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Early	in	1976	I	was	walking	down	Adelbert	Road	in	the	middle	of	the	Case	Western	
Reserve	University	campus,	wondering	how	to	conduct	the	research	for	my	PhD	
dissertation	on	two-person	relationships.	My	doctoral	class	had	had	an	excellent	
education	in	social	science	research	methods,	none	of	which	seemed	to	match	what	I	
needed.	Experimental	methods	were	too	controlling	for	studying	the	messiness	of	
human	relationships;	interview	and	questionnaires	offered	only	thin	evidence;	
participant	observation	of	my	own	two-person	relationships	would	be	absurdly	self-
centred.	I	was	stuck,	and	I	had	been	for	several	weeks.	
	
To	this	day,	I	vividly	recollect	the	moment,	even	the	footfall	on	that	particular	paving	
stone,	when	the	new	idea	broke	through:	I	realized	that	I	could	turn	the	problem	upside	
down.	In	order	to	study	two-person	relations	in	authentic	depth,	I	needed	to	engage	
people	in	the	inquiry	not	as	‘research	subjects’	(i.e.	as	the	objects	of	my	research)	but	as	
researchers	of	their	own	relationship,	and	so	as	co-inquirers.	My	job	was	not	to	be	a	
‘researcher’	in	the	traditional	sense,	but	a	facilitator	of	others’	learning	and	inquiry.	
With	the	help	of	my	friend,	Mary	Ann	Huckabay,	also	a	PhD	student,	I	designed	a	
participative	workshop	in	which	two-person	duos	of	all	kinds—life	partners,	business	
associates,	close	friends—could	explore	the	joys	and	tribulations	of	their	relationship	
and	enhance	their	life	together.	
	
I	had	arrived	in	the	PhD	programme	in	Organizational	Behavior	three	years	earlier,	
having	left	my	job	as	an	internal	organization	development	consultant	with	Imperial	
Chemical	Industries.	My	ambition	was	to	become	a	world-class	organisation	consultant.	
But	also—for	this	was,	as	the	rock	musical	Hair	had	it,	the	Age	of	Aquarius—I	wanted	to	
change	the	world.	Somehow,	I	wanted	to	be	part	of	the	counterculture	and	make	a	lot	of	
money.		
	
At	the	very	start	of	the	programme,	my	year	cohort,	some	fourteen	of	us,	gathered	in	a	
seminar	room	for	our	first	class	with	Professor	Nathan	Grunstein,	known	to	all	as	
Grundy.	We	all	had	successful	careers	in	consulting,	education,	and	activism,	and	were	
in	that	very	early,	anxious	stage	of	group	formation,	eyeing	each	other	curiously	and	
competitively.	Grundy	walked	into	the	room,	looked	round	at	us	quizzically	and	said	
something	like,	“You’re	a	smart	bunch	of	guys	and	gals,	tell	me	something	you	know.”	
Somewhat	taken	aback,	we	tried	in	turn	to	respond,	offering	our	precious	convictions	
about	what	made	organizations	and	social	relations	humane	and	successful.	To	each	
Grundy	responded,	kindly	but	ruthlessly,	“How	do	you	know	that?	How	can	you	be	
sure?”	We	proceeded	for	the	rest	of	the	semester	to	explore	the	nature	of	knowledge	
and	activism,	how	different	ways	of	knowing	could	impact	on	individual	and	social	
behaviour.	He	had	us	reading	Carlos	Castaneda,	George	Herbert	Mead,	Alexis	de	
Toqueville,	and	the	counterculture	press.	Grundy	was	fond	of	saying,	“Most	people	are	
careful	what	they	put	in	the	mouths.	I	am	equally	careful	about	what	I	put	in	my	mind.”	
But	what	have	we	allowed	into	our	minds?	
	
Some	long-forgotten	impulse	stirred	in	me.		This	was	a	call	to	something	wider,	more	
noble,	than	organization	consultancy.	Maybe	Grundy	appealed	to	the	small	boy,	by	far	
the	youngest	in	the	family,	who	was	always	questioning	but	as	never	felt	properly	
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answered;	or	maybe	it	was	to	the	young	man	who	had	studied	Economics	at	a	
prestigious	university	and	found	it	lacking	in	any	moral	substance.	My	first	paper	on	the	
PhD	programme	was	written	for	Grundy	titled	ambitiously	“Out	of	the	Scientific	
Prison”1	drawing	widely	on	existentialism	and	the	literature	of	the	counterculture	to	
examine	the	nature	of	science,	of	knowledge	and	its	impact	on	our	world.	
	
So	maybe	it	was	no	surprise	that,	some	four	years	later,	after	disconcerting	encounters	
with	racism	and	feminism,	many	encounter	groups,	much	intellectual	discourse,	I	found	
myself	seeking	to	turn	all	I	had	learned	about	research	methods	upside	down.		
	
Dissertation	complete2,	I	returned	to	the	UK	and	found	others	pursuing	similar	paths;	as	
my	inquiries	widened,	I	realized	that	all	around	the	world	researchers	and	activists	
were	finding	ways	to	generate	practical	knowledge	through	participatory	means.	In	
London,	several	of	us	formed	the	New	Paradigm	Research	Group,	including	John	Heron	
who	had	developed	the	notion	of	experiential	inquiry;	and	John	Rowan	who	was	
developing	a	‘Dialectical	Paradigm	Research’.	3,4	We	argued	that	social	research	was	too	
important	to	be	left	to	academic	researchers,	that	people	in	their	everyday	lives	had	a	
moral	right	to	be	participants	in	the	creation	of	knowledge	that	concerned	them;	that	
research	would	be	more	‘true’	if	founded	directly	in	the	experience	of	those	involved	
and	applied	directly	to	their	concerns;	and	that	the	primary	purpose	of	social	research	
was	not	just	to	produce	papers	for	academic	journals	but	to	provide	people	with	
understanding	and	practices	so	that	they	could	live	their	lives	more	fruitfully.	And	we	
also	realized	that,	by	inviting	people	to	be	active	co-researchers	in	their	own	lives,	we	
had	undercut	the	Cartesian	dualism	of	the	Western	world	and	the	scientific	principle	of	
radically	separating	the	researcher	from	the	object	of	inquiry.	This	was	seen	as	the	
foundation	of	validity	in	orthodox	research.	How	might	we	replace	this	in	our	
participative	inquiries?	We	summarised	our	discussions	in	the	New	Paradigm	
Manifesto.5		
	
One	outcome	of	all	this	was	Human	Inquiry:	a	sourcebook	of	new	paradigm	research6,	
that	John	Rowan	and	I	co-edited,	which	became	one	of	the	founding	texts	of	this	
approach	to	inquiry.	Our	slogan	was	‘Research	with	people	not	on	people’;	and	we	
punned,	‘Who	was	that	research	we	saw	you	with	last	night?	That	was	no	research,	that	
was	my	life!’	Human	Inquiry	was	excitingly	controversial:	the	well-known	positivist	
psychology	professor,	Hans	Eysenck,	wrote	that	the	book	deserved	to	be	burned;	at	a	
promotion	interview,	a	senior	professor	at	the	University	of	Bath	described	me	as	a	
heretic;	but	in	contrast,	the	celebrated	humanistic	psychologist	Carl	Rogers,	described	
Human	Inquiry	as	a	‘goldmine’	of	approaches	to	research.	I	was	fortunate	to	make	such	a	
mark	so	early	in	my	academic	career.		
	
There	are	many	forms	of	participative	action	research.7	The	approach	closest	to	my	
heart	has	been	co-operative	inquiry,	which	John	Heron	articulated	first	in	1971	as	a	
humanist	approach	to	education.	John	and	I	collaborated	over	several	years,	developing	
practice	and	theory	in	a	series	of	inquiry	projects,	adapting	the	approach	to	different	
inquiry	topics	and	communities	of	inquiry.		
	
John’s	impetus	to	developing	the	co-operative	inquiry	model	was	similar	to	mine	in	
developing	my	doctoral	research:	mainstream	approaches	to	research	treat	human	
subjects	as	the	passive	objects	of	a	researcher’s	attention.8	It	is	the	researcher,	or	
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research	team,	that	decides	what	questions	should	be	addressed;	it	is	the	researcher	
who	chooses	the	theoretical	framework	and	designs	the	research	protocol—the	
experiments,	observation,	interviews,	that	provide	the	‘data’	on	which	conclusions	are	
drawn;	it	is	the	researcher	who	makes	sense	of	the	‘results’,	writes	and	publishes	books	
and	papers;	and	it	is	the	researcher	who	gains	whatever	kudos	and	career	advancement	
that	results.	Further,	because	academic	researchers	are	provided	with	financial	and	
institutional	support,	research	programmes	will	tend	to	support	and	conform	with	the	
mainstream	interests	of	the	culture.	Research	programmes	therefore	tend	to	support	
the	prevailing	assumptions	and	power	structures	of	society	and	often	exclude	the	
interests	and	perspectives	of	those	marginalized.9		
	
A	further	critique	of	orthodox	research	programmes	is	that	they	tend	to	be	divorced	
from	practical	action.	Academic	research	is	often	framed	to	answer	theoretical	
questions,	and	published	results	to	confirm	or	refute	theoretical	positions.	Academic	
researchers	are	notorious	among	deprived	communities	for	coming	along	to	gather	
data,	making	all	sorts	of	assurances	that	the	research	will	lead	to	change,	and	never	
being	heard	of	again.	To	counter	this	bias	we	argued	for	the	‘primacy	of	the	practical’.10	
Participative	forms	of	research,	conducted	by	people	to	address	pressing	life	issues,	link	
inquiry	directly	to	action.	
	
Philosopher	Alfred	North	Whitehead	put	it,	‘As	we	think,	so	we	live’.11	Grundy	asked	us	
to	be	careful	what	we	put	in	our	minds.	But,	liberal	humanist	that	he	was,	I	doubt	he	
could,	in	the	early	1970s,	have	foreseen	the	‘posthumanist’	turn	we	discuss	in	the	
Introduction.	Our	Western	vision	would	increasingly	be	seen	as	not	just	humanistic,	not	
just	anthropocentric,	but	based	in	a	deep	conviction	of	human	exceptionalism—and	a	
limited	set	of	humans	at	that.	As	Amitav	Ghosh	puts	it,	Western,	colonial	societies	saw	
both	non-white	peoples	and	the	‘natural’	world	as	‘by	nature	brutish…	lacking	in	
sensibility	and	effectively	mute’.12	We	have	learned,	somehow	chosen,	to	see	ourselves	
as	islands	of	sentience	in	a	world	of	brute	matter.	This	vision	allows	us	to	see	that	world	
as	ours	to	exploit,	with	the	disastrous	consequences	for	ecology	and	justice,	we	are	now	
facing.	We	had	to	imagine	the	world	as	dead,	in	order	to	make	it	so.	

Co-operative	inquiry	seeks	to	turn	this	worldview	and	its	practices	upside	down,	to	
articulate	a	‘participative	paradigm	for	research’.13	Originally,	our	concern	was	for	
human	subjects,	arguing	it	is	not	possible	to	have	a	true	science	of	persons	without	
engaging	with	humans	as	persons.	And	since	persons	are	manifestly	capable	of	making	
sense	of	their	behaviour,	the	distinction	between	a	‘researcher’	who	does	all	the	
thinking,	and	‘subjects’	who	do	the	behaving,	is	completely	inappropriate.	Human	
persons	are	subjective,	self-directing	beings	and	therefore	must	be	equal	participants	in	
the	inquiry	process.	But	hold	on,	you	might	say,	was	this	original	formulation	not	firmly	
based	in	humanistic	psychology	with	its	anthropocentric	perspective?	Have	not	earlier	
chapters	helped	us	understand	the	more-than-human	as	also	sentient?	Of	course,	this	is	
so:	over	time	it	has	become	clear	that	these	human-centric	assumptions	must	be	
extended	to	other-than-human	persons,	in	particular	in	the	present	inquiries	exploring	
life	in	a	sentient	world,	to	which	I	will	turn	later	in	the	chapter.	

While	in	traditional	research,	the	roles	of	researcher	and	subject	are	mutually	exclusive,	
in	co-operative	inquiry	they	are	replaced	by	mutual	relationships:	all	involved	work	
together	as	both	co-researchers	and	co-subjects.	Everyone	is	engaged	in	the	design	and	
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management	of	the	inquiry;	everyone	gets	into	the	experience	and	action	that	is	being	
explored;	everyone	is	involved	in	making	sense	and	drawing	conclusions.	This	does	not	
mean	everyone	in	the	inquiry	community	does	the	same	thing:	there	will	always	be	
those	who	lead	and	those	who	follow,	those	with	more	expertise	in	the	inquiry	process	
and	those	more	deeply	embedded	in	the	practice.	An	inquiry	is	usually	launched	by	one	
or	more	persons	who	see	the	need	or	opportunity,	have	a	full	grasp	of	the	model,	and	
are	in	the	position	to	draw	together	a	group	of	co-researchers	to	create	a	community	of	
inquiry	(which	can	itself	be	challenging).	This	initiator	is	also	from	the	beginning	a	full	
participant,	who	progressively	moves	out	of	the	facilitator	role	as	co-inquirers	
internalize	the	method.14		

Kate	McArdle	was	a	young	graduate	of	a	top-ranked	management	school.	She	
had	experienced	at	first	hand	the	bias	toward	young	women	in	business	
organizations,	and	the	rarity	of	women	managers	above	middle	rank.	She	
initiated	a	co-operative	inquiry	with	young	women	in	a	multinational	
corporation.	At	first	this	was	very	much	Kate’s	inquiry.	But	as	the	inquiry	
progressed,	the	participants	both	understood	more	profoundly	the	ways	they	
were	disadvantaged	and	developed	strategies	of	addressing	this.	And	as	the	
inquiry	progressed,	they	took	full	ownership	of	the	process,	finding	ways	to	
work	with	senior	women	managers	to	address	these	issues	at	a	corporate	level.15	

All	forms	of	participatory	research	have	both	political	and	liberatory	dimensions,	
seeking	to	change	the	relationship	between	power	and	knowledge,	to	confront	the	way	
in	which	the	established	and	power-holding	elements	of	societies	world-wide	are	
favoured	because	they	hold	a	monopoly	on	the	definition	and	employment	of	
knowledge.16	

In	a	co-operative	inquiry,	all	those	engaged	work	together	through	cycles	of	action	and	
reflection—trying	things	out	in	practice	and	reflecting	to	make	sense	together.	This	way	
of	developing	understanding	and	practice	is	based	on	an	‘extended	epistemology’	of	
experiential,	presentational,	propositional	and	practical	ways	of	knowing	—
epistemology	meaning	‘ways	of	knowing’;	extended	in	the	sense	that	it	goes	beyond	the	
empirical	and	rational	epistemologies	of	orthodox	inquiry..17	

Experiential	knowing	brings	attention	to	bear	on	the	lifeworld	of	everyday	lived	
experience.	This	is	that	aspect	of	knowing	that	arises	through	face-to-face	encounter,	
empathy,	and	resonance	with	a	person,	place,	or	thing.	Experiential	knowing	is	
essentially	tacit,	almost	impossible	to	put	into	words;	it	is	often	inaccessible	to	direct	
conscious	awareness.	It	is	the	touchstone	of	the	inquiry	process	and	deepens	through	
that	process.		

Presentational	knowing	can	be	seen	as	the	first	clothing	or	articulation	of	experiential	
knowing:	we	‘tell	the	story’	of	our	experience,	often	bringing	it	into	consciousness	for	
the	first	time	to	ourselves	and	to	others	as	we	do	so.	Such	a	spontaneous	narrative	can	
then	be	intentionally	articulated	and	developed	through	creative	writing	and	
storytelling,	drawing,	sculpture,	movement,	and	dance,	drawing	on	aesthetic	imagery.	
As	psychologist	Jerome	Bruner	suggests,	“We	come	to	experience	the	‘real	world’	in	a	
manner	that	fits	the	stories	we	tell	about	it”.18	Through	this	imaginative	process,	new	
stories	and	new	images	of	who	we	are	and	what	is	possible	can	be	created.		
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Propositional	knowing	draws	on	concepts	and	ideas,	making	sense	of	and	maybe	
generalizing	from	experience.	In	this	sense,	it	is	the	link	between	action	research	and	
scholarship.	But	propositional	knowing	always	carries	the	danger	of	creating	a	world	
that	exists	in	its	own	conceptual	bubble.	As	Mathews	puts	it,	the	world	of	theory	can	
become	essentially	specular,	so	we	look	out	at	an	‘abstract	simulacrum’	of	the	world	and	
‘imagine	it	as	spread	out	passively	for	our	epistemic	gaze’.19	But	ideas	also	drive	
everyday	life.	The	ability	to	develop	alternative	theories	critical	of	everyday	common	
sense	grows	out	of	in-depth	examination	of	experience	and	new	narratives.		

Practical	knowing	is	knowing	‘how	to’,	knowing-in-action.	Practical	knowing	has	a	
quality	of	its	own,	‘useful	to	an	actor	at	the	moment	of	action	rather	than	to	a	
disembodied	thinker	at	the	moment	of	reflection’.20		At	the	heart	of	practical	knowing	is	
skilful	doing,	which	may	be	beyond	language	and	conceptual	formulation.	In	asserting	
the	primacy	of	the	practical	we	follow	the	philosopher	John	Macmurray	in	holding	“I	
do,”	rather	than	the	Cartesian	“I	think”	as	the	starting	point	of	philosophy.21	Practical	
knowing	is	of	a	quite	different	nature	to	knowing-about-action;	action	research	is	not	
the	same	as	applied	research.	I	can	tell	you	how	to	ride	a	bicycle	and	can	describe	
bicycle	riding	in	terms	of	its	dynamic	mechanics,	but	this	is	not	the	same	as	riding	a	
bicycle,	as	any	child	and	parent	knows.	

The	cycles	of	inquiry	through	the	extended	epistemology	can	be	seen	in	Kate	McArdle’s	
inquiry.	To	begin	with,	the	young	women	participants	had	very	little	awareness	of	
themselves	as	women	in	a	male	dominated	organization.	The	first	steps	in	the	inquiry	
were	about	noticing—the	way	they	were	addressed,	the	expectations	about	appearance,	
the	problems	of	getting	airtime	in	discussions	(experiential	knowing).	Each	week,	as	
they	gathered	together,	they	shared	stories	about	these	experiences,	their	surprise	at	
what	they	had	previously	overlooked	(presentational	knowing);	they	supported	each	
other	to	deepen	their	inquiry.	After	a	while,	they	developed	informal	theories	about	
what	was	going	on	(propositional	knowing),	among	other	things	understanding	certain	
forms	of	behavior	as	bullying.	From	this	new	understanding,	they	began	to	experiment	
with	different	ways	of	putting	forward	their	views;	with	new,	often	more	self-assertive,	
forms	of	behaviour,	and	began	to	reach	out	to	other	women	in	the	organization	for	
support	(all	forms	of	practical	knowing)	

It	will	be	evident	from	this	example	that	co-operative	inquiry	is	more	than	a	logical	
process	of	systematic	cycling	between	action	and	reflection	drawing	on	an	extended	
epistemology.	It	is	also	an	essentially	skilled	human	process,	and	to	be	successful	relies	
on	the	emergence	of	self-aware,	critical	capabilities	of	individual	and	community:	a	
community	of	inquiry	nested	within	a	community	of	practice.	As	philosopher	Stephen	
Toulmin	showed	in	his	philosophical	history	of	origins	of	the	modern	world,	orthodox	
scientific	inquiry,	concerned	about	the	fallibility	of	human	understanding	and	in	a	quest	
for	certainty,	withdraws	the	human	inquirer	from	the	scientific	process	and	replaces	it	
with	impersonal,	rigorous	method.22	In	contrast,	participative	research	sees	humans	as	
capable	of	critical,	reflective	inquiry	and	so	returns	the	process	of	inquiry	to	the	human	
person	and	human	community.	But	such	capabilities	cannot	be	taken	for	granted,	they	
need	to	be	nurtured.	
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The	would-be	initiator	of	a	co-operative	inquiry	must	be	willing	to	engage	with	the	
complexities	of	these	human	processes	as	well	as	with	the	logic	of	inquiry.	This	means	
addressing	questions	such	as		

• How	to	draw	together	a	group	of	people	with	shared	interest	and	commitment?		
• How	to	navigate	the	developmental	process	of	the	group?	
• How	to	manage	differences	in	power,	influence	and	contribution?	
• How	to	manage	the	emotions	that	can	arise	when	people	look	in	new	ways	at	

issues	of	deep	concern?	

The	first	step	in	co-operative	inquiry	is	thus	to	‘open	communicative	space’—
educational	researcher	Stephen	Kemmis	borrowed	the	term	from	Habermas—to	make	
a	space	in	which	such	a	community	of	inquiry	can	emerge.23	This	involves	identifying	a	
focus	for	inquiry	that	engages	and	energises	potential	participants;	and	one	to	which	
they	can	mobilize	the	skills	and	resources	to	response.		

Once	drawn	together,	with	sensitive	facilitation,	the	group	can	work	through	the	
inevitable	issues	that	arise	in	group	development:	the	early	issues	of	inclusion,	creating	
emotional	security	for	all;	the	establishment	of	norms	of	working	practice;	the	
formation	of	cliques	and	subgroups	and	the	conflict	that	inevitably	arises	from	different	
perspectives.	Through	the	successful	management	of	this	process	a	creative	working	
group	can	emerge	in	which	everyone	has	their	place,	different	skills	and	contributions	
are	recognized,	and	all	can	contribute	to	the	shared	inquiry	task.24	Such	a	group	can	
develop	norms	that	encourage	both	bold	inquiry	and	critical	reflection;	assumptions	
and	prejudices	can	be	thought	through;	experience	can	be	deepened	through	
experiments	in	practice;	evidence	from	practice	can	be	critically	examined.	Through	
such	a	process	the	group	may	well	discover	resources	and	agency	that	they	did	not	
know	they	possessed—for	example	with	Kate	McArdle’s	disempowered	young	women	
managers	discovering	that	they	could	influence	the	human	relations	practices	of	their	
company.	There	are	many	guides	to	this	process	of	facilitation	and	group	
development.25	

This	does	not	mean	that	the	group	process	will	be	smooth	and	free	of	conflict.	Once	a	
group	of	people	with	shared	concerns	come	together	to	inquire	about	issues	that	really	
matter	to	them,	unaddressed	personal	issues	will	be	restimulated	and	associated	
emotions	raised.	They	need	to	be	explored,	understood	and	their	potential	distortion	of	
the	inquiry	process	addressed.	And	it	is	important	to	note	that	a	co-operative	inquiry	is	
never	a	perfect,	completed	thing;	it	will	be	always	a	work	in	progress	toward	critical	
awareness	and	full	collaboration.	It	is	a	continual	challenge	to	evolve	group	and	
community	practices	so	the	inquiry	process	can	be	managed	openly	and	fundamental	
decisions	about	the	conduct	and	direction	of	the	endeavour	can	be	addressed	
democratically.			

Most	co-operative	inquiries	start	from	the	initiative	of	one	person,	maybe	two	
colleagues,	who	have	experience	with	the	model,	see	how	it	might	be	applied	to	
questions	of	shared	concern	and	wish	to	reach	out	to	others	who	might	share	similar	
interests.	The	first	proposal	to	initiate	inquiry	is	a	delicate	matter:	it	needs	to	be	clear	
enough	to	catch	potential	participants’	imagination,	address	a	felt	need	or	interest,	
attract	people’s	curiosity	and	interest;	and	at	the	same	time	be	sufficiently	tentative	for	
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potential	members	not	to	feel	invaded	or	put	upon	by	yet	another	demand	on	their	busy	
lives.	Many	initiating	facilitators	of	inquiry	have	spent	considerable	time	talking	
through	their	ideas	with	potential	members,	sowing	seeds	in	informal	conversation.	
Some	have	established	a	reputation	in	their	organization	or	community	as	initiators	of	
interesting	new	projects	and	are	trusted	to	take	a	lead;	others	are	able	to	attract	people	
to	their	idea,	and	then	have	to	work	to	establish	an	atmosphere	of	trust	and	inquiry.	

One	approach	is	to	write	a	letter	or	outline	that	attractively	summarizes	the	proposal	
and	the	method	on	one	side	of	a	sheet	of	paper	and	invites	people	to	come	to	a	meeting	
to	discuss	the	idea	in	greater	depth.	It	can	be	a	substantial,	all-day	meeting,	with	some	
profile	within	relevant	communities;	or	a	more	intimate,	face-to-face	affair.	At	such	a	
meeting	those	present	can	share	their	concerns	and	interests,	the	inquiry	may	become	
more	focussed,	and	potential	participants	can	chose	whether	or	not	they	wish	to	
participate.	At	this	stage,	practical	arrangements	can	be	agreed—a	schedule	of	
meetings,	commitments	to	practice.	Also	ground	rules	for	a	democratic	group	process	
can	be	sketched	out.	

My	own	practice	has	been	to	lead	strongly	in	the	first	instance:	The	emotional	needs	of	
group	members	are	first	of	all	to	feel	safe,	included,	welcomed;	the	task	needs	are	to	be	
inspired	by	an	imaginative	project.	So	I	attempt	to	be	clear	about	the	focus	and	form	of	
the	inquiry,	to	discuss	the	idea	with	potential	participants	beforehand,	to	lay	out	
options	for	a	meeting	schedule;	while	at	the	same	time	keeping	a	careful	eye	out	to	
ensure	that	commitments	are	authentic.	I	try	to	be	clear	about	power	and	authority.	If	
the	inquiry	is	part	of	a	formal	workshop	process	or	educational	course,	the	initiators	
will	inevitably	retain	some	formal	authority	and	responsibility,	which	can	be	identified	
at	the	start	and	remain	an	open	agenda.	But	in	a	fully	co-operative	endeavour,	power	
and	authority	will	be	increasing	shared	within	the	group.	

Once	the	inquiry	is	underway	the	group	needs	to	consider	the	veracity	of	its	practice	
and	findings.	Since	cooperative	inquiry	is	based	on	people	examining	their	own	
experience	and	action	carefully	in	collaboration	with	others	who	share	similar	concerns	
and	interests,	it	lays	itself	open	to	all	the	ways	people	fool	themselves	about	their	
experience.	Orthodox	research	addresses	this	by	attempting	to	remove	human	fallibility	
through	rigorous	and	impersonal	method.	The	co-operative	inquiry	approach	accepts	
that	people	can	and	do	fool	themselves—they	project	their	needs	and	prior	
assumptions	out	into	the	world,	and	band	together	in	consensus	collusion	to	protect	
those	assumptions.		However,	they	can	also	develop	their	attention	so	they	can	look	at	
themselves,	their	way	of	being,	their	intuitions	and	imaginings,	and	their	beliefs	and	
actions	critically	and	in	this	way	improve	the	quality	of	their	claims	to	fourfold	knowing.	
We	call	this	‘critical	subjectivity';	it	means	that	we	do	not	have	to	throw	away	our	
personal,	living	knowledge	in	the	search	for	objectivity,	but	are	able	to	build	on	it	and	
develop	it.	We	can	cultivate	a	high-quality	and	valid	individual	perspective	on	what	
there	is,	in	collaboration	with	others	who	are	doing	the	same.	Over	the	years	my	
colleagues	and	I	have	developed	a	number	of	inquiry	skills	and	validity	procedures	that	
can	be	part	of	a	cooperative	inquiry	and	which	can	help	improve	the	quality	of	
knowing.26	

Research	cycling	is	fundamental,	both	formal	and	informal.	The	inquiry	process	is	not	
about	one-off	experience.	It	is,	as	we	say	in	our	Introduction,	about	‘staying	with	the	
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trouble’,	cycling	critically	and	courageously	between	action	and	reflection,	drawing	fully	
on	all	aspects	of	the	extended	epistemology,	taking	questions	and	tentative	conclusions	
developed	in	one	cycle	into	further	cycles	for	further	exploration;	repeating	this	
process,	ideally,	until	a	new	form	of	practice	is	established	and	verified	in	experience.	In	
this	manner,	co-inquirers	explore	experience	and	practice	from	different	angles,	
represent	this	in	different	ways,	develop	a	range	of	ideas	and	explanations,	and	
experiment	with	different	practices.		And	there	are	choices	along	the	way:	they	can	
choose	to	focus	on	particular	issues	in	more	detail	through	convergent	cycling,	or	hold	
to	variety	through	divergent	cycling	where	several	paths	of	inquiry	are	held	in	parallel.	
Major	cycles	of	inquiry	can	be	designed	in	from	the	beginning,	but	the	process	requires	
continual	vigilance:	As	Angela	Brew	asserted	in	her	doctoral	research:	‘If	you	think	you	
know,	then	look	again’.27	

Deepening	ecological	focus	and	concern	

John	retired	to	New	Zealand	in	2000,	where	he	continued	to	develop	long-term	co-
operative	inquiries	into	charismatic	and	relational	spiritual	practices.		I	continued	
leading	and	supervising	research	projects	in	the	School	of	Management	at	the	
University	of	Bath,	establishing	and	directing	the	Centre	for	Action	Research	in	
Professional	Practice	with	my	colleagues	Judi	Marshall	and	Jack	Whitehead.	Together	
and	separately,	we	led	research	projects	and	supervised	doctoral	dissertations	
exploring	practice	in	such	diverse	fields	as	women	in	management,	teachers’	practice	in	
classroom,	the	ability	of	government	organisations	to	deliver	services,	the	experience	
and	practice	of	Black	British	women	and	men	in	a	racist	society.28	

These	topics	reflect	the	origins	of	co-operative	inquiry	in	a	humanistic,	anthropocentric	
orientation:	a	concern	for	human	persons’	and	communities’	rights	and	ability	to	create	
knowledge	and	practice	relevant	to	their	concerns.	As	the	ecological	crisis	of	the	planet	
gathered	our	attention	through	the	1980s	and	1990s,	it	became	clear	that	a	
‘participatory	worldview’	that	was	the	foundation	of	co-operative	inquiry	was	
meaningless	unless	it	went	beyond	human	concerns	to	embrace	the	interconnectedness	
of	all	life	and	Earth	herself.	I	made	a	gradual	shift	from	a	primarily	humanistic	to	an	
ecological	orientation.	

I	suspect	this	shift	had	its	roots	early	in	my	life.	As	I	look	back,	I	see	my	life	has	been	
overshadowed	by	the	gathering	ecological	catastrophe.	I	have	a	childhood	memory,	
strangely	both	clear	and	hazy,	that	was	an	intimation	of	things	to	come.	As	a	small	boy	
in	the	1950s	I	am	sitting	at	the	kitchen	table	turning	the	pages	of	a	weekly	magazine—
possibly	Life	or	Picture	Post.	I	come	to	a	double	page	spread	featuring	a	dramatic	black	
and	white	photo	of	a	filthy	smokestack,	illustrating	an	article	predicting	a	future	
environmental	crisis.	I	ask	my	mother	about	it,	and	her	reply	lovingly	brushes	my	
concerns	aside,	forbidding	even	the	thought	that	lies	behind	the	question:	“You	don’t	
want	to	think	about	that,	dear”.	But	clearly	the	notion	that	life	on	Earth	was	precarious	
lodged	in	my	mind.		

Throughout	my	adult	life	this	early	intimation	was	reinforced:	I	was	just	eighteen	when	
Rachel	Carson’s	Silent	Spring	was	published	in	1962;	I	was	haunted	by	the	strange	
image	of	a	mother	bird	crushing	her	eggs	as	she	sat	to	incubate	them	because	the	shells	
were	so	thin.	Silent	Spring	was	followed	by	a	plethora	of	warnings:	in	1968	by	
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Buckminster	Fuller’s	challenging	proposal	that	we	live	on	‘Spaceship	Earth’;	in	1972	the	
Club	of	Rome’s	Limits	to	Growth	report	pointed	out	the	modern	economies	were	on	a	
trajectory	leading	to	overshoot	and	collapse;	in	1987	the	Brundtland	Report	initiated	a	
debate	about	the	possibilities	of	‘sustainable	development’;	in	2006	Al	Gore’s	movie	told	
of	An	Inconvenient	Truth	of	climate	change;	there	were	many	more.	The	first	United	
Nations	Conference	on	Environment	and	Development	was	held	in	Rio	in	1992,	since	
when	we	have	been	beset	by	a	series	of	failed	international	initiatives	and	increasingly	
alarming	reports	from	the	Intergovernmental	Panel	on	Climate	Change.	We	now	can	
read	almost	daily	of	rapidly	melting	icecaps,	record	temperatures,	violent	storms,	the	
bleaching	of	coral	reefs,	loss	of	life	forms,	chemical	and	plastic	pollution,	all	indicating	
that	ecological	catastrophe	is	on	us	faster	than	even	the	pessimists	thought.29	

I	gained	a	lot	of	my	understanding	of	the	gathering	ecological	crisis	as	a	teacher	of	
‘sustainable	business’—a	term	that	now	seems	laughably	archaic—at	the	University	of	
Bath.	One	definition	of	a	teacher	is	‘the	person	in	the	room	learning	the	most’:	there	is	
nothing	like	teaching	very	bright,	motivated	(yet	often	sceptical)	students	to	push	your	
own	learning	beyond	its	comfort	zone.	I	often	found	that	the	more	radical	my	teaching,	
the	more	radical	the	students’	response.	With	a	small	group	of	colleagues,	I	developed	
undergraduate	and	masters	level	programmes	which	pushed	against	the	prevailing	
business	development	norms	of	a	School	of	Management.	

Here	we	found	an	application	for	action	research	and	co-operative	inquiry	principles	in	
the	MSc	in	Responsibility	and	Business	Practice,	launched	in	1997	to	address	issues	of	
sustainability	and	social	justice	in	business.30	In	our	publicity	and	open	days	we	
specifically	invited	people	who	wished	to	be	explorers	and	pioneers	to	join	us.	They	did,	
in	significant	numbers—the	programme	ran	over	fourteen	cohorts	(later	at	Ashridge	
Management	College),	creating	a	community	that,	over	25	years	later,	continues	to	
support	and	encourage	its	members	to	take	on	the	challenges	of	living	courageously	in	
extraordinary	times.	The	programme	was	designed	as	cycles	of	action	and	reflection,	
with	each	participant	undertaking	their	own	experiments	in	practice	in	the	workplaces	
and	communities.		

The	MSc	was	a	pioneering	programme,	very	much	a	response	to	the	ecological	crisis	of	
our	times.	It	is	distressing	to	see	issues	that	we	debated	furiously—about	alternative	
economic	models,	conservation,	business	ethics	and	more—around	the	turn	of	the	
century	only	beginning	to	receive	wider	public	attention	in	the	2020s.	It	is	particularly	
distressing	to	recall	how	after	a	class	discussion	on	The	Limits	to	Growth	in	the	1990s,	
my	colleague	Gill	Coleman	turned	to	me	and	remarked,	“We	have	maybe	ten	years	to	
turn	this	around”.		
	
While	we	were	aware	of	the	challenges	of	designing	a	radical	educational	venture	
within	a	prestigious	business	school,	we	were	from	the	beginning	adamant	that	the	MSc	
attend	to	questions	of	meaning,	value,	spirit.	In	particular	we	wanted	students	to	study	
Earth’s	ecology,	to	be	exposed	to	radical	thinking	about	the	nature	of	the	planet	Earth	as	
the	originator	of	all	human	and	non-human	wealth.		We	wanted	to	explore	deep	ecology	
and	Gaia	theory,	and,	as	far	as	possible	in	the	overcrowded	British	Isles,	offer	students	a	
‘wilderness	experience’,	an	opportunity	for	a	direct	encounter	with	the	wildness	of	the	
natural	world.		In	collaboration	with	Stephan	Harding	we	designed	a	week-long	
experience	at	Schumacher	College	exploring	deep	ecology,	Gaia	theory,	and	the	state	of	
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the	natural	world.31	Each	day	was	a	cycle	of	inquiry,	with	Stephan	giving	introductory	
talks,	followed	by	time	outside	to	ground	the	ideas	in	experience.		We	went	on	a	night	
walk	through	woodland	and	spent	an	afternoon	meditating	by	the	River	Dart.		We	
summoned	the	Council	of	All	Beings,	the	ceremony	developed	by	John	Seed	and	Joanna	
Macy,	in	which	participants	come	to	the	council	circle	to	speak	as	the	many	diverse	
beings	of	their	concern	for	the	state	of	the	world.32		And	we	spent	one	whole	day	in	a	
hike	along	the	upper	reaches	of	the	River	Dart,	along	what	must	be	one	of	the	last	
remaining	stretches	of	wilderness	in	England.		Under	Stephan’s	guidance	we	
experimented	with	deep	ecology	exercises	which	shifted	our	experience	of	the	more-
than-human	world,	helping	us	directly	understand	the	interconnectedness	of	all	things.	
And	each	day	we	reflected	together	on	our	experiences,	what	we	were	learning,	and	its	
potential	impact	on	our	life	and	work.	This	workshop	was	in	effect	my	first	attempt	at	
co-operative	inquiry	in	this	field	and	informed	subsequent	work.33	
	
Throughout	this	work,	I	increasingly	realized	that	while	it	is	all	very	well	to	understand,	
intellectually,	the	interconnectedness	of	all	things,	it	was	an	entirely	different	matter	to	
experience	this	deeply,	to	have	it	‘proved	upon	our	pulses’,	as	poet	John	Keats	put	it.	So	
at	the	same	time	as	my	colleagues	and	I	were	developing	these	programmes	in	an	
academic	context,	I	was	also	on	my	personal	experiential	journey.	In	the	1990s	this	led	
me	to	join	the	Dreamweavers’	Lodge,	exploring	Earth-based	spirituality	through	Native	
American	Medicine	Wheel	teachings.	As	apprentices	we	undertook	a	cycle	of	
ceremonies,	starting	with	a	twenty-four-hour	vision	quest	alone	on	a	hillside;	and	
continuing	through	increasingly	challenging	encounters	with	natural	and	spirit	
teachers.	At	the	culmination	of	the	first	ceremonial	cycle,	we	were	to	discover	our	
‘sacred	name’	and	to	call	a	sign	from	the	Universe—usually	a	shooting	star—as	
recognition	and	confirmation.	I	remember	being	deeply	sceptical	about	this—why	
would	the	Universe	respond	to	my	call?	—but	nevertheless	engaged	in	all	the	
preparatory	work,	and	one	evening	made	my	way	in	the	dark	to	the	top	of	a	hillside	in	
rural	Wales.	
	
My	scepticism	led	me	to	make	quite	a	mess	of	the	ceremony,	even	falling	asleep	in	the	
middle	of	it.	But	eventually,	still	full	of	doubts,	I	performed	the	appropriate	rituals,	
called	for	a	shooting	star,	and	lay	back	on	the	ground	to	watch	the	sky.	The moment my 
head touched the ground, a brilliant star streaked right across the sky above me, from east to 
west, just as I had commanded. Was this an illusion? No, I was wide awake, fully present: 
this was a real star that I experienced, incontrovertibly, as responding to my call. I just lay 
there for a while, amazed and thrilled, then made my way back down the hill in a most 
extraordinary state of elation and confusion. How could this happen to a rational European 
male like me? For this extraordinary event cut right through everything I took for granted 
about the nature of the world.34		

I	continued	this	search	for	a	deeper	sense	of	participation.	After	I	retired	from	academic	
life,	I	set	out	on	two	ecological	pilgrimages	at	sea	in	my	small	yacht	Coral	sailing,	mainly	
single-handed,	round	Atlantic	coasts	of	Ireland	and	Scotland.	These	were	challenging	
voyages,	both	as	adventures	and	as	radical	experiential	inquiry	of	the	wild	world.	They	
were	also	intended	to	provide	the	material	for	books	that,	while	engaging	to	read,	
would	smuggle	in	radical	ideas	about	the	human	place	as	participants	on	a	living	planet.	
On	these	voyages	I	experienced	moments	when	my	sense	of	separate	self	disappeared	
and	I	felt	myself	plunged	into	deep	time.	
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One	summer	night,	crossing	the	Celtic	Sea,	the	wind	suddenly	dropped	away,	and	
the	yacht	Coral	was	becalmed.	The	moon	had	set,	plunging	everything	into	deep	
darkness;	the	sea	merged	with	the	sky	at	the	horizon	so	there	was	nothing	but	
starlight	to	contrast	with	the	lurking	quietness	of	the	water.	All	I	could	do	was	
wait	and	enjoy	the	night.	I	tipped	back	my	cap	and	looked	up	past	the	green	loom	
of	the	masthead	light	into	the	night	sky,	past	the	multitude	of	individual	stars,	
past	the	patterns	between	them.	I	looked	beyond	into	the	smoky	haze	of	starlight	
that	filled	the	sky,	faint	but	dense,	profoundly	dark	and	brightly	lit	at	the	same	
time.	And	with	the	gazing	I	was	drawn	into	the	infinity	of	the	space	above	me,	so	
that	I	felt	I	was	both	disappearing	into	and	becoming	part	of	the	whole	of	
everything.35		

I	called	such	moments—as	I	have	described	in	my	books	and	other	writing—moments	
of	grace’:	

Moments	of	grace	at	occur	when	a	crack	opens	in	our	taken-for-granted	world,	
and	for	a	tiny	moment	we	experience	a	different	world	that	is	nevertheless	the	
same	world.	It	is	a	world	that	is	not	fixed	in	form,	but	forever	changing:	no	longer	
divided	into	separate	things,	but	one	dancing	whole.		

I	passed	my	seventieth	birthday	on	the	second	pilgrimage.	I	was	old	enough,	had	
sufficiently	challenged—and	scared—myself,	that	felt	I	owed	it	to	my	wife	to	stop	
undertaking	voyages	close	to	the	edge	of	my	physical	ability.	I	chose	to	sell	Coral,	and	
look	for	a	new	form	of	pilgrimage.	Several	things	came	together,	in	particular	
developing	collaboration	with	Freya,	Andreas,	Stephan	and	Sandra	to	set	me	on	a	new	
path	of	inquiry	that	joined	my	earlier	co-operative	inquiry	practice	with	my	ecological	
explorations.	

I	have	already	mentioned	Stephan’s	deep	influence	on	my	thinking	and	experience	
through	earlier	associations	at	Schumacher	College.	He	was,	maybe,	the	first	to	bring	the	
idea	of	a	sentient	world	to	my	attention	through	his	teaching	and	book	Animate	Earth.36	
I	first	met	Andreas	on	a	course	he	was	teaching	with	Stephan	on	biopoetics	at	
Schumacher	College.	I	loved	his	work,	and	his	ability	to	link	sensuous	writing	with	
theoretical	reflection.	I	realized	the	close	links	to	the	questions	I	was	pursuing.	In	a	late-
night	conversation,	we	reflected	together	on	the	parallels	with	Freya’s	writing,	which	
led	me	to	email	her	appreciating	her	work.	Freya	responded	warmly,	reading	In	Search	
of	Grace	and	commenting:	

…	my	particular	focus	has	been	a	little	bit	different	from	the	quest	for	those	
moments	of	‘oneness'	you	describe	in	the	book…	but	there	is	something	else	as	
well…	It	is	indeed	to	do	with	the	self	getting	inside	the	skin	of	the	world,	as	it	
were,	and	feeling	it	from	inside,	but,	further	to	that,	the	world	manifesting	
meaning	back	to	the	self,	responding	to	the	self’s	poetic	cues	with	lavish	poetic	
displays	of	its	own	–	the	burning	bushes	and	pillars	of	clouds	by	day	and	fire	by	
night	of	religious	traditions.	So	far	as	I	can	tell	from	my	own	experience,	this	
happens,	and	it	certainly	happens	on	a	routine	basis	in	Aboriginal	societies.	And	
this	is	where	invocation	comes	in	–	Dreaming	stories	(or	their	equivalent)	
provide	a	poetic	framework	in	terms	of	which	the	world	can	manifest.37		
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Freya	describes	the	metaphysics	that	underpin	ontopoetic	practice	in	her	chapter.	But	
her	comments	helped	me	see	my	experiences	in	a	new	light,	gave	me	a	way	of	more	fully	
recognizing	and	understanding	those	moments	when	the	world	did	indeed	appear	to	
respond	to	my	call.		

At	about	the	same	time,	Sandra	Wooltorton	got	in	touch	with	me	for	a	discussion	of	her	
work	with	co-operative	inquiry	into	‘Becoming	Family	with	Place’	and	her	work	on	the	
Voicing	Rivers	project.38	This	helped	me	revisit	the	notion	of	co-operative	inquiry,	to	see	
that	it	was	not	limited	to	humanistic	assumption	but	might	provide	a	form	of	
exploration	into	a	sentient	world.39			

How	would	it	be,	I	wondered,	to	invite	participants	to	an	inquiry	into	the	experience	of	a	
sentient	world?	Such	an	inquiry	could	be	informed	by	broadly	panpsychic	ideas,	and	
address	questions	of	the	kind,	‘if	we	invoke	the	sentient,	living	presence	the	world,	
address	beings	as	subjective	persons,	what	manner	of	response	might	we	receive?	And	how	
might	the	experience	shift	our	sense	of	our	human	presence	in	the	world?’	We	could	
engage	in	cycles	of	action	and	reflection,	together	and	separately	learning	to	attune	to	
the	sentient	world,	developing	and	deepening	our	practice,	and	finding	ways	to	tell	our	
stories	so	that	they	might	influence	others	to	see	the	world	as	sentient.	It	is	these	
reflections	that	led	me	to	propose	co-operative	inquiry,	now	extended	to	include	other-
than-human	subjects,	as	a	way	to	explore	living	in	a	sentient	world.	Maybe	we	modern	
humans	could	learn,	through	our	own	inquiry	processes,	to	deeply	experience	ourselves	
as	part	of	a	communion	of	sentient	life	on	Earth.		
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