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What people are saying about An Imaginoscope for Organizers

While imagination is one of the most important topics in organization theory and design, it is unfortunately one of the least studied. This book by Monika Kostera fills this gap by allowing readers to rediscover their imaginative faculties through a series of experiments, starting with language. By changing the perspective of observers and actors of organizational life, she invites them to participate in the imaginoscopic transmutation of the world of work.

Professor Ghislain Deslandes, ESCP Business School

Every once and a while someone from organizational studies writes something that extends far beyond the boundaries and limits of the field, whereby they achieve negentropy. That is, ideas and writing that give us energy and hope. This is what Monika Kostera has achieved here; it is a book of pedagogical ideas, a response to teaching during the Covid pandemic, an exploration of ethnographic phenomenology and a political statement. Not only is the text poetically powerful; it is rich in ‘imaginiscope’ suggestions, possibilities and interactions, creating a liminal space that we the readers will be eager to enter into and engage with.

Professor Hugo Letiche, Institut Mines-TBS Evry/Paris; The Magic of Organization (edited with J-L Moriceau)
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To Ilaria Boncori, who inspired me to write this book after having seen a picture I made of Diana’s Well in Lectoure. To Beata Nowak, who introduced me to the history of the original ‘imaginescope’ and told me of the kaleidoscopes that she had made, real and imagined.

And to my students. Thank you, beautiful humans!





Introduction


Just before

just before the wave comes

things lie flat on the ground,

and flutter. some bored,

many restless;

one by one by one,

they do not make up

a whole. (Monika Kostera, 2021)
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Liminal times

Just like the biodiversity of our planet is steadily and alarmingly decreasing – this process has been accelerating in recent years – so is the diversity of the social imaginarium also rapidly diminishing. Philosopher and poet Franco ‘Bifo’ Berardi (2019) depicts a social world of imaginative impotence, where preconfigured forms are acquiring a monopolistic status. These forms are technologically and financially driven and forcefully define and limit human creativity. Only the given can be imagined, more of the same: more growth, more pollution, more profits for the billionaires, more inequality…To many of us the outlook does not seem to be very promising. It invites thoughts of extinction, dissipation, collapse.

One hundred years ago, Irish poet William Butler Yeats (1921) wrote the following famous line: ‘Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold’. His poem The Second Coming portrays a world where sheer chaos is released upon human kind. ‘The ceremony of innocence is drowned’ the poem proclaims; the worst of us are full of ‘passionate intensity’ and the best ‘lack all conviction’. A similar if less poetic image appears in the writings of contemporary thinkers, invoking philosopher and political theorist Antonio Gramsci’s (1971) metaphor of the interregnum, a time when


[t]he old is dying and the new cannot be born. In this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms can appear (p. 556).



Sociologist Zygmunt Bauman (2012), philosopher Edgar Morin (2020) and economist Wolfgang Streeck (2017) all believe we currently live in a time of profound interregnum. Big social structures are dissipating and the socio-economic system that embraces all the important institutions and organizations is dysfunctional. Yet there is no new working system on the horizon. The sanitary, ecological and economic crises are accompanied by a major crisis of imagination. It feels bleak and it looks bleak – and no good news seems to be in sight or, indeed, possible. It is simultaneously a time of conflicting and loud ideas, of sharp polarizations and a kind of feeling of emptiness, a void containing no hope of resolution. In the past there always were more or less utopian visions at hand in times of crisis: of heavenly Jerusalem, of a new golden age, of a perfectly peaceful communism. Nowadays the choice seems to be between one antiquated set of social structures and another, as obsolete, based on rampant nationalism and xenophobia.

The centre does not hold, but it is constantly condensing and concentrating, locking in on itself, while using up the resources that surround it. It consists of distilled power, devouring everything in its surroundings. It is like a white dwarf star slowly turning into a black hole. Processes of entropy define the dominant dynamic of systemic death: whoever decides to ride these processes seems to be gaining power and wealth. It seems that only ruthless, irresponsible and nihilistic actions lead to prominence and recognition. Resistance truly seems to be futile. Capitalism is dying and it seems to want to take us all down with it. It has not always been like this.

Western capitalism in the last century, despite undergoing some serious crises, was capable of self-regulation. It was driven by mechanisms of negative feedback, which were used (sooner or later) as a correction of control systems (Obłój and Koźmiński, 1989). It means that feedback signals are used to alter the parameters and modes of how the system works. For example, this is how the thermostat works: when the temperature surpasses certain levels, it triggers an alteration in the heating system causing it to regulate itself to either lower (if it is too hot) or turn up (if it is too cold) the temperature. Applied to big socio-economic systems, it means that negative signals cause an alteration in the way that the system is managed. In times of rampant unemployment new legislation finally appears, protecting employees in relation to the employers. Women demand equal pay for equal work and after times of protest and struggle the system finally incorporates some adjustments in this respect. People unionize and demand more free time and finally the battle has some effects and paid leave is extended for the workforce.

Since the 1980s, neoliberal capitalism has abandoned this mode of social renewal and adopted instead a different control mechanism, based on positive feedback. Now, instead, corrective signals lead to the enhancement of existing processes. Social protests against the worsening of work conditions and a de facto decrease of standard pay in developed countries have led to the moving of production to poor countries where the employees are paid much less, and work conditions are much worse, creating massive unemployment in former industrialized areas. Protests against wars, inequality, racism, seem to be leading nowhere, only attracting more and more open institutionalized violence and persecution. Imagine a broken radiator: when it gets too hot, a broken mechanism gone barking mad turns the heating up even more. That is how neoliberalism works. It produces vicious loops of responses to problems based on the logic of ‘more of the same’. We end up in a wildly lopsided world, profoundly out of balance. Economic journalist Grace Blakely (2020) depicts a world where the power of trade unions has been all but crushed, the management of organizations has become almost completely financialized, most powerful institutions are operating outside of democratic control and towards aims that are divorced from categories of the common good. Economist Guy Standing (2019) argues that the common good had been depleted, even robbed, and transformed into a source for further and seemingly endless enrichment of increasingly anonymous investment funds. The system is dead but it is still feeding on the living planet we all inhabit. And yet it is more and more desperately obvious to many of us, humans, that we cannot continue on this path, lest we destroy our civilization and maybe the whole planet too.

And yet there does not seem to be a way out, there is no alternative, to use the famous catchphrase of British prime minister Margaret Thatcher. That is another effect of a system controlled by positive feedback loops; it leads constantly and persistently to the enhancement of existing processes. This unifies power and consolidates the system. At the same time, it prevents regeneration, renewal and adaptation to an increasingly complex environment. Power in a complex system should not be uniform, but rather reflect its complexity. The cybernetic law of requisite variety (Ashby, 1958) posits that the complexity of the regulator should match the complexity of the controlled system: the number of states that its control mechanism is capable of attaining (its variety) must be greater than or equal to the number of states in the system being controlled if the system is to keep stable. Applied to social systems such as organizations and institutions, it means that management needs to be at least as complex and diverse as the organization managed. Not just to keep an equilibrium but to be able to develop. Systems learn by negative feedback and with the number of feedback loops the learning gets increasingly profound; from the simple corrections of the thermostat, via looking for causes (double loop learning) to learning how to learn (triple loop). But with positive (instead of negative) feedback as the main regulatory mechanism, the system ceases to learn. It also loses its memory. Neoliberalism is capitalism that has lost its memory: it is a system suffering from dementia. It is unable to learn and lacks imagination. This – at a time when we need alternatives more than ever to leave the void of the interregnum collectively and construct a new system that would be more humane and ecologically sound than the former one. It is a liminal situation and a liminal time, and it calls for extra power of imagination.

Anthropologist Victor Turner (1970) described the liminal as the middle stage in rites of passage, betwixt and between ordinary social interactions, when people play social roles according to their rank, profession, age, status and so on. When people progress between roles, cultures provide them with rites of passage. They transport a person from one role to another with an indeterminate phase in between. This transitional moment is called the liminal phase. During this period people experience uncertainty and have little control over what is happening and even less sense of stability. However, it is a moment of great potential; hierarchies can be altered, even reversed, continuity of the traditional system may become questioned, and new scenarios for communication developed. These powerful moments can bring about change and renewal not just for the person concerned but for the whole society. But they can also unleash destruction, anxiety and disquiet. They are essential for re-birth and regeneration but difficult to make sense of using the categories and narratives of the old role, or old structures of meaning.

The interregnum is a kind of collective super-liminal period. Most books and articles depicting the interregnum of our times and pondering how to get out of the toxic limbo, speak of the necessity of crossing a systemic void, getting from the deterministic course towards destruction to a future system which would make it possible to preserve life and give humans a hope. This book addresses the void itself, seen as a liminal space/time, betwixt between working and more stable systems with defined social roles, problem solutions and language for communication in and about organizations. This book proposes to use this time by turning to imagination and reverie – a natural and fruitful response to such times as we now inhabit, as philosopher Gilles Hieronimus (2020) advises. For this a special capability is crucial.




Negative capability

Romantic poet John Keats speaks of the


Negative Capability, that is when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason – Coleridge, for instance, would let go by a fine isolated verisimilitude caught from the Penetralium of mystery, from being incapable of remaining content with half knowledge (Keats, 1958, pp. 193–4).



Negative here does not mean something bad, wrong or lacking – it is a way of embracing mystery. There exists a form of theology, apophatic theology, also known as via negativa, which is a quest for God by negation, by pointing out what cannot be said or defined about the godhead. What is beyond perception can, according to this way of thinking, only be grasped by not grasping. In a similar vein, the ‘negative’ in negative capability implies an ability to refrain from defining and categorizing, not necessarily by proclaiming what it is not but by desisting to name everything we see. Keats advises to practise it not so much for theological purposes (and he rejected conventional Christianity) but as a way of being in the world. He viewed negative capability as a way of confronting what we cannot understand, through abstaining from the nascent urge to explain. Aimed at the human subject as much as at the surrounding world, it represents a kind of doubt about the relationship between who we are and what we see. To have negative capability is to know how to prolong attention, to refrain from rationalizations or conclusions when we encounter that which defies comprehension. This approach encompasses both modesty and bravery. Modesty, because we thus admit that we do not understand something. Bravery, because it is human to name and tame, even before we take a good look at something. But there is more to it than that. Keats considers negative capability to be a way of gaining new insight – by way of refusing to immediately recognize and know. There is an ocean of truth all around us – to borrow the beautiful metaphor of American novelist Ursula Le Guin (1995) in Four Ways to Forgiveness. We cast out a net onto it and bring back only a fragment, a particle, a flash of what is infinite, inexhaustible, unknowable. Human knowledge is fragmentary, local, essentially arbitrary – which does not mean irrelevant, or unimportant. On the contrary, every grain of truth is a reflection of something immense. If we dare to question our own assumptions, this grain may be able to teach us something new.

To Keats, this does not mean the adoption of an inquisitive distance, as it does not have to mean to us, in today’s turbulent world. A sense of mystery is not a disinterested pursuit for its own sake, or for knowledge as such, it is a quest for something greater than ourselves: ‘with a great poet the sense of Beauty overcomes every other consideration, or rather obliterates all consideration’ (Keats, 1958). A poet is ready to give up ‘reaching after fact & reason’ (ibid.) to strive for the intensity of presence that is art.

Negative capability is important not just to poets but to all of us, including organizers. Organization theorist Robert French (2001) upholds the value it has for organizational change. Change is threatening and the typical organizational reactions to it are, on the one hand, ‘management of change’, or impositions of rules that aim at forcing the organization into a scenario of development that leaves little or no space for fluctuation and adaptation. On the other hand, employees fear that every change will be for the worse, and with considerable reason. As one of my students put it some time ago: even single change introduced in recent years has been for the worse. Small wonder people resist such change, if they can, or numbly go along with it, seeing ‘no alternative’ and losing heart. Instead of this French reminds organizers of Keats’ negative capability, which would signify a completely new managerial approach to change: to live with it and tolerate ambiguity and paradox. Negative capability embraces the poetic imagination instead of ideologies of control based on what French, after Needleman, regards as dispersal of energy by strategies implying rushing into action, breaking down problems into manageable bits. Negative capability would help organizational participants to learn and have one’s mind changed. It involves the development of mature intuition of all participants.

Leadership also stands to gain much from negative capability, as it encourages leaders to be open to the world and to others, accepting that one cannot know or understand everything (Simpson, French and Harvey, 2002). The ‘reflexive inaction’ of the leader means the ability to wait, refrain from fast decisions, to listen and to observe. It is the opposite of the current culture of rapid reaction and performativity, so it is unlikely to gain many followers in the present mainstream of management education. But it is definitely a useful alternative. French philosopher Ghislain Deslandes (2020) calls this alternative ‘weak management’. It is an approach to management based on a human conception of control, recognition of fallibility, attention to weak signals. Nowadays it forms a radical alternative but it is rooted in ancient wisdom: by renouncing aspirations to omnipotence a leader becomes truly capable and able to face responsibility.

These are important issues. But negative capability is not just something for managers and leaders. In today’s profoundly uncertain times it can help human beings to simply stay sane. Humans crave sense as much as we crave water and bread. With negative capability we can experience doubt and hold on to it, without immediately having to resort into one of the existing categories: conservative, liberal, national, foreign. Instead of fighting wars for an excluding nation or a fixed identity, we can remain, for a time, open to the world even in the state of current disarray. This state of mind can help us to doubt and examine, search and persist, and not be satisfied or dulled by the seemingly obvious and inevitable. It enables radical questioning not only of commonly held truths but of the assumptions that they are constructed upon. And in order to communicate and make sense of the world despite not hurrying to name it and categorize away, we may need something instead of ready labels that is just as human as the customary definitions. We need imaginative stories.

At the 2014 US National Book Awards, Ursula Le Guin expressed a conviction that writers can imagine and tell of a different world than the one we, today, tend to see as the only one possible. ‘We live in capitalism,’ she said,


its power seems inescapable,’ but then, so did the divine right of kings. Any human power can be resisted and changed by human beings. Resistance and change often begin in art. Very often in our art, the art of words (Le Guin, 2014).



Not just professional writers, but all of us can do that, by freeing the artists and storytellers in ourselves as well: in sociologists, engineers, electricians, politicians and cleaners. Nobody will fight for a better world without seeing it first. Each springtime of the peoples has its stories and poems, music and art. They tend to come first. Only later arrive the theories, ideologies, policies. According to psychologist Jerome Bruner (1991) stories are part and parcel of who we are as human beings and how we communicate and make sense of the world. Humans put experience and wisdom into stories. We tell stories to learn and to teach but also out of a need for sociality, sharing and passing on something that turns into common good when narrated to others. Organization complexity theorist Hugo Letiche (2021) upholds that stories have the distinctive capacity to express layered complexity and adopt a multi-perspective view, while at the same time being vivid, meaningful and direct.

A storytelling collective called Dark Mountain calls for different stories which would be suitable for our times. The old plots of progress and civilization are no longer effective in evoking ideas of change and renewal. Stories have always been part of the human condition and storytellers ‘have been treated with respect and, often, certain wariness’ (Uncivilization, 2014, p. 18). The ancient art of storytelling can help us to access the domain from which change and renewal can be drawn: imagination and mystery – and we need that more than ever in our difficult and bleak times. A large number of authors representing different walks of life echo this call, from sociologists and psychologists, via organization theorists and economists, including also representatives of the so-called STEM sciences occasionally. Biology professor David Sloan Wilson (2021) expressed a strong conviction of the urgent need for stories that would reflect the human condition better than the ego- and individual-centred ones that now dominate in the public discourses. He points out that ‘[s]tories are powerful because they are vehicles for imbibing moral worldviews’, and if the story and its worldview ‘resonates with the reader, then the reader gobbles up the story and wishes to make it a reality’. A good story can help to change the world. It helps to


expand public discourse beyond narrow reforms so as to honestly engage with and tackle the environmental, ethical, and spiritual crisis facing our world and envision and develop strategies to achieve a loving and just world in which people overcome utilitarian consciousness, treat one another as embodiments of the sacred, and respond to the universe with awe, wonder, and radical amazement (Tikkun, 2020).



Without Moses, the Red Sea will not open. Not just because he was a great prophet, but because he had a calling to hear and see far away through the waves. And he knew how to tell the others about it.

But can we? How would this be possible in a tremendous crisis of imagination? How can we imagine when the imaginarium is so impoverished that, as psychologist James Hillman (2017) put in, part of the human space – the inner space where creation takes place, is dead? There are no gods, no Muses, no poetry. For this vital task this book proposes a simple yet sophisticated instrument that enables one to see, hear and feel the imagination – the imaginoscope.




The imaginoscope

The imaginoscope is a device used to observe and experience objects and events taking place in the imagination. It is made entirely of imaginary matter.

It was first invented (as ‘imaginescope’) in the 1970s by the Polish sociologist and writer Stanisław Moskal, who wrote about this piece of equipment under the pseudonym Śledź Otrembus Podgrobelski. He published a book titled The Introduction to Imaginescopy (republished 2009), written in the style of science fiction, about a new scientific discipline, ‘imaginescopy’, focused on the exact studies of the imagination. The ultimate aim of the discipline was to extend the domain of the imagination by the application of scientific methods and measurements. The imaginescope could be constructed of wood, utilizing its natural characteristics, and in particular any gnarls and holes that can be used as ‘sight vane’ trough through which the researcher can behold the imaginary object of study. But it could also be found in nature or architecture, as a particular kind of tube or crack that opens out into something quite different from the ordinary surroundings (Image 2 represents my take on a spontaneously encountered imaginoscope). The inventor explains that the matter surrounding the lens seems to create a kind of amplifying field that affects the waves of consciousness that flow from the observing eye and into the world. It produces an empathic connection between the outside and inside spaces. By looking through the imaginescope the observer sees reality extended by the imagination and can train herself to later see it the same way even without the device.

The book attracted a fandom, including more conventional sci-fi readers, as well as (non-imaginary) social scientists. For example, literary scholar Przemysław Kaliszuk (2017) claims that the imaginescope helps to map liminal areas between real science and (science) fiction. By virtue of being a pretext to spin liminal stories, it connects embodied desires to aspirations of the imagination. It also makes the imagination an object of study of a scientific discipline that is neither psychology, nor psychiatry. Imagination is presented as something real, not a product of the mind. Imaginescopy also differs from philosophy and especially from phenomenology – imagination is not a phenomenon. It is a reality that is connected to intentionality and human will which, in Podgrobelski’s writings, always hover close to sexuality, but it remains unclear whether and how the two are connected. In the end, it does not really matter because it turns out that science and art are so closely entangled in the imaginesope that they provoke and yield complex amalgamates of insights and sensations. At the heart of the stories of the imaginescope lies a surrealist proposition: to extend reality with the help of the imagination. Thinking, observing, writing are no longer subordinated to scientistic procedures and ideals. But neither are they divorced from reason. It seems that the key to the successful achievement of all this, of the establishing of a liminal scientific and artistic project, is to be found in language. Kaliszuk believes that talking and writing creates a space where all this becomes possible. The stories about the imaginescope do not rely on certainty – rather, they question, doubt and admit ambivalence – without resorting to ridicule or sarcastic nihilism.

Even though the emphasis on stories is as central in this book as in Moskal’s original, the imaginoscope calls for different stories than did the imaginescope. The imaginoscope of this book is a multisensory practice and a quest. Its image (fig. 2) comes from a lovely old French town, Lectoure, in the region of Occitanie, where I came across an element of an old water fountain called Diana’s Well that reminded me of a kaleidoscope, and I photographed it. A colleague and friend, organization theorist Ilaria Boncori, suggested that I write a book about it. Even though strongly reminiscent of it, this instrument is not an imaginescope (a device to clearly see and measure the imaginary) but rather an imaginoscope (a tool to see and experience the imaginary). The original imaginescope had, furthermore, a phallic imagery (Kaliszuk, 2017), whereas the predominance of the element of water and the presence of the goddess Diana signals the boldly feminine character of the imaginoscope.


[image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]


The imaginoscope is, then, not just a viewing device. It can be applied to the eye, to the ear, to the heart and even to the soul. It helps to see, to hear and feel patterns where there are none in a fractured reality of our liquid times. These patterns can then be turned into stories using various plots, including some very old ones – the archetypes – very powerful patterns and compelling plots that have been guiding human storytelling for centuries and millennia (more about archetypes in Chapter 3.1.). This book helps to create an imaginoscope out of imaginary matter and to use it on a quest for what is unknown and uncertain. It is relatively stable and can be used for prolonged periods of time to train the mind and the heart by reflection and practical exercises. It can be used individually and collectively to activate and mobilize creative organizing impulses. In other words, this book proposes intellectual, symbolic and poetic insights that, ultimately, can be used by people who wish to organize differently. These creative organizing ideas and practices are the final aim of the quest.

Each chapter is a step on the quest and contains a reflective part, offering a collection of ideas and a language that can be used to invent and communicate the reader’s own ones; as well as a practical part, consisting of an imaginative exercise and inspiring examples of how it can be used. The book should be read chronologically for best effect. The role of the first chapter is to awaken imaginative consciousness that can be useful for organizers, and the following ones develop it further, until the last one, which proposes an interactive realization of what has been learned throughout the quest. This is a short book but should preferably be read slowly, not as a page turner but, rather, as something of a modern Theoderich’s Guide to the Holy Land (1986), which, too, is a collection of knowledge and imagination. The latter is one of the best known and most widely used of the medieval pilgrims’ guides to Jerusalem and the Holy Land. Written around 1172 by the German monk Theoderich, it is a complete guide to the city’s sacred sites and history, as well as to the legends and places of historical interest in the medieval Crusader State. It is not a straightforward factual guide, but a book that was intended to (and in fact was) used by people who could not travel and so undertook an imaginary pilgrimage.

As is this book. The subsequent chapters move the reader forward, not necessarily on a geographical map – rather, they are a guide in the domain of the imagination. Ideas and insights help to create and calibrate the imaginoscope so that it suits a section of the domain. The reader can experience different things on the way and bring them into the next stage of the journey. The chapters and indeed the whole journey are based on classes I was teaching at the Institute of Culture, The Jagiellonian University in 2020, which was a most unusual time. The spring semester started as usual, in the institute’s classes on campus. Then, in the middle of a lecture, came the announcement that the campus was being closed due to the COVID-19 pandemic. We were watching the final scene from a movie I was showing to the students. Then we rather abruptly said goodbye. I was confident we would see each other in a few weeks’ time. But a few days later we received correspondence from the then dean for teaching that there would be a lockdown and all teaching was, for an indeterminate period of time, to be conducted online. He wrote that he trusted our professional judgement to do whatever was right under these extreme circumstances, in order to teach students to the best of our abilities. He asked more experienced teachers to offer support and guidance to the less experienced ones, if they asked for such help. He expressed his respect for and sympathy with the whole teaching community. A similar letter arrived later from the director of the institute and so the greatest teaching experiment of my academic career began. Many of the students moved away from campus during lockdown, back to their family homes which were often located in the countryside, without reliable internet access. Besides, none of us was really interested in pretending that everything was normal – I received much personal communication from my students where they spoke of their distress, feelings of uncertainty and loneliness – but also a kind of indefinite hope and openness, a very fragile yet extremely important state of mind. I promised them that we would use the time wisely and empathically, to explore the fundamental and unknown, as well as to learn about what we do and should know. We did not have regular online classes following the ordinary time schedule, but met on zoom from time to time, in large groups or individually. Presence was not required on the part of the students. I used to send them teaching material via email every week: brief summaries of the current class as well as recommended literature and films to watch. Every week I also sent them a personal assignment, such as the ones narrated in this book. I asked them for short individual answers by email. This worked well and after the semester was over, the students expressed their satisfaction and joy concerning this mode of teaching and learning. However, the old dean for teaching was replaced by a new one in the new semester and the experiment was abandoned: both teachers and students are now, as of my writing these words, required to follow a pre-set schedule and participate in synchronous classes on an internet platform. Nonetheless, we who had been teaching during that highly unusual semester learned a lot – as did the students, to judge both from private communication and from their formal evaluations. I am convinced that what we all learned was not just the more or less standard course content, but something that school, or university (especially in liquid modernity), does not teach.

One can say these were classes in negative ability.
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