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Discursive process of leadership: 
A leadership dialogue and 

Bakhtinian approach to 
leadership learning 

Dr Kae Reynolds, Senior Lecturer in Leadership, 
Huddersfield Business School, k.reynolds@hud.ac.uk



“Soup of strangeness”



A nano philosophy of 
leadership and 

leadership learning
Using the practice of dialogue as a process-oriented way to 
‘teach’ leadership as leaderful engagement in practice 



Questions/Challenges for 
Research Analysis and 

Presentation



A few claims about Leadership 

• It doesn’t really ‘happen’ in ticking boxes of surveys

• It doesn’t really ‘happen’ in interview transcripts

• It doesn’t happen in a vacuum

• It’s not objective

• It’s not just an individual

• It’s not simply linear

• No ‘one true’ leadership process 



Authenticity and Learning

The same/similar claims can be made with a few 
additions: Process-relational

• Authenticity is inherently embedded in identity-in-
relationship

• Learning is relational identity work that requires 
experiencing the self in new relational contexts

• Authenticity and learning may be so constrained by 
orthodoxic beliefs that leaderful engagement is 
stifled and unsustainable action persists. 



Rationale

• Leadership theory is saturated in positivistic thought as are 
the majority of studies published (Ford & Harding, 2011).  
• Authenticity as a concept in leadership is also dominated by 

hegemonic approaches
• A critical approach to leadership learning in as a means to explore 

new ways of conceptualizing and developing leadership capacity for 
authenticity 

• Leadership learning as identity formation is underexplored 
(Warhurst 2012; Anderson, 2010)
• Models of authenticity operate on a unidirectional/monological

assumption with little thought to relational co-creation
• Authenticity is situated with identity and is relational 

• Cunliffe (2009): need for theoretical work linking leadership 
and philosophy



Leadership as context

• We reject the monological, linear mainstream 
conceptualisations of one true leadership process, opting 
for a pluralistic leadership concept manifested in discursive, 
co-creative and ongoing dialogue. 

• This fluid and boundaryless notion concerns itself not only 
with language, but with meaningful relationships in 
leadership. 

• Cunliffe (2009): an interactive process of critical and 
reflexive thinking e.g. examining and questioning “ourselves 
[identity], our actions [behavior], and the situations we find 
ourselves in [context]” in relation to others

• We respond further to the constraints of hegemonic 
leadership research by adopting the Bakhtinian posture for 
leadership: in order to know the Self, the Other is required, 
and to be in relationship is to influence in a leaderful sense.



Leader Authenticity

• Monological v. pluralistic

• Relationality and interaction

• Co-creating/revealing meaning

• Reflection v. Projection 

• Cunliffe (2009) “authenticity is about 
understanding, being responsible, and being true to 
ourselves in relation” to others and context of 
action and includes both self-reflexivity and critical-
reflexivity. Change e.g. learning comes from within



Leadership Learning

• Learning as relational identity work (Warhurst, 
2012; Karp & Helgo, 2009)

• Situated learning theory (SLT) (Lave & Wenger, 
1991): 
• differs in its theory of knowledge transfer and 

behavioural change to Bandura: 
• Occurs in authentic context, via application

• Learning as a process-relational phenomenon of 
social participation (Warhurst, 2012)

• Leadership identity work requires experiencing the 
self in new relational contexts 



Dialogue and dialogical leadership

• Discursion is often dismissed as unproductive 
because it is digressive and messy (“soup of 
strangeness”)

• Drawing on Bakhtinian dialogical imagination 
(Bakhtin, 1981), we build on fledgling theoretical 
enquiry into dialogue and position dialogical 
leadership in the realm of relationality.

• Discursiveness as a way of revealing meaning is an 
important element of dialogical imagination.



Identity Formation

• Identity as social positioning of the Subject 
(Watson, 2007): ‘the notion of who or what a 
particular person is in relation to others’ (p. 136).

• Leadership as a dynamic relational process of 
identity formation, intersubjective, aligning and 
merging with others within discourse (Warhurst, 
2012) 

• Identity is also ambiguous, fluent, and emergent



Bakhtin: Ideal interpersonal 
communication
• Vzhivanie: active empathy, an ethical theory of 

communication

• Wyman (2008) “Imbued with the values of responsibility 
and individual freedom, vzhivanie presents a vision of ideal 
interpersonal communication that … proclaims the primacy 
of emotional contact” (p. 58) and maintains boundaries.

• Human subjects are inherently embedded in the context of 
‘others’

• Ideal dialogue: Entering another consciousness whereby the 
active subject empathizes but retains unique individuality 
(Wyman)

• Social context of personhood: Is understanding the elusive 
perceived inner worlds of others as they are externalized 
possible without objectification?



Bakhtin: Identity and Aesthetic 
Activity
• Aesthetic activity both subjective and objective
• Identity is inextricably embedded with dialogic 

interaction with others. 
• Identity is co-constructed and involves the interaction 

with inner and outer worlds of a leader (English and 
Ehrlich, 2016)

• The ‘I’ projects him-or herself on to the other and 
emphasizes actively, but then withdraws to the original 
position outside the other and brings the experience to 
consciousness. 

• This return to one’s own unique position in being, from 
which the other can be objectified, constitutes 
‘aesthetic activity’ (Brandist, 2002, p. 39).



Bakhtin’s approach to social 
reality
• Dialogic 

• Intersubjective

• Comprising both/and

• Performative

• Relational 

• Co-emergent

• Becoming 

Edwards, Hawkins, & Schedlitzki (2018)



Translating dialogic ideas to 
leadership and leadership learning

• The intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial 
relationships - context

• Inextricably bound to the context

• For the purpose of leaderful engagement, a leader 
creates and co-creates leadership contexts-in-
relation, in doing so, is forced to make use of (is 
constrained by) the organizing categories of the 
broader contexts in which the leadership relational 
process is operating.



Conversation as a departure

• The dialogic text defies the expectation for conversation to 
possess immediate meaning and introduces concern for the 
ordinary moment-to-moment thought process.

• Conversation (though to an extent constrained by context) 
• Departs from orthodoxies (e.g. psychometrics)
• Offers flexibility and flow 
• Challenges analytical leadership forensics.

• Such extended conversations include and illustrate “the 
myriad of seemingly conflicting interests” (Cunliffe & 
Eriksen, 2011)

• Provide a wider lens as opposed to a microscopic scientific 
lens. 



Research process

• This study deliberately departs from category usage, 
allowing new intersubjective patterns to emerge from long 
utterances, and liberating a non-essentialised leadership to 
surface from the rigidity of the dominant dialectic. 

• This departure from debate amongst legitimised leadership 
‘beings’ and ‘knowings’ towards dialogical leadership 
exposes meaning through the long conversation and views 
loose patterns of utterances through their intertextual 
relationship and contextual meaning. 

• This opposes the aesthetic of the hyper-individual seeking 
to eclipse competition through a modern ‘my logic must 
defeat yours’ dialectic, which often dismisses discursion as 
unproductive. 



Liberating authenticity toward 
sustainable leaderful action
• By clinging to the coherency that dialectical orthodoxy maintains, 

we argue, unsustainable action persists. 

• Discourse is presented as a rationale for questioning bounded 
meaning in authenticity, echoing the arguments of Ford and 
Harding (2011) and Benjamin (as cited in Ford and Harding) 
viewing leadership as intersubjective encounters. 

• Authenticity is re-framed outside the instrumentalism of 
monological theoretical positivism

• Both parties give permission to the Other, challenging the more 
literal interpretations of theoretical frames and models, and 
seeking some measure of ‘what you really think’ authenticity. 

• Future leadership development may choose to recognise this 
fluid engagement as a ‘more authentic’ representation, further 
dislodging dominant monological orthodoxies. 



Research process

• Object: ‘long utterances’ 
• Extended discursive and digressive conversation 

between two leadership academics (could be any two 
people)

• Long conversation and loose patterns of utterances 
without immediate meaning

• Fluid, moment-to-moment engagement

• Presentation of data

• Process of analysis/results

• Interpretation and conclusions



Implications for Developing 
Leadership Capacity
• Depart from programmed input; allow and 

encourage fluent conversational encounters

• Facilitation of authentic dialogue/ideal 
interpersonal communication (Bakhtin)

• View the dialogue/conversation as process-
relational identity work situated in social 
participation in an authentic context and via 
application by allowing participants to experience 
the self in new relational contexts 



Developing Leadership Capacity: 
Example



“Soup of strangeness”
Dialogic approach presents practical challenges for 
research in terms of analysis and presentation of 
results: 

• How do we suspend categories, constructs, 
dimensions, themes etc. in order to see, hear, feel 
and experience leadership in a dialogical context, 
its situated moment, and its longitudinal impact?

• How do we present data and pursue analysis 
without regressing back to forensics?


