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What Will I Do?
Toward an Existential Ethics for
First Person Action Research Practice

David Coghlan

How first person practice engages with the process of valuing has not re-
ceived much attention in action research. This article takes the question,
‘what will I do?’ as the foundation for first person ethical inquiry. It ex-
plores the process of how we are able to experience, to understand and to
make value judgements about what is ‘worthwhile’ or ‘truly good’, and so
to make choices and to take action. The article marks a move away from a
focus on ethics as a set of coherent concepts and definitions, to a focus on
interiority where ethics are considered in terms of appropriating the activi-
ties of valuing, a move from a system based on logic to a system grounded
in method, from ethics imposed from outside to personal authenticity

Key words: action research ethics, first person practice, authenticity,
Bernard Lonergan

Within the general discussion of ethics in action research theory and practice,
exploring how first person practice engages with the process of valuing
leading to decision and action has not received much attention. In taking the
question, ‘what will I do?’ as the foundation for first person inquiry/practice,
this article explores how action researchers may engage with the process of
making value judgements as to what is worthwhile that lead to action. While
asking questions is natural and spontaneous, it is a conscious activity that is
not given much focus. The usual focus for attention is the question we are
asking rather than the process of questioning. What is involved in questioning
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334 David Coghlan

value? Underpinning this first person approach is that all articulated values
are located within a tradition, and that inquiring into and engaging in appro-
priating our own process of valuing enable both rich personal understanding
and fruitful dialogue with others, and collaborative action.

As human beings we cannot avoid taking action. At its core, the story of
ethical action is simply the story of activities of how we decide what is
worthwhile and act congruently. Action research is about choices, decisions
and action (Reason, 2006). Accordingly, this exploration of how we may
engage in making choices and decisions and taking action offers the action
research community a fruitful reflection in order to enhance our theory and
practice. This article seeks to ground a method for an existential first person
ethics. It is in two main sections. The first section describes the process of
first person practice, and the first person operation of valuing. This is a
description of the process of human knowing that is invariant and verifiable
in experience. The second part stands back from that account and reflects on
the context of some contemporary approaches to ethics, and introduces the
notion of interiority, leading to a formulation of a method of first person
existential ethics grounded in authenticity.

First person practice

At its core, first person practice means that our own beliefs, values, assump-
tions, ways of thinking and behaving are afforded explicit attention as we
experience ourselves in inquiry and in action, what Lonergan (1992) refers to
as ‘self-appropriation’, Marshall (1999) as ‘living life as inquiry’ and Reason
and Torbert (2001) as ‘upstream’ and ‘downstream’ inquiry. As action re-
searchers when we engage in collaborative inquiry in the pursuit of cogener-
ated knowledge we may attend to what goes on in our own minds and feel-
ings, what Lonergan (1992) refers to as ‘data of consciousness’, Marshall
(1999) as ‘inner arcs of attention’, or Torbert and Associates (2004) as atten-
tion to ‘action logics’ through which we uncover and learn about our own
‘theories-in-use’ (Argyris & Schon, 1974) and tacit ‘epistemology-in-action’
(Schon, 1983). Here we are noticing how we think, how we process data,
come to understanding, form judgements, make decisions and take action.
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Such noticing is challenging and often difficult to do, as we have limited
horizons and may be closed to such self-attention. The intended fruit of such
inner attention is that we may come to recognise our feelings, our unacknow-
ledged biases and our strengths, for example, how we are learning to work
with contextual sensitivity and the elements of power in participation (Mar-
shall, 2011). This is what Varela and Shear (1999) refer to as the science of
consciousness. The grounding of this article in first person process that
attends to both inner and outer arcs or data of sense and data of consciousness
establishes the possibility of critical subjectivity whereby what we experi-
ence, understand, judge and value may be subject to critical questioning. It is
in these terms that I explore a first person method of existential ethics.

Dworkin (2011), in his dense and exciting first person exploration of
value, presents the case that the one big thing in life is value. Value consti-
tutes what truth is, what life means, what morality requires and what justice
demands. He explores how value proposes a way to live, based on two foun-
dational principles: self respect and authenticity. It is in this spirit that this
paper explores, in a first person process, how we may come to value. What
happens when we assert something to be ‘good’ and ‘worthwhile’ and when
we ask ‘what will I do about it?’

Action research as practical knowing

Action research is grounded in the realm of practical knowing (Coghlan,
2011). The realm of practical knowing directs us to the concerns of human
living, the successful performance of daily tasks, and discovering immediate
solutions that work. As Reason and Torbert (2001, p. 6) argue, action re-
search seeks to ‘forge a more direct link between intellectual knowledge and
moment-to-moment personal and social action’. One of the particular charac-
teristics of practical knowing is that it varies from place to place and from
situation to situation. What works in one setting may not work in another.
Accordingly, what we know needs be differentiated for each specific situa-
tion in which we find ourselves. Consequently, action research involves
attention to inquiry in the present tense as we engage in cycles of action and
reflection (Chandler & Torbert, 2003). Such engagement in the cycles of
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action and reflection performs both a practical and philosophical function in
its attentiveness and reflexivity as to what is going on at any given moment,
and how that attentiveness yields understanding and leads to purposeful
action. As practical knowing is about taking action and change in people’s
lives, action research is fundamentally ethical, as we attend to what is going
on, both in ourselves and in the situation in which we find ourselves, under-
stand what these inner and outer events might mean, form a judgement about
that understanding, and make choices about what we may say or do. Deliber-
ating on what to say or to do follows from an act of valuing, in that we select,
from alternatives, an action we judge to be ‘good’ or ‘better’ than possible
alternatives. As Fitterer (2008) comments, without the value-laded questions
from such deliberation, practical knowing is simply shrewdness.

Reason (2006) argues that action research is characteristically full of
choices. As action research is conducted in the present tense, attentiveness to
these choices and their consequences, and being transparent about them are
significant for considering the quality of action research. Reason proposes
that action researchers need to be aware of the choices they face, and to make
them clear and transparent to themselves, to those with whom they are engag-
ing in inquiry, and to those to whom they present their research in writing or
presentations. Explicating and confronting such choices, and being able to
discuss them, require us to have a clear understanding of how we make
choices, and so I move now to exploring the first person process of knowing
and valuing.

The first person process of knowing and valuing

Before discussing how we explore the notion of value and how we come to
value, we need to have a firm grasp on how we know. If we examine activi-
ties like when we have been successful in solving a practical problem like
fixing a leak or solving a crossword or Sudoku puzzle, we get insights into
how we know. The process begins when we question an experience. The
question initiates a process of inquiry, and sets a direction that focuses on
finding an answer and that rejects inadequate/irrelevant solutions that may
emerge. An answer provides understanding in the form of an insight. But any
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particular insight is provisional as it may be incorrect, flawed or not fit the
evidence. Hence it needs to be verified. Does it fit? Yes! No! Maybe! Perhaps
I need more evidence or to check, to make sure in order to reach some clo-
sure.

Knowing is not any one of these activities alone. It is not seeing as the
empiricists would have it. Nor is it understanding as Descartes would have it.
Nor is it judgement only. We can be confident about our knowing, because
we can verify our knowing by checking it against our own experience, our
understanding and our judging.

Paralleling our knowing of an object is our self-awareness. When we are
satisfied that we have an answer to a question, we can be simultaneously be
aware of ourselves being satisfied or of still having a niggling doubt. I can be
reading something and, at the same time, be aware of my impatience that I
am not understanding what I am reading. This awareness is part of being
awake where we can experience ourselves both engaging in thinking, feeling
and acting as we grapple with questions and feeling frustrated or annoyed at
our lack of progress, or satisfied that we have an answer and that we are on
the right track or confused. Affirming the operations of knowing and being
able to be aware of having insights and making judgements are verifiable in
experience, whether or not one does it.

In the realm of practical knowing where we seek to act, we add issues of
valuing and choosing to the acts of cognition. We employ the same process
of knowing in the invariant, interrelated activities of experience, understand-
ing and judgement. Now we add the activities of choosing, deciding and
taking action. We are faced with a concrete problem we seek to answer the
question for understanding as to what possible courses of action there might
be. At this level we may ask what courses of action are open to us and we
may review options, weight choices and decide. We may reflect on the
possible value judgements as to what the best option might be, and we may
decide to follow through what we judge to be the best value judgement, and
so we can take responsibility for consistency between our knowing and our
doing. The judgement of value is grounded, therefore, in an evaluation of the
reality of the situation, and an intentional response to value and the thrust to
act ethically. In action research, focusing on conscious intentionality provides
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a rich perspective for exploring how the subjective and the objective are
intertwined (Ladkin, 2005).

Of course this is not all that simple. We know that there are such things as
stupidity, obtuseness, confusion, divergent views, bias, lack of attention and a
general lack of intelligence. We may not bother to ask questions about our
experience. An understanding may not come quickly enough, and we may be
impatient and not question further. Many insights may be wrong. Interpreta-
tions of data may be superficial, inaccurate, biased. Judgements may be
flawed. We may have unconscious fears which censor, block or divert ques-
tioning. We can be egotistical where we use our intelligence to figure out
how to exploit people. We can be blind to the limitations of our culture, race,
gender and of the groups with which we identify. Accordingly, we need to
gain insight into these negative manifestations of knowing by the same three-
fold process of knowing. Hence, the importance of self-knowledge, and of
having self-development and training in first person practice and critical
thinking in the formation of action researchers.

Valuing

Valuing is a spontaneous process in which we engage very early in life, long
before we can talk about it. While not yet able to understand value, infants
and children express clear preferences for what they like or want to happen.
We learn the use of ‘should’ and ‘ought’ very easily. We are always valuing.
We use words like ‘good’ and ‘bad’ about a wide range of issues. We like
this; we don’t like that. We choose one item over another. We choose to take
this action rather than an alternative. As children we receive values from
others: parents and teachers, and we choose out own values later as adults. As
well as being spontaneous and beginning in infancy, valuing exists in every
culture and all through history. It is unavoidable. As Lonergan (1972, p. 18)
puts it

Spontaneously we move from judgements of fact or possibility to judge-

ments of value and to the deliberateness of decision and commitment; and

that spontaneity is not unconscious or blind; it constitutes us as conscien-

tious, as responsible persons, and in its absence would leave us as psycho-
paths.
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Not all judgements of value lead to a sense of responsibility or of obligation
to act. I may affirm that an object is good without needing to do anything.
However, besides thinking about reality, we often want to change it. We may
experience a situation and judge it to be unjust, and so we may decide not to
leave it at that but to say or do something. We have the ability to ask what we
might do before deciding what we will do. We ask questions, like ‘will I’? Is
it better or worse? Is it worth my while? These questions are clearly norma-
tive, and capture the most fundamental and moral drive to live in a responsi-
ble way. The normative drive for responsibility is different from the drive of
reason. As Dunne (2010) points out, when we are being reasonable we focus
on knowing the truth, and we try to keep a cool head and leave our feelings
aside. But when we are responsible we focus on action, and we may be
flooded with feelings and driven to act.

The question: “what will I do now?” implies an intended yet unspecified
goal to a specified good and a decision to try to realise it. There is rarely a
single possibility, so the question of deciding between possibilities occurs,
but only those possibilities which occur to us. We are constantly engaging in
specifying the good and realising it. Will I respond to this e mail now or
later? Will I accept the invitation to contribute a paper? Will I vote for candi-
date A or candidate B in the election? Will I have a cup of tea or coffee?
Sometimes these are easy to answer; sometimes they are not. Choosing
coffee over tea may be less difficult than choosing to accept an invitation or
not, as accepting to write a paper may mean the relegation of other work to a
less important status, and so implying a ranking of values and priorities in
terms of time and energy.

The ‘good’

When we use the term ‘good’, we ask what do we mean by ‘good’? Why is
something good? What is good about it? Can we use a term like ‘truly’ good?
A simple answer is that the good is what is intended by the judgement of
value which extends beyond the merely satisfying. It may be useful to think
of the good as a process with three expressions.
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— The particular or material good is the good that has value for us. It
satisfies practical needs and desires and comprises the good of, for exam-
ple, having food, shelter, friends, a job and so on. It operates on the level
of experience as we cooperate with others in the pursuit of fulfilling these
needs and desires.

— The good of order is the systemic value that underpins structures as a
process of events whereby meeting the needs of a particular good is insti-
tutionalized by people collaborating out of their judgement of value, for
example, the operations of a business or a service. The good of order op-
erates at the level of understanding and is grounded in collaboration.

— Cultural value is where we choose and enact what we judge to be of value
for human beings and the world and how to keep the good of order operat-
ing. We adopt a critical attitude to how a particular good, and the good of
order, may be chosen and implemented. So critical reflection may form
the basis for seeking to reform of how the good of order is structured in
the name of cultural value.

Action research recognises and engages in the pursuit of all three forms of the
good. Community action to provide shelter for homeless people may be
focused on a particular good for marginalised members of that community.
Parallel to meeting that particular need there may be projects to address
employment or housing policies that inhibit people from having accommoda-
tion. Underpinning these activities may be a critique of how the economy and
society are structured, and how power determines who is housed or not.

At the heart of this paper is the assumption that what is considered ‘good’
is considered by a person. When we hear two people arguing about the
‘objective’ worth of something, we can realise that we cannot talk about the
objective worth of things without talking about human persons, their value
judgements and the kinds of moral bias that may be distorting those judge-
ments. A judgement is someone’s judgement, but in making a judgement of
fact, a person is affirming that this is the case and their intentionality is
towards ‘what is’, not merely ‘this is the way they see it’. The focus here is
on the good that people choose or reject. Once we have understood what goes
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on when we make choices, we can co-operate more intelligently and realisti-
cally in the process of doing good in the world.

Feelings play an important role in knowing value. Abstracting from the
physiological feelings, such as hunger, thirst, and fatigue and so on, some
feelings are pointers to values. What attracts us? So a feeling of anger in a
situation may point to an injustice, and so we are attracted to the value of
justice through our anger at the act of injustice that we have witnessed. Of
course, it is not always that simple, as individual feelings may be repressed or
others may dominate to the exclusion of others, as in the case of the egoist for
whom everything is weighed in terms of its role for self-aggrandizement. We
may borrow feelings, where we pick up the feelings of others and become
excited or angry. Rather than being excited or angry about the objects them-
selves, we can, of course, borrow feelings from ourselves where we resurrect
old habitual feelings and so we do not have insight into our own actual
feelings in the present moment. Hence, there is the need to appropriate our
feelings in the present tense and to be able to attend to and to understand how
they guide our attitudes and behaviour (Rogers, 1961).

In summary, in the realm of practical knowing that constitutes action re-
search, first person practice focuses attention on the operations of valuing and
decision-making, in addition to the operations of cognition. We add the
activities of valuing, choosing, deciding and taking action to experience,
understanding and judgement. We may ask what courses of action are open to
us, and we may review options, weight choices and decide. We may reflect
on the possible value judgements as to what the best option might be, and we
decide to follow through and take responsibility for consistency between our
knowing and our doing. The judgement of value is grounded, therefore, in a
knowledge of reality, intentional response to value, and the thrust to act
responsibly. Deciding to act completes the operations of experience, under-
standing and judgement as knowledge alone does not change the way we live
or make us better persons. Taking action does and deciding on an action
depends on experience, understanding and judgement to present a sound view
of a real situation. If I genuinely ask what will I do, then I must ask in a
concrete situation as the good is concrete, and I ask what I will do in the here
and now. I ask in the situation as I understand it. I want to act in the world as
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I understand it. My simple ethical questions involve me in the effort to under-
stand the situation. That can only happen by paying attention to the data of
sense and of consciousness.

Reflection

Having described the process whereby we engage in the process of valuing, I
now stand back and reflect on it in terms of two perspectives: the fragmented

field of ethics and interiority.

The fragmented field of ethics

The field of moral philosophy and ethics appears to be a fragmented and
diffuse field. MacIntyre (1981) refers to it as a situation of grave disorder, as
in a battlefield after a savage battle. There are rich traditions of systems for
engaging with ethics. The natural law approach typically formulates injunc-
tions: what do to and what not to do. While this approach is effective and
practical, particularly in educating children (‘Don’t tell lies’. ‘Share your
toys’.), it is not easy to apply as it focuses on behaviour and may miss out on
underlying values and intentions. The laws are general but then the applica-
tion is concrete. (When is it OK to tell a lie?) It is easier to say what not to do
than to formulate what to do. The virtue ethics approach focus on the quali-
ties of a good person, and so produces a list of moral virtues: be generous, be
just and so on. This approach is effective in appealing to human aspirations
and motivations. It provides role models and heroes (for example, in chil-
dren’s stories), though it may be difficult to find the ‘good person’. In today’s
world it may be difficult to define virtues. Are virtues cultural, and therefore,
relativist? Developing virtues involves rigorous self-disciplines and restraint.
There are other approaches to ethics that are grounded in feelings, such as to
maximise pleasure and avoid pain, happiness, and rationality, among other
approaches (Chappell, 2009). Each of these approaches emerge from experi-
ence, is grounded in an insight that has been verified by judgement in a given
community.

The action research community has endeavoured to frame the ethical val-

ues, principles and virtues underpinning the theory and practice of action
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research (Brydon-Miller, Greenwood, & Eikeland, 2006). Boser (2006)
argued that externally developed guidelines around power relations be inte-
grated into the design and implementation of each stage of the action research
cycle. Hilsen (2006) pointed to core values such as human interdependency,
co-generation of knowledge and fairer power relations as the foundations of
action research ethics. As a development of Hilsen’s work, Brydon-Miller
(2008) argued for a fundamental reconsideration of the basic terms under
which research ethics, particularly action research ethics, are understood and
evaluated. In this reconsideration she suggests adopting a covenantal ethics
approach, based on the values of collaborative relationships and a shared
commitment to social justice, which underpin action research.

The focus on how we make value judgements in order to take action is
captured by Aristotle’s notion of phronesis, which means practical wisdom.
For Aristotle, phronesis is a virtue and a habit whereby the prudent person
not only knows what is right in general, but also knows what is right in a
concrete situation. The prudent person knows how to live the good life
(Dworkin, 2011). In this way, phronesis is at the heart of action research
when it is practiced by virtuous action researchers (Eikeland, 2008). It frames
the process and fruit of first person practice in practical knowing. As we have
understood, practical knowing engages with the concrete, and choices about
action flow from the deliberation of what is valuable and the judgement of
value that an intended action is good or worthwhile which leads to the ques-
tion, “Will 1 do it?’ Phronesis thereby describes the good person as one
whose life is oriented towards value, and not merely satisfaction, and whose
courses of action are genuinely good, because they are oriented towards
values and because they recognise what is required to implement them in the
concrete situation (Byrne, 1997).

The approach taken in this paper complements these approaches by focus-
ing on the first person dynamic of choosing value: the moral injunctions to
live by, the virtues to internalise and so on. How do I move between the
values of my tradition and make choices? How do I critique my tradition? I
suggest that the notion of interiority provides an answer.
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Interiority

Choosing what is good and worthwhile is grounded in meaning. Meaning is
not a simple matter, as we may attribute different meaning to events or
gestures and several levels of meaning may exist in a given experience. At
any one time, we may be concerned with only a single meaning in a situation;
other meanings may be ignored or left for later reflection. So we need to be
able to identify and differentiate the meaning(s) sought in a particular experi-
ence, and on the basis of which we choose how to act. In the context of action
research, I explore three realms of meaning that have relevance for our
exploration of how we value: theory, practical knowing and interiority
(Coghlan, 2010).

Theory provides sets of principles and values and methods of behaving to
direct us. Ethics as principles occur in the realm of theory. We can under-
stand concepts such as participation, democracy, justice, equality, rights,
responsibility, moral reflection etc. on the level of theory, and it is important
to do so.

In the realm of practical knowing, we are confronted with imperative of
having to act in a concrete situation. Practical knowing does not formulate
values but sees the situation as it relates to us. In the realm of practical know-
ing we do not want theory on human rights, but we want to know how to act
in a specific situation, and what the consequences might be.

Interiority is where we can understand both perspectives, value them and
choose between them in a given situation. It is a first person activity involv-
ing shifting from what we know to how we know, a process of intellectual
self-awareness. It involves using our knowledge of how the mind works to
critique an intellectual search for ethical action in any situation. It enables us
to grasp how we choose which value to follow in a given situation, and to
critique that choice and how we perform. Interiority is the means by which
we become aware, identify and take responsibility for how we understand
moral obligations, how we deliberate about value, choose and make decisions
about what to do.
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Toward a first person method for existential ethics

Dunne (2010, p. 76) defines a value as ‘what the morally self-transcendent
person intends when assessing a concrete object of choice’. How then to
capture the first person process as a method for developing an existential
ethics? To do so, I ground it in the four basic steps of how we come to know
and choose (experience, understanding, judgement of value, choice/decision)
that we can recognise as a natural, spontaneous and cyclical process. The
valuing process is one with which we are intimately familiar, if we examine
what we actually do when we make a choice. It is we who experience. It is
we who may ask about our experiences and try to understand what is experi-
enced, asking if our understanding is sufficient and judging whether it is or is
not. It is we who ask what might be done, who may look at possible courses
of action and ask if they are worthwhile, better or more important than alter-
natives and decide to implement one of them. It is we who may examine our
proposed action in the light of our own solution, measure it against other
suggestions and maybe allow time for further questions or advantages and
disadvantages to surface. In the end it is we who are convinced or tentative,
even though we may be explicitly following rules or guidelines. The evidence
has to be sufficient for us. We ourselves are the first principle of ethical
action.

Table 1: Structure of Knowing and Valuing

Operations Authenticity Questions
. . Is it good? Is it worthwhile?
Valuing Be responsible Is it right?
Does it make sense?
Judgement Be reasonable Does it fit the evidence?
Is it true/correct?
Understanding Be intelligent Why? When?

What is happening — in the

Experience Be attentive situation, in me?

Being attentive to experience, intelligent in understanding, reasonable in
judging and responsible in taking action are four ‘imperatives’, as Coghlan
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(2008) describes them, that constitute first person authenticity (Table 1).
They form a general empirical method, the foundations of which are the
recognisable activities of human knowing, as I have explored in this article.
Dunne (2010) describes them as pulls. In Dunne’s view these pulls are nor-
mative:

normativity of experience where I am pulled to pay attention to experience

— normativity of understanding where 1 am pulled to understand. What?
How? Why? What for?

— normativity of reason where I am pulled to sift reality from illusion, truth
from falsehood, sound from unsound explanations

— normativity of responsibility where I am pulled to know what is better and
to do it.

Of course, as described earlier, we also know that we often fail in our efforts
to be to be authentic. While we ask ourselves what we are to do and want to
make it intelligible and reasonable, we may be selective in our attentiveness.
We may avoid difficult evidence and limit our questioning. We may fail to be
responsible. As Argyris (2004) points out, we may be highly skilled in how
we flee from authenticity. Authenticity is not a static position. As Lonergan
(1972, p. 252) points out

Human authenticity is not some pure quality, some serene freedom from
all oversights, all misunderstandings, all mistakes, all sins. Rather it con-
sists in a withdrawal from inauthenticity, and the withdrawal is never a
permanent achievement. It is ever precarious, ever to be achieved afresh,
ever in great part a matter of uncovering still more oversights, acknowl-
edging still further failures to understand, correcting still more mistakes,
repenting more and more deeply hidden sins (1972, p. 252).

The key to method is the relationship between questioning and answering; it
is a framework for collaborative creativity that deals with different kinds of
questions, each with its own focus. So questions for understanding specific
data (What is happening here?) have a different focus from questions for
reflection (Does this fit? Is it good? Is it worthwhile?), or from questions of
responsibility (What will I do?). The general empirical method of being
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attentive, intelligent, reasonable and responsible is a normative heuristic
pattern of related and recurrent operations that yield ongoing and cumulative
results. It envisages all data, both of sense and of consciousness. It does not
treat objects without taking into consideration the human subject’s operations
of experience, understanding and judgement.

What is the link between personal authenticity and the tradition in which
we have been raised? As Dunne (2010) explores, it is useful to think of the
tradition as being a top-down, descending process where values are handed
down to us in a living community whose insights and judgements of value
have been formed over generations. Authenticity, in contrast, is something of
a bottom-up, ascending process where gradually we grow to learn our own
processes of being attentive, intelligent, reasonable and responsible. As noted
above, this is a life-long process and no one s does it perfectly. We make
mistakes, sometimes wilfully and other times out of unresolved feelings and
unquestioned assumptions, contingent on a truly mindful first person inquiry.

No tradition is simply good or bad. Collective insight may be flawed. We
are born into a tradition, and gradually we learn to listen to the inner voice of
our own authenticity and we may come to insight about the merits and prob-
lems of our tradition. How it is that we have come to a new value judgement
about the ecology of our planet, and have begun to act in what we consider to
be a more responsible way in how we use natural resources, and so confront
directly the value judgements of previous generations, is an example of how a
tradition may be questioned and then changed.

Barden (1991) notes that the fashionable position is that there is either one
best tradition, or that all traditions are equally good. This latter position, he
says, excludes the possibility of ethical development. If one tradition is better
than another then there needs to be some criterion to judge so, which in the
tradition of western ethics theory has been thought to be a principle or a set of
principles. Following Barden, this article is exploring the argument that the
grounding principle or criterion is not a proposition, but a questioning ethical
subject who asks what might be done now.

Earlier, the first person approach in this article was linked to the notion of
phronesis. As authenticity and phronesis are equivalent terms (Braman, 2008;
Fitterer, 2008; Dworkin, 2011), we might consider how there are three di-
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mensions to how we work authentically and develop the skill of phronesis
(Dunne, 2010). There is an intellectual dimension to how we make value
judgements. We need to realise how we know in several modes, and how
interiority enables us to hold them together, and to move from one to another
as appropriate. We need to realise the intelligible relations between the value
judgements that we make and the values that they affirm, and we need to
have settled the meaning of ‘objectivity’ in our value judgements. The start-
ing point of our ethics is not a set of rules or conceptualised standards, but the
intelligent, reasonable, and responsible selves that we try to become. Sec-
ondly, there is a moral dimension which we need to learn to make explicit.
How do we choose the worthwhile over the merely satisfying and be able to
talk about that? Thirdly, there is an affective dimension where what and how
we love is explicit. Ideally the affective dimension makes the moral dimen-
sion concretely possible, i.e. what we love and care about directs our behav-
iour. Being authentic involves all three dimensions: being able to talk about
what and why, being able to pursue the good and caring about what we judge

to be valuable, and what we pursue.

From first to second and third person practice

In the context of this paper, I am alluding to second person practices as
engaging with others on ethical action. As Barden (1991) argues it is more
fruitful to engage with others on what is common, i.e. our own operations of
knowing and doing, than to debate about answers. Debates about positions
and answers, of themselves, are likely to be incomplete and fractious. Co-
inquiry into what we have experienced, into how we have understood our
experience, and into how we have made value judgements provide a fruitful
second person extension of the first person focus of this article (Coghlan,
2009). It provides a foundation for engaging in covenantal ethics which, as
Brydon-Miller (2008) describes it, is a commitment to act for the good of
others, and which requires deep commitment to working together to address
issues of importance. Articulating how we come to value and to identify the
good, how we have weighed options in making concrete choices, and how we
decided what action to take performs a valuable third person contribution to
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the field of action research. The articulation of these operations facilitates the
transparency that Reason (2006) discusses, and in these terms contributes to

the quality of action research.

Conclusions

This article counters the notion that objective value must be somehow a
concept that is ‘out there’. Such a notion is based on the mistaken assumption
that knowing is a taking a look at something that is ‘out there’. By under-
standing what we do when we say that option A is better than option B, we
may realise that all things valuable are valued through responsible conscious-
ness, and that true values are learned by people being responsible. So affirm-
ing something as truly valuable is the fruit of authenticity and integrates the
intellectual, moral and affective dimensions. The philosophy of action re-
search as the social science of practical knowing provides a formulation that
enables us to understand and explore how the subjective and the objective
may be held within the general empirical method (Coghlan, 2011).

Moral knowledge, as Melchin (1998) expresses it, is not a quality, but
rather a direction, a dynamism that propels movement from a current situa-
tion, through intentions and social structures, to actions directed towards
goals and actual consequences. As action research operates in the realm of
practical knowing and engages us in being attentive, intelligent, reasonable and
responsible in the present tense (Coghlan, 2008), evaluating how we judge an
action to be worthwhile or good is at the heart of the choices and quality deci-
sions we make as we engage in our action research work (Reason, 2006).

To date the first person practice of engaging with the process of valuing
has not received much attention within the general discussion of ethics in
action research theory and practice. In taking the question, ‘what will T do?’
as the foundation for first person inquiry, I have sought to explore how action
researchers may engage with values that are presented by their tradition, and
describe the first person approach to valuing that grounds a method for an
existential ethics, and that may also be the basis for second person dialogue
with others. Underpinning this approach is the experience that we can ques-
tion our tradition by inquiring into, and engaging in dialogue about, our own
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process of valuing, so as to enable both rich personal understanding and fruitful
dialogue. Exploring a first person approach to valuing expands the discussion
on ethics in action research and seeks to make up for what Brydon-Miller,
Greenwood, and Eikeland (2006) describe as a ‘dearth’ in the literature. It also
offers a challenge to how action researchers might be trained and formed to be
responsibly conscious in the development of first person skills.

In this article I have sought to explore a move away from a focus on ethics
as a set of coherent concepts and definitions, to a focus on interiority where
ethics are considered in terms of appropriating the activities of valuing, a
move from a system based on logic to a system grounded in method, from
ethics learned from outside to personal authenticity and phronesis. This is to
establish the recognisable operations of knowing as a base, rather than ab-
stract principles and to ground the question of what will I do in people as they
are and what they intend: experiencing, questioning, weighing options,
struggling to do what they think is right, and making what they judge to be
the best choice.

In the fluid uncertainty that accompanies experiencing, understanding,
judging, deliberating, choosing and taking action in our complex world, all
we can do is our best. | have framed first person practice in terms of the four
imperatives or pulls: be attentive, be intelligent, be reasonable, and be re-
sponsible. This article is an invitation for readers to engage in their own first
person inquiry to verify for themselves how, while we engage in action
research and attempt to make our choices transparent, we are working from
the realm of interiority whereby we are able to experience, understand and
judge how we make value judgements, and thereby understand how our
subjectivity works, and how value may be judged to be ‘worthwhile’ or our
action to be ‘truly good’. This is our own story. What underpins this explora-
tion is the phrase from Barden (1991, p. 111). ‘The discovery of the good is

our autobiography’.

References

Argyris, C. (2004). Reasons and rationalizations. New York: Oxford University Press.

Argyris, C., & Schon, D.A. (1974). Theory in practice: Increasing professional effective-
ness. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Barden, G. (1991). Afier principles. South Bend, IN: Notre Dame University Press.



What Will I Do? Toward an Existential Ethics for First Person Action Research Practice 351

Boser, S. (2006). Ethics and power in community-campus partnership for research. In:
Action Research, 4(1), 9-21.

Braman, B.J. (2008). Meaning and authenticity: Bernard Lonergan and Charles Taylor on
the drama of authentic human existence. Toronto: Toronto University Press.

Brydon-Miller, M. (2008). Covenantal ethics and action research: Exploring a common
foundation for social research. In D. Mertens & P. Ginsberg (eds.), Handbook of social
research ethics (pp. 243-258). Thousand Oaks, CA Sage.

Brydon-Miller, M, Greenwood, D, & Eikeland, O. (2006) (guest editors, special issue).
Ethics and action research. In: Action Research 4(1).

Byrne, P.H. (1997). Phronesis and commonsense judgment: Aristotle and Lonergan on
moral wisdom. The American Catholic Philosophical Association Proceedings, 71,
163-177.

Chandler, D., & Torbert, W.R. (2003). Transforming inquiry and action: Interweaving 27
flavors of action research. Action Research, 1(2), 133-152.

Chappell, T. (2009). Ethics and experience: Life beyond moral theory. Durham: Acumen.

Coghlan, D. (2008). Authenticity as first person practice: An exploration based on Bernard
Lonergan. Action Research, 6(3), 369-384.

Coghlan, D. (2009). Toward a philosophy of clinical inquiry/research. Journal of Applied
Behavioral Science, 45(1), 106-121.

Coghlan, D. (2010). Interiority as the cutting edge between theory and practice: A first
person perspective. International Journal of Action Research, 6 (2+3), 288-307.

Coghlan, D. (2011). Action research: Exploring perspectives on a philosophy of practical
knowing. Academy of Management Annals, (1), 1-35.

Dunne, T. (2010). Doing better: The next revolution in ethics. Milwaukee: Marquette
University Press.

Dworkin, R. (2011). Justice for hedgehogs. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press.

Eikeland, O. (2008). The ways of Aristotle, Aristotelian Phronesis, Aristotelian Philosophy
of Dialogue and action research. Bern: Peter Lang.

Fitterer, R. (2008). Love and objectivity in virtue ethics: Aristotle, Lonergan and Nuss-
baum on emotions and moral insight. Toronto: Toronto University Press.

Hilsen, A.L. (2006). And they shall be known by their deeds: Ethics and politics in action
research. Action Research, 4(1), 23-36.

Ladkin, D. (2005). The enigma of subjectivity. How might phenomenology help action
researchers negotiate the relationship between ‘self’, ‘other’ and ‘truth’? Action Re-
search, 3(1), 108-126.

Lonergan, B.J. (1972). Method in theology. London: Longman, Darton and Todd.

Lonergan, B.J. (1992). Insight: An essay in human understanding. In F. Crowe & R.
Doran (eds.), The collected works of Bernard Lonergan, Vol. 3. Toronto: University of
Toronto Press.

Maclntyre, A. (1981). After virtue: A study in moral theory. South Bend, IN: Notre Dame
University Press.

Marshall, J. (1999). Living life as inquiry. Systemic Practice and Action Research, 12(2),
155-171.

Marshall, J. (2011). Images of changing practice through reflective action research.
Journal of Organizational Change Management, 24(2), 244-256.

Melchin, K.R. (1998). Living with other people. An introduction to Christian ethics based
on Bernard Lonergan. Ottawa: Novalis.



352 David Coghlan

Reason. P. (2006). Choice and quality in action research practice. Journal of Management
Inquiry, 15(2), 187-203

Reason, P., & Torbert, W.R. (2001). The action turn: Toward a transformational social
science. Concepts and Transformation, 6(1), 1-38.

Rogers, C.R. (1961). On becoming a person. London: Constable.

Schon, D.A. (1983). The reflective practitioner. New Y ork: Bantam.

Torbert, W., & Associates. (2004). Action inquiry. San Francisco: Berrett-Koehler.

Varela, F., & Shear, J. (1999). First person methodology: What, why, how? Journal of
Conscious Studies, 6(2-3), 1-14.

Acknowledgments

I thank Mary Brydon-Miller, Patrick Byrne, Rosalie Holian, Geralyn Hynes,
Patrick Riordan and the reviewer and editors of IJAR for their support and
challenges in the development of this article.

About the author

David Coghlan is Adjunct Professor of Organization Development at the
School of Business, Trinity College, Dublin, Ireland, and is a Fellow
Emeritus of the College. His recent co-authored books include Collabora-
tive Strategic Improvement through Network Action Learning (Edward
Elgar, 2011), Doing Action Research in Your Own Organization, 4th ed
(Spring, 2014). He is co-editor (with Mary Brydon-Miller) of the SAGE
Encyclopedia of Action Research (2014). Currently he is co-editing (with
Rami Shani) a four-volume set, Action Research in Business and Man-
agement (SAGE, forthcoming 2015).

Author’s address

David Coghlan

School of Business

University of Dublin

Trinity College, Dublin 2, Ireland
E-mail: dcoghlan@tcd.ie



Order Form / all prices in EURO / all prices inclusive VAT*

Delivery charge

Order / Subscription all countries
except Germany
IJAR 3/2013, single issue 24,80 3,45
personal rate (print): IJAR 8(1-3), 2013 60,00 10,35
et s | 1000 | 03
Total

Within European Union: Payment after getting the invoice.

Payment per credit card: Please charge my / our credit account
[ 1 American Express [] Visa [ ] Master Card

Payment per cheque: Cheques should be made payable to Rainer Hampp Verlag and be drawn
on a German bank.

FAX ++49 8233 30755 or e-mail: Hampp@RHVerlag.de

Rainer Hampp Verlag

Marktplatz 5
D — 86415 Mering, Germany

(delivery address)

* For European companies: please add VAT:

(legally binding signature)





<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


