and exercising power over others, 

then we are unable to take a benign view of our own practices…. 

 

Instead, we would assume that we are always simultaneously in domains of power and 

knowledge. Thus, we would endeavor to establish conditions that encourage us to critique 

our own practices formed in this domain. We would work to identify the context of ideas in 

which our practices are situated and explore the history of these ideas. This would enable us 

to identify more readily the effects, dangers, and limitations of these ideas and of our own 

practices. And, instead of believing that therapy doesn’t have anything to do with social 

control, we would assume that this was always a strong possibility. Thus, we would work to 

identify and critique those aspects of our work that might relate to the techniques of social 

control (White & Epston, 1990: 29).     
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What is left out in the above comment is the notion of mobilizing power to others. 

However, power to is implied by White and Epston, because in therapy in the community social 

services field, before we can actively mobilize power to we must be able to reflect on our 

practices and understand how we can often be acting as agents for power over. For example, the 

family support workers in Chapter 3 were dismayed to realize they were acting in a power over 

capacity with the Client “Joe”, by acting as spies for the Child Protection Service. Yet, because 

of contractual obligations, they continued to act in that capacity, despite their preference for non-

hierarchal forms of practice.  

 

Power, for Foucault, is the capacity to act in various ways (e.g., power over, power to, 

resistance) and something that we all, not just some, can and do mobilize within our capacity 

(Foucault, 1980; Falzon 1998; White & Epston, 1990). Like the family support workers, we may 

believe we are mobilizing power to but are additionally acting as agents for a power over 

relationship in which an authority is forcing the client to adopt a specific solution or line of 

action. We could refer to this as solution-forced therapy, or solution-forced change, or simply 

‘forcing solutions’ in any community context (see Nylund and Corsiglia, 1994: 5-6). Anyone can 

act in a solution-forced manner with others. 

 
A solution-forced therapist is one who is informed by the central assumptions of solution-

focused therapy. These include: clients have the resources to change, clients define the 

goal, there are always exceptions to problems and clients are always cooperating. The 

solution-forced therapist, however, often does not adhere to these ideas in practice. In his 

or her enthusiasm (or impatience) to identify exceptions and facilitate change, the therapist 

may minimize and even trivialize the client’s experience of the problem. This error 

inevitably leads to situations in which the therapist is at the finishing line attending to 

solutions while the client is back at the starting gate feeling invalidated (White, 1992: cited 

by Nylund & Corsiglia, 1994).     

 

Foucault’s approach provided room for me to discuss power along with CRC and community of 

practice theory, using a language of relational processes. Including Foucault contributed 

significantly toward fulfillment of the two objectives.  

 

The recognition of power as the capacity to act in various ways, and that we actively 

engage as agents of various forms of power, is crucial to an understanding of possibilities in     
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C-o-Ps. Capacity to act, to mobilize power in different directions, was exercised in various ways 

outside of the limitations available for actors in C-o-P theory. Newcomers, for example, 

appeared to be actively engaged in influence processes, often bringing their own knowledge and 

perspectives to the community. Can we trust that when someone employs their capacity to 

participate outside of a subject-prescribed community-based identity (e.g., non-therapist or other 

non-expert) that it might bring added value? An assertion that there are only certain prescribed 

roles would appear to be a subject-object assertion. Consider the following comment from 

“Writer”, a non-therapist who revealed his presence among the family therapist C-o-P in Case 2 

(Chapter 4: section 7). 

 
Writer (CC1), from A/S 24: I … work … as a writer/editor. I am not a therapist … I am most 

interested in the social/political implications of narrative approaches, and the ways in which 

genuine concern for individuals can be combined with a commitment to broader social 

activism. 

 

Below, the client “Joe” mobilizes feedback for the interdisciplinary family change effort using 

the “Teamworks” approach. His feedback occurs in the interest of bringing about change in the 

Teamworks program. Joe suggests Teamworks practitioners put their stated values into action 

(Chapter 3: section 7). 

 
Question 7: How would you suggest the Teamworks process be improved? What would you 

like to see done differently? 

 
Joe: They should start looking for the positive like they say they do. They should be more 

real supports. The foster parents and kids should be part of the Teamworks meetings so 

that the communication can be out front rather than hearsay, so clients don’t get abused 

and misused. 
 

Several conclusions emerged from my reflections on the cases and to a large degree these 

conclusions are grounded in an understanding of power as the capacity to act in various ways 

within joint action, and that can include making a difference. These conclusions can be 

considered as possibilities for “becoming” together in participation, and given the central role of 

language in creating realities, these conclusions can be thought of as processes of moving from a 

monologue to a dialogue style of interaction, one that is generative of new possibilities.  
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In the following sections of this chapter I will be adding comment fragments from 

various C-o-P case participants in support of the points I am making. Before each comment I will 

refer to the case chapter and chapter section in which the full comment can be found. This will 

help the reader, if desired, to review the complete comment and other related comments forming 

the context. Each comment is preceded by the acronym “A/S”, followed by a number; this 

denotes that each comment exists as an “act/supplement”, occurring within a chain of utterances. 

The term “act/supplement” indicates how, in organizing conversations and other activities, we 

address uncertainty via interlocked behaviors (Weick, 1979). These interlocked behaviors consist 

of what Gergen (1995) referred to as act/supplements (an act and its response). The meaning of 

an act can be considered as often in the hands of the listener/observer; common meaning may 

need to be arrived at through generative dialogue. Additionally, an act/supplement can be 

understood as intersubjective: it is both an act and a response to something previous, and it 

embodies both the speaker and any previous speakers it is responding to. Additionally it might 

embody others that have influenced the speaker’s perspective. Thus, there is an inherent sense of 

dialogic multiplicity being possible. It might be currently dormant, or it might be made active 

through dialogue.  

 

.1 Monologues and Problem/Solution Constructions 

 

Interaction is said by some constructionists to move “back and forth from inner 

conversation to conversation with others, from monologue to dialogue, becoming the stuff of 

new narratives” (Penn & Frankfurt, 1994: 217). If we conceive of our selves as having many 

voices (e.g. community-based identities) we can understand that when we construct a situation as 

problematic, one voice may be dominating our inner reflections (Gergen, 1990). Persons 

presenting problems often tell their stories as if a monologue, “single voiced, absolute, and 

closed” (Penn & Frankfurt, 1994: 223); the imagination appears restrained by the problem talk.  

 

As Penn & Frankfurt state, when we construct problems we can “construct, as well, an 

internal monologue that is often experienced as a negative, self-accusing voice” (1994: 218). 

However, when we construct problems about Other, our responses to such constructions might 

include forcing solution onto others, usually done in a subject-object manner. The interchange 
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below is from the OD consultant C-o-P. It begins when Consultant 6 raises attention to what he 

thinks is a breach of a social norm common to all Internet-based C-o-Ps (Chapter 5: section 4).  

 
Consultant #6, from A/S 6: Consultant 2, I really hope that you didn't take a private email 

message and post it publicly. Please say it ain't so.  

 

Consultant #2, from A/S 7: Hey Consultant 6.... as you know...nothing about the Internet 

is private. 

 

Consultant #6, from A/S 8:  … you feel that you can also break what is one of the most 

basic, long lasting and common rules of the Internet, which is that you NEVER (and I 

mean NEVER) take messages sent to you privately, and post them publicly… If this 

behavior is condoned on this list, I'd like to know, since I'll simply leave a group that 

allows this kind of unethical behavior.  

 

Sometimes a language or thought community, what Anderson, Goolishian and 

Winderman (1986) refer to as a “problem-determined system” will emerge around the 

constructed problem after one person starts the process by describing something as a problem. 

As the system develops, the person constructed in the problem position has fewer opportunities 

to move from that position (Campbell & Groenbaek, 2006: 39). An alternative response to one’s 

problematic construction could be to explore and reflect around the situation by inviting 

dialogue. This could create space for Other to participate in a subject-to-subject manner. Here, 

Consultant 8 invites Consultant 6 into dialogue on his threats to leave the OD Consultant C-o-P 

(Chapter 5: section 6).  

 
Consultant #8, from A/S 30:  … I am led to question your threats of exit from this list. I 

believe that you believe your motive is to have a "meaningful" discussion and to stand up 

for what is "right". But I wonder if your motive is anymore pure than is Consultant 2's. 

Maybe what's so is that none of us have pristine motives. Maybe in every post there's a 

grain of personal motive that goes beyond mere intellectual involvement. I'm just 

wondering. By the way, whatever happened to "Consultant 1"? Is he a real person?  

As we saw in my three cases, when one of us decided a situation was problematic the 

monologue-driven actions of influence led to social dramas; that person appeared to be forcing 

force solutions onto others. In Teamworks, the case manager constructed client Joe as a problem 
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and used her funding authority to enlist family support workers to spy and report him. Some of 

us emerged as a problem determined system, isolating Joe. In our OD C-o-P, Consultant 1 saw 

Consultant 2’s poems as problematic (“spam”) and threatened to have him ejected. When 

Consultant 2 publicized the threat, Consultant 6 took offence and began to refute his actions in a 

subject-object manner. In our family therapist C-o-P, Therapist 3 saw the non-inclusion of clients 

as problematic to a postmodern stance. He forced a solution on those of us in the C-o-P (a 

solution to his own problem construction) by unilaterally allowing clients to observe (without the 

informed consent of us therapists). All of these forced solutions brought on social drama. Each 

attempt at forcing solution could be understood as power over fellow participants. In making 

such moves, the rest of us seem to be treated as if unknowing objects (with the actor, solution-

forcer, behaving as a knowing subject). These moves contravened values to practice non-

hierarchically. Here are some comments from Client Joe from the Teamworks family change 

effort on his own experience of such moves  (Chapter 3: section 7).  

 
Question 3: What was your experience of the desired outcome of the Teamworks 

collaborative process? 

 
Joe: I experienced it as a witch hunt most of the time that I went into a Teamworks  

meeting. Nobody seems to recognize the good stuff that is happening in my life when the 

bad stuff starts happening.  
 

Question 5: How would you describe the Teamworks process to people? (ie. What happens 

during this Teamworks process, who is or should be involved)? 
 

Joe: I think I should always have someone with me who is there for support. I found it 

hurtful and demeaning when there was that sense of it being a witch hunt. It was a lot 

easier to take when I had support in the meeting. 

  

In our family therapist C-o-P, when Therapist 3 announced he had given “heaps” of his 

clients access without consulting others, his forced solution was challenged strongly, despite his 

attempt to defend his actions by citing Foucault on power (Chapter 4: section 5, followed by 

section 6). 

 
Therapist #3, from A/S 15: I am writing to support your recent posts regarding a sharing of 

this list with the persons we work with. Heaps of people who I see in therapy lurk on this 

list. I think more would, however, they do not own the technology at this time. Those on 
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line with us report that they find the list's conversations "curious", "provocative" and " 

ridiculous" . Their lurking behind the screen is an interesting therapeutic turn don't you 

think? Happy trails. 

 

Therapist #4, from A/S 21: In reference to your post of this past Wednesday, noting that 

"heaps of people" you see lurk on this list, I wondered how that was arranged and whether 

you had facilitated that, and, if so, with whose knowledge or consent. I've been on lists that 

included providers and consumers and found the exchange interesting at least and 

affirming more often than not. 

 

In reference to your clients "lurking behind the screen", if you did take it on yourself to 

unilaterally organize it, I think I'd have the right to protest it in much the same way a client 

might if he or she had learned that he/she was being observed behind the mirror without 

informed consent. I welcome some clarification. 

 

Therapist #3, from A/S 22: Someone wrote to me about my saying that "heaps" of persons i 

work with lurk on this list and somehow this person had some kind of difficulty with this … 

an interpretation of Foucault’s definition of power might be helpful here – power can be 

described as what can be said, who can say it and with what authority – as far as this list 

goes I take a position alongside those other respondents I respect who are taking steps to 

blur the expert distinction between us therapists and them…I feel we now have an equally 

responsible task to be accountable in spreading these ideas and practices into the 

community of others.    

 

Therapist #4, from A/S 23: The reference to "heaps" of persons was your own. The post in 

which you made reference to what sounds like your acting unilaterally to invite persons 

with whom you work onto the list and the "interesting turn of events" that represented in 

terms of placing them behind the screen observing us raises the same questions I've raised 

and others regardless of your invocation of Foucault.  

 

Would you invite observers, professional or otherwise, behind the one way mirror without 

the informed consent of your clients? What justifies your taking such action on your own 

without any attempt that I know of to inform us at the very least? Would you say that your 

clients have some right to informed consent but we on the list do not? Why would you take 

steps to respect their personhood in this way but not our own? By what special privilege do 

you make this distinction? Do you own some special form of expertise learned or read that 

confers that to you?  

 

How would the decent use of the power to decide "what can be said, who can say it and 

with what authority" be negotiated in a way which respects the personhood of those 

effected by such powers? By one person's special fiat or through some kind of open 
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discussion? 

 

I question your taking this step without affording the list any opportunity to discuss it and 

your then tweaking our noses in the "interesting turn" it represents. I don't see this as an 

action which blurs expert distinctions, but one which celebrates you and your prerogatives 

at the expense of the rest of us. 

 

.2 Moving from Monologue to Generative Dialogue 

 

Dialogue in a constructionist sense is symbolic of multiple voices in participation, and 

that can include making room to bring our inner conversations into dialogue with Other. It may 

be important to remember that our inner voices may often be the stuff of reflection-in-action and 

a source of wisdom and knowledge. Reflection-in-action is described by Schon (1991) as an 

intuitive process, one that makes it possible to take efficient action in situations that are uncertain 

and unstable. It involves thinking about what we are doing in the moment: “stimulated by 

surprise, they [the practitioners] turn thought back on action and on the knowing which is 

implicit in action and then ask questions of themselves” (Schon, 1991: 50). Below Anderson 

(1997), reflects on her experience of reflection-in-action and how it can move from inner to outer 

conversations. 

 
This awareness, openness, and reflection combine to become a research-and-learning-

as-part-of-everyday-practice through which I am being transformed as a professional 

and a private person. How and what I learn is a fluid, interactive, and socially 

constructed process. It involves multiple, mutual, reflecting conversations with myself, 

clients, colleagues, students, and others. These reflections become part of a generative 

learning process that is broader than simply learning a client’s story and broader than 

the therapy experience itself (Anderson, 1997: 101).  

 

Below, a therapist from the family therapist C-o-P refers to being public with other C-o-P 

participants about the respect he feels inside (Chapter 4: section 7).   

 
Therapist #7, from A/S 42: Posting on this list has been helpful to me in making me consider 

how to phrase what I wish to say. This carries over into my work. I have done some letter 

writing to those I work with and have found it very helpful in moving our "work" together 

forward. It is my goal to do more such writing and I am working on having my words reflect 
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the respect I feel inside.   

 

We could assume here that Therapist #7 has cultivated a community-based identity of 

one who feels respect for others and that this is a developing story in his life. Anderson refers to 

the publicizing of such inner voices into the community as “being public”, partnering with others 

in wondering aloud, being public about thoughts, inner monologues, opinions and fears, and 

being open to feedback, evaluation and critique (see Anderson, 1997: 102-103). Within the 

constructionist understanding of dialogue, space is made for multiple possibilities in power 

relations and the mobilization of inner conversations, community-based identities, etc. 

Understanding the role of language in constructing realities, the idea of one identity (e.g., an 

autonomous self) becomes largely fictional: “our very selves, our agency, our institutions, our 

law, our order, our very civilization are nothing more than a fictional expression of our language 

use, our vocabularies, our fictions” (Goolishian, 1988). With this constructionist perspective, any 

semblance of an individual autonomous self becomes unstable, as our understanding of self shifts 

to a “self-other, multi-faceted biography, that we constantly pen and edit… always engaged in 

conversational becoming, constructed and reconstructed through continuous interactions through 

relationships” (Anderson, 1997: 278). The way we talk, references self as this or that; it becomes 

constituted as one thing or another (Andersen, 1991: 166). In the constructionist way of 

speaking, self is referenced as dialogical, incorporating both Other and our own inner voices and 

community-based identities; alternatively monologue, a one-voiced expression, is often the stuff 

that drives subject-object relations. 

 

We have seen in the family therapist and OD consultant C-o-Ps that capacity can be 

mobilized to act jointly outside of subject-object relations and to foster generative dialogue. In 

the family therapist C-o-P we successfully mobilized our espoused value of “flattening the 

hierarchy between therapists and clients” to new levels of action when we admitted a client and 

asked her to contribute her experience in a consulting capacity. The following statements are 

from the family therapist C-o-P (Chapter 3: section 6, followed by section 7). 
 

Therapist #4, from A/S 23: As I said before, I don't have a beef with clients participating on 

the list. I think such participation would be informing. 

 
Therapist #18, from A/S 39: Personally I feel very honored and privileged to have clients, 

non therapists on the list. I believe that we will enrich ourselves tremendously from 
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listening to their ideas about our thoughts, either in or out of their therapeutic practice.  

Regards, and welcome. 

 

 

By working to act jointly outside of subject-object relations our family therapist C-o-P 

was able to open up resources beyond roles. Many self/other relations seemed to be in ongoing 

construction, transcending limitations of static positions such as master, newcomer or old-timer. 

Newcomers emerged as valuable contributors to emancipate old-timers’ perspectives. “Many 

Expressions” reflects below on her experience as a specialized knowledge consultant to the 

therapists (Chapter 4: section 8).  
 

Earon: What do you experience your role as being here? 

 

Many Expressions: … sometimes we are one with a problem, sometimes we are also 

consultant and give input to so-called helpers. Sometimes we see ourselves a bit as a 

consumer advocate, but mostly we see ourselves as a contributing member of this 

community. 

 

Earon: Do you experience your role here as having evolved in some way[s]? 

 

Many Expressions: Yes, it has evolved in many ways. At first we felt pretty much isolated 

and the “client” in a negative less than others’ role here. At first if a therapist wrote about 

a problem they were having with a client or themselves we felt like our voice may be 

dismissed and didn’t speak publicly to those posts; now we give our input when we have it 

and we consider it valid as well. Off list we consult for one therapist on this list about a 

client of hers, which is really neat. We contribute to posts and ask questions when we don’t 

understand something and have even started threads here, which is all an evolution to us. 

We no longer feel a need to say we are a client; we feel accepted and valued here, and a 

part of the community and included. 

 

When we are able to move into generative dialogue with others, we can discover wisdom and 

knowledge from each other and possible other resources that can be brought to collaboration.  

 

Our OD consultant C-o-P maintained itself without using authority, choosing instead to 

be a leaderless C-o-P in which the managers identified themselves as “list servants” to the 

community. The manager(s) of the OD C-o-P actively practiced non-hierarchy by not interfering 
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with organizing processes, and referring to themselves as “list servants”. The following comment 

is from Chapter 5 (section 5). 

 
Consultant #14, from A/S 26: You will probably notice that the role that our list servants 

play here on ODNET … is pretty low key. They don't do a lot of cajoling or reminding or 

summarizing discussions or posting of statistics, etc. In fact, much of what they do is 

behind the scenes and off the list, such as welcoming new members, following up with 

members who unsubscribe, helping people having problems managing their 

subscriptions, etc… these lists have been almost totally self-norming and self-managing. 

And, given what I see on other lists, it's clear to me that our lists manage themselves 

fairly well! 

 

List servants occasionally encouraged differing points of view. This example comes from 

the manager of our OD consultant C-o-P (Chapter 5: section 7). 
 

Consultant 14, from A/S 39:  

So, I'm pleased that someone has taken an other position here, and I'm hoping this 

conversation can help us all calibrate our own understanding of what good netiquette is, 

and whether there is a true sense of "right" and "wrong" about reposting private 

messages with the sender's name attached.  

 

Below is a comment from one participant, celebrating this non-hierarchical way of acting jointly 

in the OD consultant C-o-P (Chapter 5: section 9). 

 
Consultant #16, from A/S 72: … you may be right that it would have quieted this conflict 

down faster -- and yet -- that's exactly part of the appeal of this particular community: 

NO DOMINANT LEADER! 

 

Leadership develops in clusters and spurts, people express themselves fairly free of any 

heavy hand intervening -- and true dialogue occurs. Is it messy? Yes. Is it efficient? No. 

Is it effective? I think so. 

 

  Acting jointly in a dialogical manner also made for unexpected acts of leadership, which 

emerged from time to time as participants stepped into previously unexplored space in the 

various negotiations, and these acts of leadership were often linked to shared core values. For 

example, Many Expressions announced her presence, offering feedback to us in the family 

therapist C-o-P. When we think of leadership as stepping into a space and inviting others into a 
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new possibility, particularly those spaces that are created when a community intentionally 

flattens a hierarchy to make room for possibilities, her act could be considered one of leadership 

even though she was not yet a member of our C-o-P. The following comment is from the client 

Many Expressions (Chapter 4: section 8). 

 
Many Expressions, from A/S 35:  Hello. My name is _____. I am a client and I have been 

lurking… I guess for the last few days trying to get an understanding of the group and 

make sure it’s safe here. I hope I don’t offend anyone by being here … I’m finding the posts 

interesting and respectful. I have been on other lists for “therapists” and the posts on this 

one are far more encouraging and less upsetting.  

 

 Therapist 2 immediately responded to “Many Expressions” and began to engage with her 

in an exploratory conversation that probed her perspective and knowledge. This conversation 

lasted for some days and gradually others of us participated, further working to flatten the 

hierarchy, a shared core value for this C-o-P. This conversation allowed us to see from her 

responses that she could be a contributing participant. In that sense her act of leadership was met 

by a similar act of leadership in the midst of a social drama. This re-focused our attention. We 

were no longer in the midst of a social drama with Therapist 3, and no longer discussing whether 

to allow clients to participate. WE WERE NOW PARTICIPATING DIALOGICALLY WITH 

THE CLIENT. Below is the initial response from Therapist 2 to “Many Expressions” (Chapter 4: 

section 7).  

 
Therapist #2, from A/S 36: Welcome! I enjoyed hearing your comments. If you are 

comfortable saying, I would like to hear more about what you find interesting on this list 

and how it might differ from other therapy lists you've been on. Don't feel obliged to 

answer if you would rather not, but I'm also curious if you have experienced collaborative 

therapy yourselves. All the best.  

 

 In another example, from the OD consultant C-o-P, making space for different points of 

view seemed to facilitate the expression of what could be difficult feedback to others. Such 

feedback could also be considered as an act of leadership by stepping into a space and inviting 

other possibilities. For example, as Consultant 6 waged his battle to keep private emails from 

being made public, he began to receive feedback from some of us that he was acting as a 

knowing subject in presenting his views (Chapter 5: section 8).  
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Consultant #7, from A/S 58: Consultant 6 … My sense reading your responses is that I 

hear you saying (1) I am the expert on this subject and have a strong belief and opinion, 

which I plan to share. (2) Since I *am* the expert here, and I have no intention of 

changing my opinion, what anyone else thinks doesn't matter to me…. 

 

.3 Making Space for Community-based Identities 

 

In professional settings our various community-based identities might not receive many 

opportunities to be public. Within the dialogic nature of postmodern therapy, practitioners 

sometimes speak from one experience or another, such as a fellow parent. I often invite clients to 

speak occasionally from their experience of the workplace as a source of wisdom. In our family 

therapist C-o-P, a dialogical approach made space for multiple community-based identities to 

become public as participants shared their stories. In expressing such stories, metaphors often 

emerged to invite deeper collaboration. The following comment is from Chapter 4: section 7. 

 
Therapist #7, from A/S 42: I participate in some folk music groups where connections are 

made to others via the music.  Distinctions regarding age, work, income, political views, etc. 

become meaningless. What matters is how our voices and music blend together. Do we enjoy 

the sounds and the energy we create together?  Can I play your guitar and see how it 

sounds?  Can we learn from each other?  Are we having fun yet? This has been an important 

part of my life - one which has enriched me immeasurably. Why not here? 

 

C-o-P theory has not yet provided the possibility that constituents can move in and out of 

various identities/voices. Lave and Wenger allowed only static positions, e.g., master, old-timer, 

newcomer. But newcomers can sometimes voice themselves as if masters. For example,  

Consultant 1, a newcomer to our OD C-o-P, threatened Consultant 2 with expulsion and seemed 

to assume he could mobilize power to carry that out. The expression of multiple voices can bring 

about various power relations, often upsetting any sense of static positions. Multiple community-

based identities invite non-hierarchical relational skills, and these will be discussed later in the 

chapter. Below, a therapist from the family therapist C-o-P reflexively acknowledges that he is 

not just a therapist, and shows openness to the client participating (Chapter 4: section 7).        
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Therapist #7: from A/S 43:  Welcome to the list. No offense from me. I've been a client - 

although am not currently. Also have been a therapist - am currently. 

 

Another therapist in the family therapist C-o-P became public about his own status as a client 

(Chapter 4: section 7). 

 
Therapist #8, from A/S 38: Since I too have been a client, and likely will be again at some 

time in the future, and since I think of my clients as co-consultants, and the experts on their 

lives and myself as the one with some different skills than they may have, I find it unlikely 

that i would object to not welcoming clients on this list. 

 

Referring to herself as a “lesbian therapist”, another therapist in our family therapist      

C-o-P reflected about how she wasn’t just speaking from a therapist voice but also as a lesbian 

woman, functioning in multiple communities, in different forms of community-based identities 

(Chapter 4: section 7).  

 
Therapist #8, from A/S 38: There are times when I do want to "let my hair down", without 

having to worry about being a therapist, and I am certain there are times when clients do not 

want me in "the rest of their lives", as one put it. But in some ways this is a boundary issue, 

and as a lesbian therapist, who is a well known member of the political action community, 

and frequently encounters current and former clients socially, or future clients for that 

matter, I have not found this to be much of an issue. I … tell clients that I will simply say a 

simple hello, if we meet in public. Anything else is up to them. Since I move in lots of circles 

… when pressed I can easily say "oh i know so many folks from so many places, I don't 

remember where we first met". So that deals with part of the issue for me, but i dance with it 

constantly. 

 

In the above we witness participants engaging dialogically, employing different 

community-based identities to join with each other collaboratively. As Penn and Frankfurt write, 

each participant in the dialogue “tries to maintain herself and the other as a subject” (1994: 222). 

Recognizing and being public about one’s own multiple-based community identities can make 

space for others to participate in an enhanced way, bringing other community-based identities to 

collaboration.  

 

In professional life there is social certification placed on ability to be a good speaker, and 

“speaker” can be seen as a community-based identity that many of us perform. Being a listener 
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can also be considered as a community-based identity. There may be many ways to participate, 

and some of us may take time to consider and reflect before speaking. Sometimes this quiet 

participation provides space to be “moved” to “make a contribution”, to a different kind of 

participation. Constituents in therapist and OD C-o-Ps participated in different ways, some 

through much speaking, and others by observing (“lurking”) and reflecting. To be publicly 

reflective about one’s own process seems to open up more possibilities for participation. Below 

are comments from family therapists in the family therapist C-o-P (Chapter: section 7). 

 

Therapist #14, from A/S 29: I have been a subscriber … for a few weeks now … I have felt 

it an honor to have the opportunity to participate in these conversations- if only in a 

listening capacity… Now… I am moved to overcome my previous writing inertia and make 

a contribution, however humble, to the conversation…. My question is: Are we talking 

about "lurking" or "L.U.R.K.- ing"? L.U.R.K. - ing referring to L.istening with Undivided 

attention and Respect, as a K.indred spirit…  

 

Therapist #7, from A/S 42: I was one who, although not usually slow to warm up in person, 

have been very slow in publicly posting here on the list (until recently). So I lurked - that is, I 

quietly read (listened with my eyes) with undivided attention and respect,  enjoyed the 

conversations and tried to get to know a little about folks from their words.  

 

The notion of “legitimate” participation or that one can only participate in a subject 

prescribed manner now comes under scrutiny, perhaps pointing toward social certification 

processes. My own full participation differed in each of the three C-o-Ps: I went from active 

voicing, to observing/lurking and reflective note writing. I continue to participate as I write this 

concluding chapter. Reflecting with my many community-based identities allowed me to 

position with utterances in different ways before responding. What might openness to different 

forms of participation produce? 

 

Acting from community-based identities can also span the more negative areas of power 

over in practice. Lastly, on the perhaps more negative side, while Consultant 6, in the OD 

consulting C-o-P,  appeared to wage a strong campaign to protect the sanctity of private emails, 

it was alleged that he had also sent threatening and abusive emails to others in a different C-o-P 

(Chapter 5: section 8).  
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Consultant #5, from A/S 59: I have had similar experiences with Consultant 6 on another 

listserv. Consultant 6's personal notes to me were often vicious, mean, and threatening. 

No wonder he is against having personal vicious notes made public.  

 

 

.4 Working with Differing Perspectives and Projects 

 

One way to think about the multiple relations occurring in C-o-Ps is to think of them as 

communities occupied with different forms of life, each with its own values and its own 

language game. In the C-o-Ps we were often making meaning with different forms of 

professional language. Each discipline had its own background, jargon and values for practice. 

Our Teamworks team was made up of family support workers, a child protection social work 

case manager, a youth worker, a lawyer, an addictions counselor, supporters from Joe’s church, a 

family therapist, and Joe the client who was often confused by it all. Our OD C-o-P included 

human resources workers, OD consultants, professors, performance management specialists, 

students, and others. Old-timers in each discipline brought a variety of what was socially 

validated as expertise.  

 

The focus of Lave and Wenger has been on the idea of situated learning, which they say 

occurs as persons engage in “the mastery of knowledge and skill”, but which “requires 

newcomers to move toward full participation in the socio-cultural practices of a community” 

(1991: 29). However, Lave and Wenger and others often refer to mastery in the sense of a 

‘master’ entity, indicating an individual who is considered a master, while others are in various 

stages of learning through practice, and therefore not a master. As an extension of this, Mehan 

(1996: 261) refers to psychological language gaining an authority from its mastery of a technical 

vocabulary, and cites a case in which others are prevented from voice participation. The grounds 

for questioning or challenging were removed from the conversation, as the psychologist’s report 

seemed “obscure, difficult to understand, and ambiguous”.    

 

As I have previously mentioned in Chapter 1, Lave and Wenger’s account has not been 

attuned to relations of power; and not conveying other possibilities in situated learning, such as 

masters and old-timers learning from newcomers. The master as entity, is implied as a subject 
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acting over objects as power flows downward in a hierarchy, albeit through old-timers and others 

more advanced in a C-o-P’s practices. That newcomers can offer something, ideas, insights, and 

valuable perspectives that could be considered as embodying mastery, has not been addressed in 

the C-o-P literature. Thus, C-o-Ps as advanced by Lave and Wenger, can be considered as a 

unique subject-object language game where all participants fall into a hierarchical formation and 

move forward to produce something or other. The notion of C-o-Ps advanced in this thesis is one 

in which many language games, many forms of life, seem to co-exist. 

 

Despite the different forms of language brought to mind in the version of C-o-Ps 

presented here, e.g., in the family therapist C-o-P and OD C-o-P, we worked through the 

differences; embodied knowledge mastery emerged in interactions as we responded to each 

other, as we made space for multiple voices and perspectives. Even Joe, the Teamworks case 

client (Chapter 3) showed occasional embodiment of mastery in his utterances on our 

Teamworks team. One person might appear to embody mastery in an utterance one moment and 

someone else might do similarly the next moment. In that sense, many in our therapist and OD 

C-o-Ps appeared centered toward meeting each other’s development needs. Below is a related 

comment from the OD Consultant C-o-P (Chapter 5: section 9). 

 
 

Consultant #27, from A/S 69: As a relatively new consultant and recent graduate of an 

OD master's program, I usually lurk on this list trying to glean learning from the more 

experienced and seasoned among you. And, I have. I am therefore surprised that this 

emotionally charged conversation has continued online for so long, and that so many 

people are giving it so much energy. 

 

What appeared to be an embodiment of relational mastery sometimes emerged in the 

midst of social drama. For Lave and Wenger (1991: 20) mastery also involves timing of actions 

relative to changing circumstances: the ability to improvise. Improvisation seemed to occur in 

joint action, perhaps because the space was made for voices and multiple community-based 

identities to participate, to play, to experiment, to bridge perspectives. Our family therapist C-o-P 

included therapists interested in postmodern therapy, clients, a writer, students, professors, some 

leading therapists from the profession. How could all of these different forms of life work 

together? The answer was once again through dialogue, in part by working through the 
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differences in language, co-constructing the various levels of meaning, and by making space for 

multiple community-based identities to be public.  

 

For “Many Expressions” and other clients there was a thirst to participate with us 

therapists. She had already presented at a recent conference with her therapist, and now she 

wanted to be part of our therapist C-o-P. In our OD C-o-P, Consultant 2, an Afro-American 

professor of conflict studies, had cultivated the community-based identity of “poet”, sending in a 

poem about every ten days. He rarely participated in our discussions. Below is a fragment from 

one of his poems (Chapter 5: section 3).  

 

 
Abridged from: dreamin of a white christmas 
12/02 (Consultant 2) 

 

so..ring the bells, lay those tales on the hood bout somebody gonna 

come down and give up someum that no body else wants ..comon down 

and tell me what's needed to be done, so that we can have a verry, 

verry..white christmas.. 

i be dreamin of.. 

dreamin of..that there white christmas.. 

where all the darkies are free 

 

Consultant 2’s poems were a unique language game that many of our OD consultant      

C-o-P members were able to respond to with openness and tolerance. It was demonstrated in the 

OD consultant C-o-P that other language games can also add value and be appreciated. See the 

example below (Chapter 5: section 3). 

 
Consultant #4, from A/S 4: Let me add to Consultant 3’s comments on this, as well... Many 

of us felt (and feel) that in many cases (not all for OD) what Consultant 2 writes about gets 

at the human condition in ways that make some of us OD folk kinda THINK. My goodness. 

 

Therapist 3, who unilaterally admitted his clients to our family therapist C-o-P, was a 

well-known narrative therapist, writer and teacher. Consultant 6, in our OD consultant C-o-P, 

was a well-known performance management expert and author of several books. Below, another 
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consultant refers to his achievements, and simultaneously, his bullying of others (Chapter 5: 

section 8). 

 
Consultant #19, from A/S 44: … I think that Consultant 6 is a very informed and capable 

writer. I have even bought a few of his books. He also has good knowledge of some aspects 

of OD and HR which he chooses to share with us on occasion…. 

 

What has troubled me about Consultant 6's *style* is that he seems incapable of 

restraining himself from being a predator with those who are less aggressive than he is. 

That makes him an intellectual bully in my books. The fact that he aggresses others with 

flair does not make it any more acceptable. 

 

Each of these forms of life could be said to be advancing different projects above and 

beyond the C-o-P project of professional development through reflecting on practice. What 

might we produce jointly when we respond to these unexpected acts with openness? When the 

client “Many Expressions”, in the family therapist C-o-P, successfully advanced her own project 

to participate with us she was responded to with power to rather than a subject-object fashion. As 

a result she thrived as a participant and many of us benefitted. 

 

No particular action of any one individual could be credited with resolving the social 

dramas found in each of our C-o-Ps, although there were certainly sparkling moments of 

unexpected leadership. Resolution occurred when we found ways to collaborate in non subject-

object ways, and it was such inter-changes of subject-to-subject (power to) relations that 

produced new possibilities for action in the midst of social drama. Even my own efforts to 

reframe the different perspectives between client Joe and the case manager in Teamworks 

supplemented pre-existing acts that presented me with a space to step into and invite difference. 

For example, I had witnessed that positive reports of Joe’s behavior resulted in him being 

constructed more favorably by team members, as more “cooperative”. Yet after making new 

positive constructions, family support workers and the case manager would then mobilize them 

and become more cooperative with Joe. In short, as with our therapist C-o-P, we in Teamworks 

were striving to reframe our constructions about clients and their capacity. Any single action that 

looked like a positive turning point in a social drama could be considered a supplement to 

previous action(s). Thus, the resolution of social dramas in C-o-Ps can be seen as being produced 

in joint action, similar to the onset of conflict.  
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One example of shifting perspectives occurred in our OD consultant C-o-P when 

Consultant 2 began to speak as a university educator, reframing his own construction of only 

speaking through poetry, and expanding it to contributing his expertise on conflict. Consultant 2 

was sharing some of his story and that made him more available to be known to others of us 

(Chapter 5: section 8). 

 
Consultant 2, from A/S 51: In my other life, when not being a poet, I teach and practice 

in the area of conflict resolution.  Some of the things this field has taught us is that 

conflict is often the result of extreme pain and angst.  Frustrations … disappointments 

are often played out through anger, intimidation, and violence... The typical response 

from other community members to such attacks is that of retaliation, condemnation, and 

ultimately expulsion. While this … restores a semblance of order, the root of the 

problems yet remain waiting until another community member suffers hurt.   

 

What we as OD professionals must do is attempt to help the community member in pain 

and help the community resolve this conflict without going to the extremes of expulsion. 

This of course requires both parties to want to work toward peaceful resolution.  

 

Some private projects or power over attempts to influence social order may threaten the 

continuation of a C-o-P, particularly in the midst of a social drama. This is demonstrated below, 

by two consultants from the OD consultant C-o-P (Chapter 5: section 8). 

 
Consultant #18, from A/S 43: Hmmm…Let's see. What does this remind me of? Every OD 

intervention that I've encountered. Here goes: Lack of trust. Missed and unfulfilled 

expectations. Ego against ego. Facade, Blind Spot against Arena. I'll rewrite Consultant 

11 about our obstacles ... in one word our obstacles are "us".  

 

Consultant #23, from A/S 60: For a long time I have been disappointed at the discussions 

on this list and the negative, degenerative flavor they have taken on such as the messages 

on this topic. If we treat each other like this, how do we treat clients and students? If they 

are intended to agitate and instill reaction - congratulations – at least with this member 

you have accomplished your mission. TAKE ME OFF THIS LIST. 
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In the example found below we were able to avoid social drama by how some of our old-

timers coordinated with Consultant 1’s threat to have Consultant 2 ejected for “spamming” the 

C-o-P with his poems. For example, Consultant 3 entered the space and provided some local 

history about Consultant 2’s poetry for any newcomers and Consultant 1 (Chapter 5: section 3).  

 
Consultant #3, from A/S 3: I guess it's Round 32 in the Great Consultant 2 Poetry 

Controversy <grin>! Consultant 1, we've batted this around quite a bit over the years 

and always come out approving of Consultant 2’s submissions as welcome "spice" (as 

well as "meat", if one allows them to be so). You can always delete his messages.  

 

 Other old-timers also added comments, providing history about how Consultant 2’s 

poems had become a part of the interlocking behaviors in the C-o-P (Chapter 5: section 3).  

 
Consultant #4, from A/S 4: Let me add to Consultant 3’s comments on this, as well... 

Many of us felt (and feel) that in many cases (not all for OD) what Consultant 2 writes 

about gets at the human condition in ways that make some of us OD folk kinda THINK. 

My goodness. 

 

Consultant #5, from A/S 5: I've had my disagreements with Consultant 2 over the years 

about social and OD issues, but I've never objected to his poetry. I also don't always like 

the "messages" he embeds into his poetic phraseology. But, hey that's his way of 

expressing himself and I do find it fascinating. Consultant 1, I am stunned by your 

audacity to think that you have the power to have Consultant 2 removed from this list. 

Holy cow, Consultant 1, do you really think you have that much influence? 

 

After these interchanges Consultant 1 did not continue with his threats, nor make any further 

comments.  

 

 

!

!

 

 

 



 230 

 

.5 Some Skills for Subject-Subject Relations  

 

There are skills that can be acquired from reading the above sections, and considering the 

contexts in which they were enacted. All of the above sections are rooted in the three C-o-P 

cases. In this section I list some general skills for cultivating subject-subject relations. They are 

found throughout the thesis, referred to in both the practice literature and in the case reflections. 

Some might be considered as the skills of adopting stances, or ways to reflect, and others are 

actions that we can take.   

 

Stances: We can adopt the stance that in any organizing effort, as constituents we are 

interdependent. For example, we often come together to accomplish what we cannot accomplish 

alone. This was clearly recognizable in the family therapist C-o-P (Chapter 4) as therapists began 

to recognize that clients and other non-therapists might have something of value to offer from 

their perspectives. Therapists were also able to connect with their own embodiment of having 

been clients themselves. In related ways we also seem to be interdependent with the 

environment. C-o-Ps are said to exist as “a set of relations among persons, activity, and world, 

over time and in relation with other tangential and overlapping communities of practice” (Lave 

& Wenger, 1991: 56). We can thus realize that our interactions are relational processes that 

construct, maintain, and change particular identities and relations (Hosking, 2002: 31). A 

constituent may be a newcomer in one C-o-P but an old-timer with influence in another, a 

professional there and amateur here. Ongoing processes of relating can be understood as “us” 

manufacturing social realities in joint action (Hosking, 2002: 27); we can and do construct 

cooperation, conflict, hierarchy, non-hierarchy, etc. These different social realities were 

constructed jointly in the three C-o-P cases as participants worked through the various 

challenges.  

 

Knowing and community-based identity: Identity can be constructed hierarchically - one 

of us might claim to know while another doesn’t make such claims. Nevertheless, every 

constituent can be considered to bring knowledge and identity from other communities of 

participation. The identities of knower and new learner seem often interchangeable, and 

newcomers often act to influence others. Consider how in the family therapist C-o-P the client 
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“Many Expressions” embodied her experience of other professional and non-professional C-o-Ps 

she had also belonged to. Uncertainty seems to be a core driver in organizing processes, and as 

we have witnessed in the case examples it often invites ongoing negotiation. When examining 

our negotiation processes, the act and its response (act/supplement) can be considered as the 

building blocks of relations. In reflecting on such joint action, what you or I did individually is 

not the center of the performance. Rather, it is the joint performance, the chain of utterances that 

occurred along the way. As one kind of performance or language game, subject-object relations 

often close down space for other knowledge, and knowing identities to make themselves present. 

We might consider the potential costs of restraining others’ sources of knowledge or embodied 

mastery from emerging in our performances of joint action. 

 

Negotiating with multiple forms of life. We might also consider that multiple forms of life 

and related language games might be co-existing simultaneously in our C-o-P. In the Teamworks 

C-o-P there were several disciplines, just as there were in the OD consultant C-o-P. Each one of 

those disciplines had its own practice literature, its own understandings and jargon. How do we 

find common ways of speaking? Knowing often occurs as persons take action, to hear Other’s 

(possibly multiple embodied) perspectives, and subjugated knowledges can emerge through joint 

reflection processes when room is made for multiple voices. New knowledge that is mobilized in 

possibility space can broaden possibilities. Like the lesbian therapist in our family therapist      

C-o-P, we might daily balance our own multiple community-based identities, and we may need 

to find ways to make space for the emergence of the embodied knowledges from these identities 

in C-o-Ps we participate in. There can be multiple forms of participation, including what can 

appear as quiet non-participation. In the family therapist C-o-P it was common for persons to 

observe quietly and reflect, and then “de-lurk” (make themselves known and join the discussion). 

  

Resistance and conflict. We can see struggle, resistance, and conflict in our C-o-P as 

potentially transformative. We have seen this in the C-o-P case examples just as we have seen 

that newcomers have the capacity to transform and be transformed as we mobilize power 

relations in multiple ways. All three case C-o-Ps were transformed to different degrees by 

working through their challenges and ensuing social dramas, which presented opportunities for 

dialogue and following each other’s perspectives.  
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Actions: Non-collaborative joint behavior could change when we reflect together on 

issues in a non-hierarchical manner. Thus, we must be inviting such processes. In the family 

therapist C-o-P, the self-introduction by the client “Many Expressions” was responded to with 

openness rather than in a subject-object manner. The therapists welcomed her warmly, and 

additionally made space for her to share some of her embodied knowledge. Reflecting non-

hierarchically begins with adopting together a shared core value of questing open space for 

possibilities, making room for many forms of participation, and to allow our imaginations to be 

emancipated. These core values were present in the family therapist C-o-P and can be witnessed 

in reading the case interactions. In earlier reflections on postmodern family therapy C-o-Ps 

(Kavanagh, 2002) I referred to this as a strong adherence to self-organizing conversations.  

 

Tool and result awareness. Together, we could be making effort to develop a tool and 

result awareness of our processes, and what kind of C-o-P we are producing in our joint action. 

We could be developing capacity to reflect on our joint action processes as they occur. In such 

reflection-in-action our theories, our shared values and our actions can be tested in practice, and 

we could be learning about what enhances or restrains collaboration in joint action. To 

accomplish the above we might consider making possibility space for equal participation to 

occur and in doing so to strive for generative dialogue. This begins with equal voice participation 

and additionally allows for multiple local realties to co-exist and be in dialogue. It follows that in 

building relational skills, it might be helpful for us to be aware of what kinds of relations we are 

co-constructing, what indeed we are producing.  

 

Practice. Practice can be considered as the link in which we construct change or produce 

a community for whatever it is to be. The distance between being as we are and becoming what 

is possible may occur as we explore and bring into communal alignment the separate and 

individualistic meanings we make of local processes. This can begin with equal participation. 

This occurred in both the OD consultant C-o-P and family therapist C-o-P. Additionally, I 

engaged in reframing separate and individualistic perspectives occurring between the case 

manager and client “Joe” in the Teamworks team. The idea of reframing differing perspectives to 

find commonality is one way this can be done. 
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Power and hierarchy. We could be cultivating skill to sidestep subject-object 

relationships, and be inviting subject-subject relations. This could be considered as a certain kind 

of language game that flattens hierarchical relations. We might wish to know when we are 

operating in a subject-object style, for it is then that we are treating Other as available to be 

influenced, mobilized, motivated and directed as an object of our own knowledge claim. 

Therapists in the family therapist C-o-P pointed out to Therapist 3 that he was acting in a 

subject-object manner when he unilaterally gave out access to his clients without consulting first 

with his fellow therapists. Similarly, such behaviors were pointed out to Consultant 1, when he 

threatened to eject Consultant 2 for writing poems, and to Consultant 6 for the way he bullied 

others who didn’t agree with his perspective. Subject-object relations seem to shut down space 

for those whom we designate as the object of such actions. One can strive to occupy stances of 

not knowing, asking questions that show a quest to genuinely follow Other’s reality. For any of 

us to be asking controlling questions that leave Other feeling less knowing and yet responsible 

would indicate a subject-object style and probably shut down space for possibility. 

 

Connecting relationally. To connect relationally with Other we could be developing 

ability to coordinate with the preferred language game of each form of life, to learn the rules of 

each form of life from its proponents. Cultivating shared experience of trust might depend on 

Other witnessing that we can coordinate with their preferred language game. We do this to 

strengthen connection and to make it easier to follow Other. When we think of engaging in 

negotiation we might wonder what common meanings we might arrive at. In our private 

reflections we might ask ourselves about common interests we have with Other or what benefit a 

position might have for Other or for our self. What have I got in common with Other on this 

issue we are at odds over? What do I need out of this? What does he need?  We may then start to 

place different constructions (maps) into dialogue with each other. This brings up the question of 

what other ways we might mobilize a construction, and one way is to be willing to let it go. We 

can be looking for commonalities between maps. Those of us existing in subject and object 

positions can be considered as different forms of life, perhaps with different language games. 

When placed into relation with each other in a subject-to-subject manner both of us may have 

interesting stories to tell, have commonalities and be open to new possibilities. This has been 

witnessed in interchanges in the three case reflections. What possible other language games can 
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we discover with Other, language interactions that are more productive? To do so we would have 

to get into relation.  

 

Mobilizing power. We can be cultivating skills with mobilizing power. This can begin 

with understanding that power is exercised in action, which of course includes our utterances. As 

one possibility, power can be exercised over Other, or mobilized to Other. Power is also 

mobilized as resistance to hierarchical relations, and in self-formation when we subjugate to 

others. Another way to mobilize power is to be listening for examples of how some of us resist 

dominating circumstances or their own subjugation. We can make effort to understand how 

subjugation occurs, for example by participation in a language game that gets one to disregard 

his own knowing. We can be thinking of ways of organizing the world without interfering with 

another’s capacity to act. We could be striving to recognize that power over tactics could also 

enter our efforts to be collaborative and non-hierarchical, and that those denied participation in 

dialogic activity might feel humiliated and angered, and could then engage in resistance 

practices.  

 

Recognize that everyone is mobilizing power. We could recognize that power is 

undergoing constant mobilization by all constituents in a community of practice, although in 

perhaps different ways. We might realize that to challenge another because we think our 

construction is better may be a subject-object stance. Lastly we might be open to the possibility 

that an absence of authority/leadership may be an opening for unexpected acts of leadership from 

any of us participants.  

 

Shared core values. It might be valuable here for us as C-o-P constituents to share a core 

set of values that can be used as a measure for action. It might be helpful to recognize that 

different participants might mobilize different constructions of a project or any event in a C-o-P, 

or that collaboration or non-hierarchy might have different meanings to different constituents, 

and that we often are mobilizing our own constructions. We would thus have to make effort to 

elicit and clarify shared core values and possibly inquire as needed on whether our actions are 

congruent with such values.  
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Relationship building through generative dialogue. It seems from my experience that the 

key to organizing non-hierarchically occurs in relationship building. To help negotiate issues that 

arise we could develop an understanding of a form of dialogue referred to by Anderson (1997) as 

“generative dialogue”, a particular form of talk in which participants engage with each other (out 

loud) and with themselves (silently) in a mutual or shared inquiry about the issues at hand. 

Anderson states that in generative dialogue participants question, wonder, reflect and more: 

generative dialogue is a social activity that is transforming for all participants, and involves what 

Anderson calls an “authentic partnership” between participants in which space is created and 

possibilities are invited “through which new meanings and new possibilities emerge”.  

 

Generative dialogue allows space for multiple community-based identities and resources 

that each person could bring to an interchange. It gives expression as needed to others that have 

informed us, and to other communities that we have participated in. Generative dialogue requires 

a stance of openness, respect for, curiosity about and connection with Other. By allowing our 

multiple community-based identities to come forward in an interchange we enrich each other, 

allowing other areas of experience and knowing to come forward. This is one way for us to be 

mobilizing power toward possibilities.    

 

In generative dialogue we might be willing to express transparency about what might be 

informing our thoughts. This may reveal other voices, or knowledges which can be consulted. It 

also allows a multi-layered interchange in which Other can be followed, and promotes relations 

of openness and trust. We can be using cooperative language rather than knowing language so 

that any inquiry becomes shared inquiry and space is made for uncertainty, advancing together in 

a spirit of authentic partnership. We can be shifting from seeking to understand Other as separate 

and different to seeking how to follow, to go on with Other. This may make space for acts of 

unexpected leadership which may surprise us and move us further from being into becoming that 

which is possible. In such efforts we could be inviting possibility rather than forcing solutions. 

 

Inviting relational responsibility. In addition to the above, realizing our interdependence, 

we might be striving to develop ways to invite relational responsibility that joins rather than 

individual responsibility that separates. Shifting into generative dialogues as social dramas are 

breached may move our C-o-P from a need to hold individuals accountable to determining the 
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multiple meanings that may be assigned to an act. How do the group processes contribute to an 

act being performed and what preceding acts might it be responding to? We can be recognizing 

that how we work through a situation may restrain or emancipate our ability to bring it to 

resolution. A proposed solution may not produce resolution or generative action. Meaning we 

arrive at through a generative dialogue may represent a coordination between multiple 

communities that participate. How can we be mobilizing power to the multiple voices (and 

therefore communities) that might be silent? 

 

Invest in not knowing, but following. We might start with not knowing, suspending our 

constructions of Other, and we might interview Other to discover something about him in that 

situation. Our constructions might come from past experiences or the experiences of others. To 

avoid social drama we could be developing social norms that fit with shared core values, and if 

these are not clarified being able to reflect as social dramas emerge. While having predetermined 

social norms could provide a sense of safety and trust, another way is to have agreement for 

generative dialogue as issues arise. In this sense, trust could be fostered, by having an agreement 

to engage relationally, and to follow each other’s perspectives, to find ways to go on.  

!

.6 Concluding Thoughts: Why Non-Hierarchical Joint Action? 

 

In the last section I listed several skills that can be used for inviting subject-subject 

relations in communities of practice. As evidenced in the family therapist C-o-P these skills first 

begin with an intention to act in a subject-subject manner. The way in which this was already 

being discussed in that community was through practice literature, discourse activity at 

conferences, and practice with clients. Therefore, it became less of a challenge to accommodate 

clients when they sought to engage with the family therapists by participating in their C-o-P. It 

would seem that developing core values in the C-o-P would extend from the intention to practice 

in subject-subject ways and to be mobilizing such values into inter-action. This could involve 

ongoing self-organizing discussions, to also be intent on learning from interactions, to be 

mindful of what is being produced in interactions.  
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The above willingness to learn from inter-action was demonstrated in the OD consultant 

C-o-P, and one thing that was agreed at the end of the social drama was that the C-o-P members 

wanted to avoid having a repeat of the conflict that occurred over the misunderstanding of social 

norms around threats, copyrights, and private email messages. Such learning can be coded in the 

practice community as stories that old-timers tell as needed. This was demonstrated in the OD 

consultant C-o-P when old-timers informed Consultant 1, through their stories, that Consultant 

2’s poems had become an integral and accepted part of the OD C-o-P’s way of going on together 

and actually added something of value.  

 

Adopting stances on organizing processes is an important practice in carrying out the 

intention to act in a subject-subject manner. First of all consider that organizing is a relational 

undertaking. For example, to adopt the stance that we are interdependent in any C-o-P allows us 

to follow the importance of each other’s contribution, in whatever way that occurs. It allows us 

to see that participation can occur in different ways and be appreciative of difference, or be 

appreciative of how multiple community-based identities, and therefore knowledges often 

associated with mastery can be embodied, even by newcomers to a C-o-P. Thus, we can begin to 

notice that any C-o-P we participate in is rich in knowledge resources available through 

embodiment (multiplicity of identities occurring in dialogue) and these resources can be accessed 

by listening and following Other. If we take the stance that all participants are mobilizing power 

in their own unique manner, we can be assured again that there are no ‘weak’ or troublesome 

members in a C-o-P, just members that need to be listened to and their perspective followed 

along with. We might also adopt the stance that such intentions and stances could produce 

generative ways of collaborating.     

 

 

Non-hierarchical practice is not being advanced in this thesis as a replacement for the 

hierarchical systems that we often work in as professionals. However, for self-directed 

autonomous C-o-Ps, fully engaged in developing and changing from within, without 

external interference, non-hierarchical joint action may have benefit.  
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Before I address the benefits of non-hierarchical joint action I will review some points 

related to organizing. I drew on the idea of organizing as interactions from Weick (1979), 

Hosking & Morley (1991), and Hosking (2004). Weick states that an organization is “fluid, 

continually changing, continually in need of re-accomplishment, and appears to be an entity only 

when fluidity is ‘frozen’ at some moment in time” (1979: 90). Weick goes on to state that in 

view of the above we must define organization in terms of organizing. It is about interlocking 

actions, becoming. Here is the definition offered by Weick: 

 
Organizing consists of the resolving of equivocality [ambiguity, uncertainty] in an enacted 

environment by means of interlocked behaviors embedded in conditionally related processes 

(Weick, 1979: 90). 

 

This thesis has contained much consideration on cases involving communities that have 

been engaged in practice and professional development through reflection on practice. I have 

treated my three professional case communities as communities of practice. One of my three    

C-o-Ps operated with little or no autonomy and the other two operated with complete autonomy. 

In employing relational constructionism, power relations, and C-o-P theory I have concentrated 

on organizing processes, on the relational processes in the joint actions of each C-o-P, our 

internal processes of organizing.   

 

Hosking and Morley (1991: xi) have suggested that persons enter organizing 

relationships to add value to their lives as they go about carrying out their projects. The cases 

demonstrated how a C-o-P might organize around one key project (e.g., professional 

development through practice reflections, or a change effort), and yet persons who participate are 

simultaneously carrying out their own projects and engaging in influence processes around same. 

An important consideration therefore, is what kind of community we wish to produce in joint 

action. Each one of the C-o-Ps had more or less done some of our work on this question, as 

evidenced in the cases.  

 

  I will now take a moment to do a little space clearing, by discussing some of our 

Teamworks organizing processes. Teamworks was made up of different disciplines from the 

Families First agency, a child protection Service case manager, and other participants that 

included the client Joe. While Families First staff prided themselves on working collaboratively 
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with clients from a strengths-based approach, the Service funded the team and had its own 

requirements, while also espousing strengths-based practices. Our typical Teamworks process 

with a client family was usually collaborative and strengths-based. However, the Service had a 

policy for matters of child protection: “the law decides and the professionals are obligated to 

intervene” (Teamworks manual, 2004: 30). Joe’s situation was that his children were in Service 

foster care and he wanted to have them returned home. The Service therefore required that Joe 

prove himself to the case manager and this was often frustrating for him. This was a hierarchical 

relationship in which the Service could provide or deny social certification to Joe as a capable 

parent. 

 

  While our family support workers from Families First had a prior history of autonomy, 

the contract with the Service now required our workers to be agents of the case manager, to be 

her “eyes and ears” and to be making written appraisals of such clients as Joe. The days of 

autonomous practice with espoused non-hierarchical values were now over for family support 

workers in matters related to child protection. In that sense some of our Families First staff could 

not easily be self-directed when working with the Service, which I consider another form of life, 

on these kinds of cases. A practice that is non-hierarchically organized could become 

unsustainable if it has to shape itself to demands of a hierarchically organized funder and it loses 

its autonomy (Brown, 1992: 174).    

 
The efficiency arguments for ‘flatter’, more participative organizational forms, appear to 

be strong. But are these forms achievable? At the start the mythical quality of collective 

and non-hierarchical organization was noted. To a considerable degree the concept 

retains this quality because, at the level of practice, it is frequently observed that groups 

which start out with the intention of operating collectively and non-hierarchically are 

more or less inevitably ‘forced’ to become more bureaucratic with the passage of time 

(for example, Newman, 1980) as the survival of the group appears to depend on an 

increased level of interaction with bureaucratic institutions in their environment. What 

we may term the ‘contamination thesis’ argues that a combination of the need to attract 

external funding and support, the lack of acceptance of an innovative organizational 

form, and the corresponding need to create a phony façade to appear acceptable to 

potential funders leads, almost inevitable, to increased internal differentiation and hence 

hierarchy.         
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  Brown cites Newman (1980) whose solution has been to counsel non-hierarchically 

organized groups against forming relationships with bureaucratic institutions so that they could 

avoid “contamination”. However, Brown also argues that such a course of action would not 

allow access to new resources and could lead to extinction by other means. In her reflections on 

Newman’s cases where extinction occurred through joining with bureaucracies, Brown (1992) 

suggests that within some of those groups a mode of conduct was introduced “which made it 

unacceptable to voice problems and difficulties and differences were not articulated” (p. 175). 

This also occurred in Joe’s Teamworks team, which could be described as contaminated with 

bureaucracy values that superseded the espoused non-hierarchical values of the team. This 

happened to the degree that normally occurring processes of difference and dissension were 

silenced; our ability to work through problems that emerged, and differences in practice styles 

was highly restrained. On the other hand, our autonomous therapy and OD consultant C-o-Ps 

placed no restriction on voice participation to address differences, and we were able to work 

through social dramas that could usually place such a community’s survival at risk. 

 

 

In our autonomous family therapist and OD consultant C-o-Ps, hierarchical acts such as 

forcing solutions, acting like a knowing subject, or in a power over manner, produced 

conflicted responses as part of the joint action of our participants. On the other hand, 

the conflicts (social dramas) were worked through successfully when constituents 

practiced dialogically, making room for not only all voices, but also the many 

community-based identities that could come forth as resources for dialogue. These 

kinds of approaches allowed our autonomous C-o-Ps to work well with differences in 

values and language, and emerging projects that could threaten the official project or 

sustainability (of professional development through reflection on practice). Hierarchical 

acts also resulted in conflict on Teamworks. The small amount of success on 

Teamworks occurred when persons acted in a non subject-object manner, such as when 

I began to invite a reframing of the different perspectives of Joe and the case manager 

to achieve a greater level of commonality.  
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New opportunities for reflective work around the effectiveness of non-hierarchical 

practices seem to be available in communities of practice that develop in organizations. Wenger, 

McDermott and Snyder (2002) suggest that such C-o-Ps can include helping communities, or 

acting as innovators and stewards of knowledge, and that a key to cultivating such C-o-Ps is to 

first recognize that they exist (2002: 24-27). They write that such C-o-Ps can be big or small, 

long-lived or short-lived, located locally or distributed, composed of those in the same 

disciplines or multiple disciplines. They can exist within business, across business units, and 

across organizational boundaries. They can emerge spontaneously or be intentional, be 

unrecognized by an organization or be incorporated into the official structure of the organization.  

 

Brown and Duguid note that both canonical (formal) and noncanonical (informal) forms 

of knowledge can simultaneously exist in organizations. In noncanonical forms, stories “act as 

repositories of accumulated wisdom”, and construct a “shared understanding” by workers. 

Brown and Duguid (1991) discuss how, through autonomy, local knowledges and procedures 

often develop to address problems whose solutions lay “outside the directive training and 

documentation provided by the organization”. Given that these forms of wisdom are developed 

through autonomous interchanges Brown and Duguid suggest that  

 
… it [the organization] must legitimize and support the myriad enacting activities perpetrated 

by its different members. This support cannot be intrusive, or it risks merely bringing potential 

innovators under the restrictive influence of the existing canonical view. Rather as others have 

argued … communities-of-practice must be allowed to shake themselves free of received 

wisdom (Brown & Duguid, 1991).      

 

 

Non-hierarchical joint action by participants seemed to have been valuable to the 

success of the autonomously operated therapist and OD consultant C-o-Ps, to negotiate 

their way through their respective social dramas and socially construct their community 

and its knowledge. In the Teamworks C-o-P there were not enough instances of non-

hierarchical joint action to fully determine its value in that C-o-P.  
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Following Brown’s reasoning (1992), existing autonomous C-o-Ps within organizations 

could consider potential pros and cons of being institutionalized. For the corporation, Wenger, 

McDermott and Snyder suggest that cultivating communities of practice in strategic areas is a 

way of managing knowledge as an asset, as other assets are managed.  

 
If communities of practice have been so pervasive for so long, why should organizations 

suddenly focus on them?  It is not communities of practice themselves that are new, but 

the need for organizations to become more intentional and systematic about “managing” 

knowledge, and therefore to give these age-old structures a new, central role in the 

business (Wenger, McDermott & Snyder, 2002: 6).   

 

  An important consideration is whether institutionalization of autonomous C-o-Ps will 

lead constituents to experience “contamination” and compromise autonomy to bureaucratic 

values and practices as occurred with the Teamworks family support workers. An important 

reflective inquiry for C-o-P participants in these settings might be whether they will be able to 

continue to develop and change and form their own knowledge autonomously and therefore 

reap the value on non-hierarchical joint action as they autonomously develop and change. 

 

As a final note, I will again reiterate that non-hierarchical practice is not being advanced 

in this thesis as a replacement for the hierarchical systems that we often work in as professionals. 

However, for self-directed autonomous C-o-Ps, fully engaged in developing and changing from 

within, existing without external interference, non-hierarchical joint action may have benefit.  
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