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→ The purpose of this paper is to use an autoethnographic approach 

to document many of the tensions, dilemmas and quandaries that 

I have experienced and am discovering in the use of practice-led 

research projects for advanced degrees in the fi eld of playwriting. 

The paper traverses a number of these projects as they have played 

out in the interfacing of creative writing and ‘substantial’ research: 

the trajectory from unconscious incompetence to unconscious 

competence; the triad tensions between creativity, lived experience 

and research both within the playwriting discipline and the research 

discipline; the fl uid articulation of methods of application across the 

creative writing and research writing ‘divide’; and the very thinking 

preferences that engage diff erent approaches to both types of writing. 

In all of this the importance of the refl ective moment (the document-

ing of ‘what has been found’) and the refl exive moment (what might 

the discoveries mean and how can the interpretation contribute to 

epistemological gain) forms an undercurrent to the deliberations. I 

end the paper with a summary of the tensions and dilemmas, and 

a short description of some of the projects taken up by some of my 

students, to indicate the application of practice-led research.
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seems to be spontaneous, immediate and ‘organic’.i 
I return to the nature of the ‘organic’ or ‘seeming 
organic’ later in this paper.ii

This learning experience may perhaps provisionally 
be articulated in another way for the playwright in 
training. It may be seen as a movement from tacit 
knowledge that is based on life-experience (rather 
than the theatre discipline), through the realisation 
of incompetence of the discipline and training in 
the discipline. Once the training is internalised, this 
training becomes the new field of tacit knowledge.

For the budding researcher, the process and trajectory 
is the same, as the researcher moves from seemingly 
‘tacit knowledge’iii about what is ‘right or wrong’ in 
the world, to the competence to justify this claim, 
using the strategies and skills required for such a 
justification. 

And yet, crucially, there is a third set of circumstances 
that is at play (besides the theatrical discipline and 
the research methods) and that set one might call ‘the 
human condition’. It is this domain that is reflected in 
the disciplines of sociology, anthropology, cultural 
studies, philosophy, political science and the like. 
As I argue below, this means that the practice-led 
researcher has to work in and through three domains 
(or paradigms or, indeed, discourse demands) – the 
creative, discipline-driven domain, the research 
domain, and the domain that will/should/can be 
brought to the reflexive practice that needs to follow 
in practice-led research.

Given the above, my argument in this paper (around 
practice-led research and playwriting) hinges on three 
interlocking dilemmas for the playwright/scholar/
researcher. Firstly, the writing skills that are required 
for the two types of outputs (play text and disserta-
tion) are radically different. Secondly, the thinking 
preferences (and related acquired competencies) of the 
writer are experienced as being almost contradictory. 
And thirdly, the interface between discoveries made 
through the process of creation and the demands of 
reflection or reflexivityiv provide an anomaly between 
justification of choices made in the creative process 
and the notion of ‘epistemological gain’ (which is the 
purpose of research), which comes about through 
theory-driven reflexivity. 

I run a programme that sets out to generate and 
develop play and film scripts for commercial and 
aesthetic consumption. However, because it results 

in a Masters qualification, I am also bound into 
the demands of this degree, namely the transfer of 
knowledge of research methods and systems and to 
have the students demonstrate competence in research 
methodology. Furthermore, creative writing that 
culminates in a play has not been seen, traditionally 
at least, as research, yet the two processes of creative 
writing and research are required to be intertwined 
in some way.v The question thus arises: how can one 
go about this intertwining and what are the problem 
areas in the process?

International practice

There are three strands of thinking about the interface 
between artistic work and research work at Masters 
level (and beyond) in the arts and tertiary education 
world in which I am operating. The first strand is 
the one used in the United States of America (USA), 
where creative work (both in terms of study fields 
and in terms of promotion and tenure for staff) has 
been separated and granted equal status to the more 
traditional understandings of research. This separa-
tion resonates in the MFA programmes on the one 
hand that foster creative output, and the MA/Ph.D 
programmes on the other that foster a history, litera-
ture and criticism approach on the other. A playwrit-
ing course, therefore, might contain some aspects 
of traditional academic pursuits in coursework and 
the like, but the central thrust lies in the (creative) 
output of plays that are written. The second strand, 
and one that currently holds sway predominantly in 
South Africa, Britain and Australia, is that the pursuit 
of academic qualifications resides in the demonstra-
tion of research capabilities, where the research is 
normally carried out on extant material, on social, 
conceptual and other conditions, and on artefacts. The 
outcome is a dissertation. This approach traditionally 
excluded the possibility of the practice of generating 
creative work, and assumes that the creative work 
that is to be analysed is created elsewhere. It is to this 
lacuna in thinking that the third strand, namely that 
of practice-led (or practice-based) research, responds 
(see Barrett & Bolt 2009; Gray & Malins 2004; and 
Leavy 2008 as examples). 

Areas of investigation

Graeme Sullivan (2004), working in the visual arts, 
opens the areas of investigation. His first strategy 
draws on the disciplines of sociology, anthropol-
ogy, and cultural studies, for example, and refers to 

“… discipline-based research that ha[s] a tradition 

This paper is a preliminary interrogation of the 
dilemmas, tensions, overlaps and quandaries that 
have been encountered in a very particular environ-
ment that is required to marry creative writing with 
a semblance of formal research endeavours. As such, 
the paper should be read as, 1) being reasonably 
speculative, 2) anecdotal in its interrogation, and, 3) 
preliminary in its findings. Notions of practice-led 
research are still emerging, in my view, particularly 
at publicly funded institutions, despite the findings of 
the National Research Foundation (NRF) commission 
on these matters (see Baxter et al 2008). 

the presentation style: Autoethnography

The style of presentation I have chosen for this paper 
is, by its very nature, an autoethnographic one (see, 
for example, Chang 2008). Haewon Chang indicates 
the threefold notion of autoethnography. In the first 
place the ‘auto’ locates the ‘I’ in the investigation. 
Secondly, the ‘ethno’ locates the context of culture and 
society (with all its complexities) that is being interro-
gated and in which the research and the researcher 
(the ‘I’) is embedded and about which the researcher 
is attempting to find ‘new knowledge’. Finally the 
‘graphics’ speak to the ‘post’ moment of writing 
about the context/culture and the ‘I’ in that culture, 
in which and through which the process of ordering 
information and making an argument/coming to 
conclusions that might lead to ‘new knowledge’ or 

‘epistemological gain’ is presented. As becomes clear, 
therefore, I write from personal experiences of being 
engaged with teaching playwriting at various levels 
(having written plays myself), from the position of a 
supervisor of advanced degrees in the arts, and from 
the position of a researcher, specifically in theatre. I 
write about (and embed my arguments in) the culture/
discourse of playwriting, the culture/discourse of 
pedagogy, the culture embedded in ‘lived experience’ 
(the discourse of living, perhaps) and the culture/
discourse of research (and the interfaces of these 
phenomena). Consequently, this paper presents some 
of the conclusions that have come out of that multiva-
lent engagement.

Writing plays is easy – after all, if I have mastered the 
language in which I am writing, if I have a fair idea of 
what makes people angry (in which case I have the 
notion of conflict under control) and because I know 
people (characters) and can engage in conversation 
(dialogue) I have all the tools I need. Of course, I have 
seen a lot of television and film, and go occasionally 
to the theatre … oh, and I have read some philosophy 

and a little sociology, so I should be all set for the 
themes that I want to develop (and, naturally, I read 
the newspapers). Writing plays is easy. I delve into 
my psyche, explore my emotions, and write what I 
discover and how I feel about ‘things’ and if I am a 
great artist (which will surely emerge when others 
judge my work) then I need not bother with supporting 
my argument at all – my idiosyncratic view of life will 
speak to all. The play’s the thing. My organic talent 
will carry me through.

Research, on the other hand, is difficult. I have to 
think about what other people think about, I have to 
use a special type of writing style and format, I have 
to support my vision and my argument by suggesting 
that other people think like I do and have the same 
or similar viewpoints that support me, and then, on 
top of all this, I have to have something new to say 
and argue. Finally, I have to attempt to be objective 
in my reasoning. Research is tough. I have to learn 
how to do this.

Unconscious incompetence  
to unconscious competence

The misnomers in the above may provisionally be 
explicated using the ‘conscious competence’ model 
of understanding the learning process (see Chapman 
2003-2010:[sa]; Cheetham & Chivers 2005). This 
model suggests that all learning follows a pathway 
that has four stations. The first station can be seen 
as the ‘unconscious incompetence’ station, where 
the playwright is unaware of what he or she does 
not know but thinks he or she knows it anyway (or 
does not think that there is anything to know). This 
position is one of the classic dilemmas in the theatre 
realm – because one can walk and talk and remember 
words, one is, ipso facto, an actor - or, to use the 
matter at hand, because one can write and converse, 
one is, ipso facto, a budding playwright. The second 
station is the notion of conscious incompetence – this 
occurs when the person realises that there exists a 
vast field of expertise that has not yet been mastered. 
The third station is the ‘conscious competence’ stage, 
which is where the person has mastered but not yet 
internalised the processes and procedures required 
for the discipline, but at least knows what needs to 
be done and therefore works deliberately (both in 
construction and evaluation) with those processes 
and procedures. The final stage is the ‘unconscious 
competence’ stage where the deliberate manipulations 
occur seemingly ‘naturally’ and the creative work 
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of using visual [theatrical]vi means of gathering 
and interpreting data” (Sullivan 2004:xiii). Such 
discipline-based research operates potentially outside 
the artwork making discipline, but uses the artwork as 
representations of data. In this approach researchers 
‘read’ the artwork and the making of the artwork for 
data around issues such as the impact on society, the 
use of the art for purposes of power or ritual, and 
the representations of gender and alterity and other 
factors. For the playwright/researcher, here, two 
matters play out. On the one hand ‘extant’ methods 
(from anthropology, sociology and the like) are 
available to examine the work that has been created, 
and secondly, the fields provide access to new ways of 
thinking about that which the playwright/researcher 
wishes to write. However, it must be pointed out that 
these methods (and the theoretical underpinnings 
that accompany them) are often specific to the ‘human 
condition’ disciplines.vii

Sullivan’s (2004:xiii) second strategy “… draws on 
areas of theatre such as [theatre] history, [theatre] 
theory and criticism. These research traditions are 
based on historical enquiry, history-based interpreta-
tive strategies and post-modern critical perspectives”. 
Nevertheless, these strategies rely on the artwork 
already developed in the material world, and not on 
the process of development itself. Again one might 
argue that this type of strategy or approach to research 
might require an extant text, but it may also be used by 
the playwright/researcher as a source of inspiration.viii

Sullivan’s final strategy brings me closer to the 
purpose of this paper. This purpose lies in what he 
calls “arts-based educational enquiry. Those who 
promote this approach see the arts as comprising a set 
of practices that help broaden the way we understand 
things and thus can be used to expand how information 
is gathered and presented” (Sullivan 2004:xiii). Central 
to this approach is that, in the writing of a play itself (in 
the process and practice of playwriting), discoveries 
can be made about life, and peoples’ understanding of 
the material, social, spiritual, economic world – ‘the 
human condition’. Playwriting is its own method for 
generating new knowledge - not just about making 
art, but about the social world itself. Conceptually, 
therefore, the act of writing a play is supposed to be 
its own methodology and fosters the new knowledge 
(or ‘epistemological gain’) that ‘emerges’ from the 
process. Whereas traditional research converges on 
an answer, practice as research allows the answer to 
emerge from the practice. This convergent/emergent 

dichotomy is the nub of the problem and Kim Vincs 
(2007:101) warns that 

 to try to impose a convergent framework on it [an 
artwork] even with the best of intentions, is doomed to 
failure. Either one ends up with a convergent, predict-
able and ultimately unoriginal artwork, which, however 
conveniently it can be articulated in the exegesis, is 
of little value to the artistic discipline in question, or 
one ends up with a clear research paradigm, but badly 
behaved, unruly artwork that refuses to be contained 
within the paradigm. 

Vincs pinpoints the tensions: if the research paradigm 
is set in stone, the artwork might or might not ‘fit’ it. If 
the artwork seems to float free in its artfulness (or in 
its ‘organic’ articulation) it is potentially very difficult 
to pinpoint or describe the emergent new knowledge. 
This is the central thrust of my argument: the problem 
lies in two triads, namely, the triad of practice, and 
the triad of research.

the triad of playwriting practice

In the first instance, there is the triad of practice, 
namely the practice itself, an exegesis of that practice 
(both generically and tied to the particular project) and 
a structured reflective/reflexive method (summarised, 
perhaps, as, 1) what I did, how and why I did it, 2) 
what I think it means and 3) what I have learned from 
it that might be useful for others). This I would argue 
is contained in the discursive practices of the theatri-
cal and, within this, the practice of playwriting. Yet 
even here one finds one of the central anomalies: in 
speculating on ‘what it is that I have learned’, do I 
find the possible answer in the task of writing (the 
theatrical discursive practice), or do I find the possible 
answer embedded in the human condition (or both, 
for that matter)?

An example might illustrate this anomaly. A playwright 
is exploring the interface between writing dialogue 
and ‘writing power’. The research could go either way 

– an exploration and demonstration of what happens 
to dialogue formation because of power imbalances 
between characters, or, the discovery (in and through 
the actual writing process) of the difficulty of writing 
power imbalances into dialogue when the writer is 
male, and the character situations fluctuate across 
gender differences. This latter condition might speak 
to the debilitating effect of ‘political correctness’ 
versus stereotyping or profiling and these discoveries 
might come to the fore through the writing process 

and through reflection on the act of writing. The 
question then, is, whether this epistemological gain 
is of use only to the writer/researcher, or does it have 
wider ‘validity’ as ‘new knowledge’?

This situation is compounded by a time factor. In the 
first place, in the interrogation of power and power 
dynamics, to what extent should the playwright access 
current political and sociological trends (and indeed 
linguistics and pragmatism) in thinking around the 
matter, for dialogue (and character) development, 
before writing the play (working, therefore, ‘against’ 
the simply ‘organic thesis’ that there is something 
going on there, based on ‘my’ experiences)? In other 
words, should the writer access the theory first and 
then write the play? Alternatively, should the access-
ing of theory occur after writing the play (where I 
might simply be looking for a theory that supports 
my ‘discoveries’)? If I access theory before the writing, 
might this not sully the organic writing process, and 
if I do it afterwards, might I not discover that the 
conceptualisation from which I worked was extremely 
narrow? Whichever choice is made, one is still 
hemmed in for substantiation of the choices made in 
the dialogue and character construction, particularly 
by elements that are not discipline specific. One also 
notes how difficult it is not to consider the ‘human 
condition’ moments despite the fact that the thrust of 
the practice-led research in this example is situated 
around the dialogue writing process itself.ix

the triad of research

The second triad plays out in the discourse of research 
practice, namely the practice itself, the discourse 
of knowledge generation (research methods) and 
the discourse of knowledge presentation (research 
rhetoric). It is the interplay between the discourse of 
research practice and the discourse of playwriting 
practice that I now pursue. I first make a leap to the 
notions of creativity. R. Keith Sawyer (2006:58-70) 
suggests that in creativity there are a number of stages 
in the creative process, which he demonstrates in the 
following manner. Once a problem has been identified, 
there is a period of preparation (where brainstorming 
or data gathering might occur), and this is followed by 
a time of incubation where the data is processed. This 
leads to the third stage, which is a moment of insight 
as the patterns and structures, for example, seem to 
gel cognitively, and the final stage is one of verifica-
tion. This final stage has two operations namely a 
strategy of evaluation, and a strategy for elabora-
tion. The evaluation is a reflective/reflexive action on 

work generated, and the elaboration calls for strategic 
action planning so that the work can progress. It must 
be remembered that this creative trajectory occurs 
both at the completion of a work (or drafts of a work), 
but also from moment to moment. Finally, in the case 
of a play for example, the creative action is presented 
in an artistic output.x

In research one might see a similar trajectory: a 
problem is generated out of the preparatory literature 
review; data is gathered following set procedures 
or methods, data is then analysed, the analysis is 
then interpreted to demonstrate conclusions, and 
the process and the conclusions are represented in a 
written dissertation, or a journal article.

Interpretation, verification, evaluation  
and method

Nevertheless, the central tension is illustrated at a 
particular moment: in the creative act, what discursive 
strategy is to be used for the purposes of the evalua-
tion (as part of the verification), and, in the research 
moment, what discursive strategy is to be used at 
the moment of interpretation? In the creative act of 
playwriting there might be two (or more) discursive 
strategies at play. One generally accepted discourse 
of practice in theatre is that formulated by Aristotle.

xi Aristotle’s six categories (of Plot, Character, Theme, 
Diction, Musicality and Spectacle or Visual Adornment, 
or Mythos, Ethos, Dianoia, Lexis, Melos and Opsis) 
(Carlson 1984) are useful here. The central tenet is 
that a play presents a plot, but this plot is placed 
before an audience through characters that interact. 
For the plot to be meaningful it requires a point that 
needs to be made, and that is the theme (which may 
indeed be the point that the playwright wishes to 
make or explore). The characters in the plot present 
themselves through dialogue and through operating in 
an environment (causing the spectacle) and the entire 
matter is structured to flow through time and space. 
Each of these categories has their own discursive 
demands and these are interwoven and inter-reliant.

xii At the end of the play the audience is moved, for 
example, to another understanding of life. In this 
sense, therefore, the evaluation of the efficacy of the 
play draws on the (Aristotelian) discourse of practice 
for playwriting embedded in the writer’s competence 
in that discourse. One might argue, therefore, that 
engaging a practice-led research project that follows 
this trajectory might be a ‘formalist’ approach.
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A second generally accepted theatrical discourse 
of practice is useful here, too. If plays are written 
to be performed, this means that the actors that 
perform the plays need to be able to access the ‘data’ 
in the text; it therefore makes sense for the writer to 
embed the data in the play. The text (or playwright), 
therefore, draws on the discourse of the practice of 
acting, and here, for example, one might refer to the 
work of Konstantin Stanislavsky. Cynthia Carnicke 
(2009) provides one with a fair understanding of 
this approach (see also Baron & Carnicke (2008) and 
Benedetti (1998)). In summary, an actor explores the 
‘Given Circumstances’ of the play (that is, all the bits 
of data that are embedded in the text, and about the 
text, that will assist in developing a character that 
will have a logical trajectory in the performance),xiii 
and then, in preparation for character representation 
(that is to say, ‘acting’ the character) the actor ‘asks’, 
through the eyes of the character, ‘what do I want to 
achieve (the objective or task); why do I wish to achieve 
it (the motivation); what do I do to achieve (the action); 
what gets in my way (the problems or obstacles); and 
how do I plan to get around them (the circumvention 
actions)? Thus the writer, in the moment of evalua-
tion, can turn to these analytical strategies of the 
actor to evaluate the efficacy of his or her writing. 
Interweaving Stanislavsky with Aristotle provides 
a combined discourse of practice – working ‘inside’ 
the text, as an actor, the evaluation can follow the 
Stanislavsky approach, and working ‘outside’ the text, 
(in the way of a literary analysis, for example) the 
evaluation can draw on an Aristotelian exegesis. Such 
a discourse of practice allows for the conversion of an 
aesthetic evaluation of writing to at least a documenta-
tion of the decision-making process.xv Whether this 
process generates new knowledge (or epistemological 
gain) is the question, or whether it simply provides an 
exegesis and subsequent justification, is the dilemma 
of the expectations of the research paradigm. 

Turning to research, one discovers two discursive 
strategies at play, namely the discourse of method, 
and the discourse of interpretation. In the case of 
discourse of method most practice-led research aligns 
itself with qualitative research methods (for example, 
autoethnography), and beyond, as this integrates the 
research into lived experience (both of the research 
topic and participants, and of the researcher). An 
autoethnographic-type research method is ideal here, 
as the researcher/artist is engaged with the process 
of creating and the process of creating something 
(see, for example, Chang 2008; Denzin 2003, 1996). 
Rich data from lived experience, coupled with thick 

descriptions (that is to say, complex, detailed and 
nuanced descriptions of the field of enquiry and 
discovery) and the diverse strategies for such thick 
descriptions allow for an analytical moment. The 
interpretation is often then embedded in conceptual 
frameworks (epistemological and ontological). As in 
all qualitative research, the notions of trustworthi-
ness and reliability enter the frame. The results of the 
interpretation are then embedded in the discourse 
of research rhetoric and this is the point that lies 
at the core of this paper: the discourse of research 
rhetoric and the discourse of playwriting rhetoric are 
in tension and the types of results may clash.

Differing learning preferences and  
learning styles

There is, however, another variable that enters the 
frame, and I offer this around the notion of whole-
brain thinking and learning preferences, defined by 
Ned Herrmann (1995) and others.xv The purpose of my 
discussion in this section of the paper is to trace the 
trajectory of thinking styles in the creative process, on 
the one hand, as opposed, on the other, to the analyti-
cal process. In this metaphorical model of preference 
the brain is ‘divided’ into four quadrants that display 
particular preferential approaches to engaging with 
the world. The definitions reveal that preferences do 
not automatically imply abilities, but that there is some 
correlation between the two concepts, simply because 
of the process of reinforcement.xvi The left upper 
quadrant (Upper left - A) suggests a strong factual 
engagement, and the lower quadrant (Lower left - B) 
a strong form-giving approach. On the right the lower 
quadrant (Lower right - C) works with an experiential 
approach, engaging the senses and the upper quadrant 
(Upper right - D) taps into the intuitive and the specula-
tive. These four quadrants can be seen, thus as Fact (A), 
Form (B), Feeling (C), and Fantasy (D). Two points need 
to be acknowledged. Firstly, there is no exclusivity, 
as all four quadrants have to function together, but 
certain quadrants may be more dominant than others 
due to personal preferences. Secondly, Herrmann 
(1995) argues that for deep learning to occur, all 
four quadrants need to be engaged. However, even 
a cursory interrogation of the notion of practice-led 
research indicates that research demands an engage-
ment with Fact and Form (that is to say cognition 
and structure) whereas the creative approach would 
need to tap into the Feeling and Fantasy engagement. 
Acknowledging that a play needs structure (or form) 
and that, alternatively, research requires some vision 
of the future, one can still observe that the dominant 

approach for the discourse of practice for writing falls 
into the metaphorical Feeling and Fantasy quadrants, 
and the discourse of research falls into the metaphori-
cal Fact and Form quadrants. 

The key concern here is the sequencing of activities 
encouraged by the separation of tasks, and the results 
that might be generated from this separation and 
sequencing. If the Feeling and Fantasy are accessed and 
exploited first – the so-called ‘organic’ approach – does 
the interpretation of the output not simply become a 
justification of the established play? Alternatively, if 
the Fact and Form – the classic research paradigm 
expectations – are accessed first, does this lead to a 
text that is either not ‘organic,’ or is structured so as to 
make the analysis ‘easier and more pertinent’ (this is 
the dilemma raised by Vincs, as I have outlined above).

Even assuming that there can be a bridging of the two, 
one is left with two other tensions. In the first instance, 
the presentation of the research results offers diverse 
methods of representation. For the creative practice-
led research the representation should or could be 
the play itself. For ‘traditional’ research it is the 
dissertation. In both instances the findings present 
a reflection on the outcomes of the research. For the 
playwright working in a practice-led research domain, 
the demands are a reflection on the results captured 
in or demonstrated by the play itself. In other words, 
the writer, engaging with lived experience and the 
demands of the discipline, ‘presents’ the results of the 
cogitation in the play. The play is the reflexive act in 
and of itself. However, if this has to be ‘transposed’ to 
the demands of research, the dissertation can become 
a reflexive act on the reflexive act that is contained 
in the play.

The key difference is in the so-called generation of 
new knowledge, insights, understanding and the like. 
One could argue that the new knowledge or episte-
mological gain is generated in the audience/reader 
as the play emerges, both in the sense of the action 
unfolding and meaning emerging in the course of 
the play, and in the sense that the open-endedness of 
the creative act allows for divergent interpretations 
to emerge in the audience.xvii On the other hand, in 
research, the meaning should converge on a conclu-
sion of some sort and therefore the control over the 
parameters of the conclusive interpretation is to be 
valued. New knowledge converges from the analysis 
and the interpretation.

Levels of engagement and experience

A further dilemma is a pedagogical one, and it refers 
to the level of engagement with both discourses. It 
can be argued that a student is far more conversant 
with the discourse of practice of playwriting at a 
Masters level (indeed, a level of tacit knowledge and 
‘unconscious competence’ has been reached, and the 
Feeling and Fantasy preferences have been enhanced 
by the creative training that is the forerunner to the 
Masters), but the discourse of research at that level 
is only emerging. Furthermore, often the discourse 
of the discipline that might be used to interrogate 
the play’s findings from the viewpoint of the ‘human 
condition’ is thin or, at best, burgeoning at the start of 
the process.xviii (It might also be argued, speculatively, 
that a younger student playwright’s level of maturity 
means that the ‘lived experience’ aspect/‘discourse’ 
is not as developed as the other two discourses in the 
areas under investigation by that playwright). Thus 
the tensions between the two (or three) discourses 
drag the process in different directions.

the problem in a nutshell

Given all of this one can see the dilemmas of the 
playwright in a practice-led research project. It is 
feasible to argue that the playwright, in making a 
decision about a particular event to be portrayed, or 
a line of dialogue to be constructed, is confronted 
by making potentially debilitating choices – should 
the action or the dialogue be shaped by the necessity 
to provide research-worthy justifications for them 
(whether these are discipline specific or ‘human 
condition’ specific is of little difference), or should 
the artistic (the ‘organic,’ development, or the 
developed unconscious competence in the discipline 
and in the ‘lived experience’ of the writer) be used 
as the basis, accepting that the result might not be 
viable for research purposes? Does one write the 
play and be damned, and then engage in what Estelle 
Barrett (2009:135) has called “auto-connoisseurship”, 
explaining (for those who don’t ‘get’ it) what the play is 
about?xix Alternatively, does one shelve the play as an 
artistic endeavour, and be satisfied with the Masters 
degree as a research engagement, acknowledging 
that the play is skewed to make the research point? 
Whichever way one decides to go, what criteria do the 
assessors then bring to the research and to the play?
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I do not know the answers to these ‘seeming’ contra-
dictions and tensions. Perhaps it is an easy way out 
simply to indicate that there must be a dialogue on 
these matters. This paper is an attempt at document-
ing my explorations of the dilemmas – a kind of 
autoethnographic approach. Indeed, in my view, 
autoethnography is set to become more and more 
important as a method to trace the trajectories of the 
discoveries made in and through practice-led research. 
Fundamentally, then, the dialogues are:

 • between Feeling and Fantasy on the one side, and 
Form and Fact on the other

 • between discourse of practice of plays and the 
theatre on the one side, and the discourse of practice 
of research on the other

 • between unconscious competence and tacit 
knowledge in terms of theatre on the one side, and 
a burgeoning research endeavour on the other

 • between extant qualitative methods and method-
ologies on the one side, and developing appropri-
ate methods and methodologies for practice-led 
research on the other

 • between knowledge and insight formalised into 
a research report on the one side (convergent 
thinking), and multivalent and perhaps idiosyn-
cratic and personalised knowledge and insight 
emerging both in the writing trajectory and the 
assessment and reading of the creative output on 
the other (see, for example, Haseman 2007)

 • within the practice-led research community an 
attempt to move forward in this tension between 
creativity leading to artistic output on the one hand, 
and a need for new methods of academic rigour and 
assessment on the other.

In terms of playwriting I have a number of practice-led 
research projects that I am supervising, both in terms 
of ‘human condition’ discoveries, and discipline-
specific discoveries. All are exciting and challenging 
and show the potential for ‘epistemological gain’. These 
projects are emergent, but a short summary perhaps 
indicates some of the paths that are being explored.xx 
One project interrogates the problems around politi-
cal correctness in the writing process (thus engaging 

with how characters and situations might become 
‘distorted’ because of the writer’s own ‘lived experi-
ence’ – indeed, the pervasiveness of problems around 
political correctness was only ‘discovered’ because 
the creative project was not ‘working organically’); 
two projects are using particular, non-writing theatre 
disciplines to interrogate how these disciplines might 
effectively be used in play construction (the develop-
ment of the theory is being used to shape the play, but 
at the same time the strengths and weaknesses of this 
type of theoretical approach are being gauged, and 
therefore this type of practice-led research draws on 
the discipline, uses the discipline, and, as the students 
and I believe, can enhance the discipline); and one 
project is using the development of a play to document 
specific cultural clashes in society, with the task of 
determining whether the growth of the play offers 
potential answers to the cultural clash (in this case 
the play becomes a ‘playing out’ of the lived experience 
to contribute to the lived condition). In all of these 
cases three things are emerging as we traverse the 
terrain of the particular investigations. Firstly, given 
the dual demands of creative writing and research 
we are finding new ways of dealing with the possible 
creative and research driven quandaries; secondly, we 
are realising how important the reflective/reflexive 
process is in tracing, documenting and theorising 
the discoveries (and are compelled to find adequate 
and effect methods to do this) and finally, we are 
building the theory around what we are doing. In many 
ways, the projects are turning into an overarching 
autoethnographic project on practice-led research. 
This paper, as I indicated in the beginning, is one of 
the first attempts at outlining the project.

Practice-led research, despite the anomalies (which 
may, eventually, only appear to be institutional) is 
a valid (and exciting) approach to research, and it 
enriches the writing experience and output. Despite 
the emergent nature of this type of research discourse, 
its validity, impact on the ‘lived experience’ of society 
and the growth of disciplines has the potential, in 
my view, to become extraordinary. This impact, it 
is my firm opinion, will eventually stand or fall on 
the necessity to reflect the practice in the practice, 
reflect the lived experience in and through the practice, 
reflect on the practice in research and reflect on the 
lived experience through the prism of research. The 
key is in the difference between reflective and reflexive 
practice.

endnotes

i. Tangentially one could perhaps argue that it is this tacit moment of unconscious competence that Malcolm Gladwell 
(2008) argues is casually called “talent”. As he suggests, “innate talent” is, in fact, acquired through hard work and long 
hours of difficult problem solving.

ii. This conscious and unconscious competence argument is neatly traced in the work of Johan Rauch (2010).

iii. As one approaches an attempt to theorise the situation one can see that ‘seeming tacit knowledge,’ as evidenced in 
unconscious incompetence, resonates with the notions of ideological interpellation, for example, or the assumption 
of paradigm inevitability. In other words, the seeming inevitability of ‘correctness,’ ‘value’ or ‘appropriateness to the 
situation at hand might indeed be the case, but it might equally be argued to be a production of ideological ‘penetration’ 
and acceptance.

iv. I make a separation between ‘reflection’ and ‘reflexivity’ deliberately. ‘Reflection’ for my purposes refers to the ability of 
the artist or the researcher to capture or reflect the lived experience of society – in this sense ‘reflection’ resonates with 

‘mirroring’. ‘Reflexivity’ on the other hand, implies the engagement with the reflection, either in terms of a testing of the 
reflection against theory, or, and this becomes more important for practice-led creative research such as playwriting, 
an honest engagement by the artist/scholar with the discoveries made during the practice or the creative act (the 
act of self-reflexivity). Central to this engagement is the tension between the ‘justifications’ of choice (a defending of 
decisions made, as it were) on the one hand, and the search for new insights that have come about because of the creative 
act – the so-called ‘epistemological gain’ consideration. Bluntly put, I argue that practice-led research should generate 
epistemological gain through reflexivity, but the danger is that the creative practice is simply justified using a theoretical 
model. The difference lies between ‘I did this, and, guess what – the theory supports this’ as opposed to ‘I did this, the 
theory was supposed to support this, but there is something else going on here that the practice seems to suggest 
contradicts (for example) the theory’. It is the latter point (namely that only the practice can generate the reflexive 
moment) that validates practice-led research as valid research, and that reflexive moment can be aesthetic (which would 
make it discipline specific) or embedded in ‘the human condition’ (see Bolton 2005).

v. I have argued that artistic output is research output, elsewhere (see Munro 2009).

vi. I have inserted the word ‘theatrical’ next to visual to align the argument that Sullivan makes to my own. Sullivan’s use of 
the visual implies the creative act that leads to a visual presentation, and it is this line of argument that I have followed 
here, namely that the creative act leads to a theatrical presentation (either as text, in my case, or in performance).

vii. From a playwriting perspective the work of ethnodrama begins to straddle this approach (see Saldana (2008) and the 
extended bibliography to that article as an example).

viii. By way of example, in the film environment, and particularly in the writing and making of films that deal with historical 
events and characters, there is an engaging debate as to how history and film-making interface. One of the key figures in 
this debate is Robert Rosenstone (2006).
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ix. Marguerite McRobert (2010) has sounded a warning in this regard (tangentially, perhaps), when she critiques writing 
programmes at universities that appear to accept that the form (or formal) elements of the writing process are already in 
place and need not be taught, and so the programmes concentrate on the theories of the human condition. She argues for 
the teaching of structure, as well. This notion speaks directly to the issue around the interface of technique and content. 

x. For some fascinating work integrating the Sawyer creativity model with Sawyer’s socio-cultural model and the notions of 
the various competence and incompetence models outlined above, see Rauch 2010.

xi. The two that I have opted for – the Aristotelian and the Stanislavskian – are by no means exhaustive lists of possibilities 
of discursive practice. They are simply used here as examples.

xii. Much of the semiotic work of Keir Elam (1988), for example, is around these potential different discursive strategies.

xiii. In the next section I refer to Clifford Geertz’s (1973:3-30) notion of ‘thick description’, the purpose of which is to make 
sense of the action of the people in the ethnographic research he/she is undertaking. There are strong correlations 
between the two methods.

xiv. Sharon Marie Carnicke (2009), in her exegesis of the Stanislavsky approach, uses the Russian words for these approaches, 
and points out how his meanings and the ones that have become embedded in western acting practice differ. I have 
stayed with the western acting practice here.

xv.  See specifically Munro & Coetzee (2007).

xvi. This is captured in the concept of ‘I like what I do, and I do what I like’. This does not preclude the possibility of someone 
doing things extremely well that they are not particularly enamoured of.

xvii. Centrally, but perhaps controversially, this is the very approach on validity and reliability that lies at the heart of 
qualitative research, namely that the thick description generated by the analysis of the data is recognised by the reader 
as being typical to his or her situation and therefore the conclusions reached can be ‘generalised’ and applied to the 
reader’s situation. In quantitative research, alternatively, the validity lies in the correct use of methods, and these are 
reflected in the presentation of the results – the article, for example.

xviii. Indeed, this is always the dilemma with interdisciplinary research at Masters level. There is an assumption of equal 
competence in all disciplinary practices related to the study or the research at hand – a situation that might not 
necessarily be the case.

xix. I have been involved in a number of peer-reviews of articles written from the practice-led trajectory, and by and large 
this is the problem – the justification approach, assuming that exegesis is necessary for the audience, as opposed to the 
reflexive approach, that points to new, emerging, epistemological gain.

xx. I have refrained from providing bibliographic detail on these projects as they have not been completed – the possible 
epistemological gain (if any) can only be determined at the end of the project. The references should become clearer once 
the work enters the public domain.


