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ABSTRACT 

 
In our contemporary economy, capitalist modes of production increasingly rely 

on a multitude of technology-driven processes and practices expressed by an 

expansion of aesthetics — that which refers to artistic production or concern for 

beauty. From flashy front shops and screens, wireless phones and speakers, 

intelligent devices and machines, companies have nowadays recourse to an 

unmeasurable multitude of ways to use aesthetic tools and artefacts to shape 

their identities and drive their internal processes. The impact of corporate 

aesthetic production in shaping the common collective imaginaries is 

unprecedented and the phenomena has grown of interest among social scientists 

and philosophers from the second half of the 20th century onwards. Outlining 

the problematics around the phenomena, here approached via the understudied 

perspective of "Aesthetic Corporate Social Responsibility", the thesis 

investigates the aesthetic practices of organizations, carried by the framework 

of Mikel Dufrenne, who developed a philosophy of Nature at the crossroad 

between aesthetics, ethics and politics. Consequently, I will apply his notion of 

poetic materialism to CSR studies in order to inquire into the above-cited 

interrelatedness in organizational practice and processes under the 

contemporary paradigm of aesthetic capitalism. For that, I delineate some 

characteristics relative to counter-aesthetics strategies by erecting the notion of 

Poetic CSR to later apply it throughout an illustrative empirical study. The end-

goal of the research project is to contribute to the fields of business and 

management studies by more narrowly embracing the mission of organizational 

philosophy and organizational aesthetics in rehabilitating alternative and more  

holistic ways of understanding contemporary issues in an organizational 

context.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 
"Aesthetic productions are proliferating but the good life is threatened, damaged, 

wounded. We consume more and more beauty, but our life is not more beautiful: therein 

lies the success and profound failure of artist capitalism" (Lipovestky & Serroy, 2016: 

32). 

 

The emergence of the consumer society, coupled with the appearance of ever faster 

technologies in the digital age has contributed to the enrichment of our daily sensory 

environments, towards more autonomy, more creativity and more interconnections and sharing 

of values in a quasi-borderless “world village”. The "aestheticization of the world" undeniably 

carries with it this movement of universality, democracy and collective freedom, notably thanks 

to the global expansion of outcomes the recent technological progresses. We can more than 

ever embellish our existences thanks to the material conditions constituting the fertile soil for 

the excitement of our perception, corollary to the various activities and artefacts mirroring the 

action and impact of running businesses and organizations.  

But the promising potentialities that I have pointed out do not go without a more critical 

look to draw the portrait of a much more nuanced reality of the hypermodern era where the 

“magic of the screen” (Sørensen, 2018) reigns. Much of what makes the problems attributed to 

the "information economy" or "attention economy", such as the concentration of wealth and the 

monopoly of information, mental health, consumer issues and ecology, reflect socio-political 

and environmental problems linked to the impact of business processes on broader society. 

These challenges are taken in account within “Corporate Social Responsibility”, a vast and 

diverse academic, civil and institutional field that connects many actors concerned with the 

socio-political and intoxicating consequences of market society. Pending the provision of a 

more elaborate definition adapted to the forthcoming argumentation, CSR can be described as 

the "actions that appear to further some social good, beyond the interests of the firm and that 

which is required by law" (McWilliams & Siegel, 2001: 117). In light of these remarks it can 

be asserted that an aesthetic practice undertaken in the name of CSR imply that it poses itself 

as a counter-aesthetic strategy to the problems we have outlined above — for example, to 

‘aesthetically’ foster a healthier and more environmentally-friendly audience and user digital 

experience. However, despite the goodwill of many stakeholders within the field, the lack of 
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interest in the social and ethical resonance of aesthetic production from an “aesthetic” 

perspective itself, many companies unscrupulously reproduce the tendencies we have criticized 

above in their daily processes, as Richardson (2019: 1) notes: "Corporate identities and CSR 

practices are aesthetically projected through logos, trademarks, websites, the presentation of 

products and services, stylish offices, company uniforms, and other aesthetic artefacts. This 

corporate "branding" dovetails the broader aestheticization of our pervasive media and 

consumer culture. Aesthetics has a particular salience in CSR for influencing, and sometimes 

misleading public opinion about corporate environmental performance". 

The philosopher Mikel Dufrenne, situated halfway between phenomenology and 

aesthetics, saw in this gradual trend since the post-war period the emergence of a space for 

creativity through new means of (co-)feeling, exchange, expression and organization. The space 

represents for him a new breach to engage in ethical, political and paths of co-creation towards 

a better world — beyond the aesthetic values, productions and modes of diffusion specific to 

the past centuries, and thus of the systems of political domination of which he was a 

contemporary in the context of the Cold War and the erosion of colonial empires. Dufrenne’s 

work, which favors a practical ethic of presence, (and which we will be later referred to as 

‘Nature’), bears witness to a distinguished concern for the ‘full human’. It has a normative 

vocation, because it carries clearly expressed opinions such as the subversion of political 

totalizations and the liberation of desire while retaining an a-subjective and universalist aim. In 

a style that is as brilliant as it is carried away, familiar, or willingly sarcastic, the concreteness 

of his thought was expressed, in 1967, through his book Art and Politics, ultimately calling for 

a "poetic materialism". 

 

In philosophically combining the promises and downsides of the aestheticization of society 

through the cultivated groundedness of his philosophy, the French phenomenologist provides a 

fruitful framework for my research to articulate the ethical, political and aesthetic implications 

of organizational action. Rather than standing in radical opposition to the aestheticization of the 

world and the technologies that constitute it, this thesis engages in a reflection on a more 

ethically and socially responsible aesthetic organizational practice. Such a perspective invites 

to reflect on the modalities and ways of using aesthetics in the name of corporate social 

responsibility and as part of these practices. I therefore formulate my research question as 

follows: 
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“How can organizations improve the impact of their aesthetic production in order to 

better integrate them into their CSR as practices and processes?  

An illustrative case study with the creative studio ArtRebels” 

 

To answer this question, I will conduct comparative and interpretative analysis situated 

at the crossroad of aesthetic philosophy and organizational studies, backed by an empirical case 

study consisting of a participative observation paired with documenation description and 

analysis. 

Thus, in the first instance, I will shed light on Mikel Dufrenne's thought in order to 

delineate and define the notion of poetic materialism. Carrying a certain understanding of 

knowledge-creation rooted in the phenomenological tradition, I will interpret Dufrenne’s 

above-cited notion in order to draw up a critique of what many social scientists have identified 

as ‘aesthetic capitalism’ (see Boltanski & Chiapello, 1999; Castoriadis, 2006; Dégot, 2007; 

Murphy and de le Fuente, 2014; Lipovestky & Serroy, 2016; Böhme, 2017; Recwkitz, 2017; 

Telios, 2019), and consequently develop reflection over the concept of Poetic CSR. 

Finally, I will illustrate the concept with an empirical case, namely focusing on ArtRebels, a 

Copenhagen-based creative consultancy studio whose organizational praxis revolves around 

the very use of art as a tool for positive social change.  

While my framework focuses on organizational practices that have clearly and actively 

integrated contemporary socio-political and environmental issues, it nevertheless has the 

holistic vocation to philosophically address the notions of truth and knowledge and political 

subjectivity, hence why it is ultimately situated in the legacy epistemological debates notably 

raised by critical scholars from the sub-field of organizational aesthetics. 

  

 

I- MIKEL DUFRENNE: PHENOMENOLOGICAL AESTHETICS OF 

NATURE 

 
I.1 – From phenomenology to aesthetics  

  

Phenomenology is a vastly-encompassing field of research, methods and epistemologies 

notably applied in philosophy, cultural anthropology, cognitive psychology and medicine. 

Derived from the Greek phainomenon (appearance), Edmund Husserl developed the definition 
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as we know it today in the first part of the XXth century (Smith, 2018), by renewing the 

traditional question of the relationship between the subject — the individual capable of 

conscious experiences (Solomon, 2005: 900) — and the object — which exists independently 

of the subject’s perception of it. Husserl’s conception of phenomena as “objective intentional 

contents of subjective acts on consciousness” (ibid) emphasizes on the necessary yet dualistic 

interrelatedness between subjectivity and objectivity.  The term is commonly understood in 

either of two ways: as a disciplinary field in philosophy, or as a movement in the history of 

philosophy (Smith, 2018). The phenomenological approach relies on a humanistic 

apprehension of reality as given through the lived human experience of the world. 

As subject and object are the simultaneously distinct and correlative constituents of 

experience, the question of the possibility of knowledge is delineated as such: On one hand, all 

knowledge about the object-world belongs to the regions of human consciousness. On the other 

hand, “consciousness-in-itself”, to paraphrase Strati (1999; 84) does not exist, as consciousness 

is always directed at or towards something — in other words, every act of consciousness is 

intentional. At the crossroad of logic and and psychology, Husserl’s approach translates into a 

descriptive style of inquiry into the object-world “without reducing the objective and shareable 

meanings that inhabit experience to merely subjective happenstances.” (Smith, 2018: n.d.). The 

empirical and material quality of the phenomenological approach naturally integrates the 

sensory character of the perceived objects as a reflection of the subjects’ sensory faculties 

(Strati, 1999: 83) — “the act of perceiving or the ability to perceive; mental grasp of objects, 

qualities, etc. by means of the senses” (Collins, 2020: n.d). Therefore, seeing, hearing, smelling, 

touching, tasting are the fundaments knowing subject, seen as a subject-as-body whose 

corporeal being-in-the-world is the primary designatum.  (Franzini, 1991; Strati, 1999).  

The interpretation of the notion of intentionality led to a vast range of interpretations 

and debates about the characterizations and methods of the discipline, continuing to this day 

(Dufrenne & Casey, 1973: xvi; Smith, 2018; Jacob, 2019). Among the classical 

phenomenologists we count Merleau-Ponty, Sartre, Heidegger, Simone de Beauvoir. 

Phenomenology should thus be considered a plural movement of philosophy and practice 

devoid of a common method, yet departing from the shared conviction that philosophy is bound 

to a nuanced description of the numerous regions of human experience. 

 

It is here that Mikel Dufrenne's work finds its relevance and importance, as one of the most 

accomplished within phenomenological aesthetics — which has illuminated all major arts and 

aesthetic aspects of human experience neglected by his predecessors (i.e. Ingarden) such as as 
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reflection, feeling and expression (Casey, 2009: 3). By bringing phenomenological aesthetics 

to an unprecedented level of clarity and originality, Dufrenne follows in the footsteps of 

Husserl, Sartre, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty. While his thought, somewhat obscured and 

confined to highly specialized academic corners, struggles to find relays in France despite an 

eminent career (he was the supervisor of Lyotard when the latter was a PhD student, and 

founded the philosophy department of the University of Paris-Nanterre alongside Paul 

Ricoeur). At his death in 1995, he was the doyen of philosophy of art in Europe and widely 

appreciated internationally, including in the US and Quebec, where he taught during the last 

decades of his career (Casey, 2009; Laclos, 2011). It is from the notion of intentionality, 

enriched and deepened by Mikel Dufrenne's philosophy, that we will continue our reflection 

and define the concept of poetic materialism.  

 

 

I.2 – Intentionality & aesthetics  

 

As a spectator of a play at the theater, one doesn’t rigorously distinguish or separate the real 

(scenery, actors, room) from the surreal (the story or script being embodied in front of my eyes). 

I cease to see the actors only for who they are in the ‘real’ world (given name, etc..) but as the 

embodiment of the character being played. The symbiosis of the voices reciting the script and 

the gestures of the actors roaming around the decorated set (or studio generated 3D 

environment) blurs the spectator’s usual distinction between the ‘dreamed, imagined’ and the 

‘real’. In other words, as I may remain conscious of watching something staged, I yet let myself 

being ‘fooled’ by it. The scenery in movement in front of my eyes is given in its immediate 

presence. Strangely, the play is seized and sensed as evidently real as the audience’s emotional 

response reacts as if it is so. A successful play may result in having the spectators laughing, 

crying or jumping out of surprise. The same description can be applied to other artistic domains: 

The painting I contemplate is not a wooden canvas with paint on it, music is not a mere “noise 

of instruments” and the body of a dancer is not merely a biological organism in movement 

anymore as my perception is excited by the object I am contemplating. This is what Dufrenne 

(1967: 55) refers to as the aesthetic experience:  

 

“It is here that the aesthetic experience could shed some light: aesthetic perception, in 

fact, is the royal perception, the one that only wants to be perception, without being 
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seduced by the imagination that invites to wander around the object present, nor by the 

understanding that invites to reduce it.”  

 

Reminiscent of our characterization of phenomenology as primarily attached to human 

corporeal experience, the word ‘aesthetic’ itself suggests this re-wilding of the sensible physical 

perception (Strati, 2000: 5) as one experiences the beauty of an object. Indeed, as the French 

phenomenologist states, “beauty is only to be found in sensitive objects, and sensitivity is the 

only judge” of it (Dufrenne, 1967: 21). What are the conditions for such a ‘parade of the senses’ 

from which beauty emerges from? Whose ‘initiative’ is at stake during the aesthetic experience? 

In other words, is beauty contained in an aesthetic object waiting to capture some subject’s 

attention, or is it inversely unilaterally contained within the human subject’s faculties of feeling 

and perceiving?  

On one hand, when I qualify an object as beautiful, I make an “aesthetic value 

judgement”, where beauty functions as an attribute of the object, action, idea or daydream. An 

act of bravery can be beautiful, a mathematical demonstration too. (2). One remains conscious, 

Dufrenne notes, to express one’s own taste, which may reveal more about oneself than about 

the object (18). While I may irrefutably tend towards universality and objectivity as I make this 

judgment — as the sentence “It is beautiful” highlights — aesthetic experiences remain the 

expression of a singular and subjective judgement of taste. They are appreciation of an object, 

necessarily perceived for its own sake (Casey: 2005: 4) by a subject for, by and in front of 

whom it exists and accesses its “aesthetic” status. The object is “aesthetic” only insofar as there 

is an aesthetic perception to consecrate it. But it is with the same argument — as we may point 

out the ambiguity of the past sentence — that the conception of the beautiful as a unilateral 

projection of the subject onto the subject can be revoked.  

Indeed, on the other hand, it is an object (artefact or natural) that solicits our aesthetic 

perception and judgement of taste. Thus the “objectivity” of the object remains as irreducible 

as the subjectivity of the subject. The subject has no pure control over experiencing the 

Beautiful: I do not decide in total over what is beautiful and what is not, and if I may search for 

Beauty, I search for it only insofar as I’m looking forward to be ‘taken’ by it. Not all objects in 

the world are ‘aesthetic’ ones. While human-made works of art or ordinary artefacts may be 

(successfully or not) conceived to be beautiful, as it comes to natural ones (including 

architectural landscapes too), Dufrenne distinguishes between the grandiose or deep and the 

insignificant. Without falling into conceiving beauty as purely subjective, he admits that some 

objects are more likely to stress our perceptive senses, like a sunset fading into the sea, and 
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acknowledges the role of society, culture and education in the shaping of one’s aesthetic 

judgment. Thereby there must be a quality inherent to the object which appeals to our aesthetic 

judgment. In this angle, Dufrenne considers the aesthetic object as a ‘quasi-subject’ — an object 

capable of expression, which exerts a “will-to-be” that can only be understood as a pledge of 

its being: “the subject as a body is not an event or a part of the world, a thing among things; he 

carries the world in him as the world carries him, he knows the world in the act by which he is 

a body, and the world knows itself in him” (1967:58). 

It is relevant to note how the above citation erects corporeality, through which 

expressivity emerges relatively independently from intellection, as the core characteristic of 

subjectivity. Corporeality de facto indiscriminately concerns humans and object-world. This is 

where the affinity between them is to be felt, through what Merleau-Ponty named la chair du 

monde —  the “flesh of the world” — (Barabas, 2011: 15):  The subject feeling the world is not 

feeling “alone”, for the feeling is a body feeling the world. I feel because the thing feels in me.  

 

Through his phenomenology of aesthetic experience, Dufrenne remains attached to the 

intersubjective character of Husserl’s thought who considered that “the knowing subject always 

stands in relation with other subjects” (Strati, 1999: 83), but also illuminates the notion of 

intentionality. Indeed, the common act between the sensing (subject) and sensed (aesthetic 

object) reveals a deeper “reciprocity” (Dufrenne, 1953: 483) between them through feeling 

rather than knowledge. The aesthetic experience is thus the apogee of the experiential 

phenomena. It is nothing else than the “sensible in its glory, whose fullness and necessity is 

manifested in the form that orders it, and which carries within it and immediately delivers the 

meaning that animates it” (55). It is a sensing-feeling “communion” between the appreciative 

subject and the appreciated object (Dufrenne, 1963: 53: 50–1, 63, 70, 375), whose contours for 

a brief moment, mingled with those of the world itself:  

 

“To hear the language held by the aesthetic object, to read the expression that informs 

it, is to enter more deeply into its intimacy than according to the knowledge of 

understanding, where the subject distances himself from the object than according to the 

knowledge of understanding, where the subject distances himself from an inert and 

neutral object, reduced to thinkable and manageable.” (Dufrenne: 1967: 58) 
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I.3 – Towards a philosophy of Nature 

 

The aesthetic experience engages the subject and the aesthetic object in a movement of unity 

from which emerges the sentiment of a greater presence in the world. As Dufrenne situates 

feeling beyond knowledge and understanding since it is necessarily the manifestation of a 

shared a priori: the faculty of feeling relative to a certain taste, specific to a certain attitude and 

existential style of the person.  

In Kant’s understanding, A priori knowledge is a “virtual” or “pre-” knowledge that is not 

provided by any experience but yet informs it, a quality a knowledge i.e. without which no 

experience wouldn’t be possible (Dufrenne, 1967: 60). It is to be distinguished from a posteriori 

knowledge, i.e. empirical, factual knowledge, the product of experience. A priori knowledge is 

a pure form seated in the subject’s cognitive faculties.  

However, Dufrenne’s interpretation differs from that of Kant. Admitting that there may be 

a priori relative to other experiences, he distinguishes the faculty of feeling at play during the 

aesthetic moment to that of the faculty of knowing. His a priori is affective and material, as it 

is directed towards something, namely here the aesthetic object in his phenomenology. He 

approaches transcendence without recurring to idealism (60) and views the sentiment as the 

phenomenon a deeper presence necessarily immanent and grounded: “To be present-at, as a 

spectator at a performance, a witness at an event, is to tear oneself away from the presence: to 

be in front of and no longer with” (Dufrenne, 1970: 312). To be present-with is to ‘elevate’ 

one’s perception at the contact of the object towards a deeper relationship with the object-world. 

We can therefore distinguish between two modes of perception, or modes of “presence in the 

world”: 

 

 

- An original presence (Basille, 2015), which Dufrennes also refers to as Nature, Natura 

naturata, or ‘naturing Nature’ and that represents the totality, the power of the bottom. 

It can be referred to as the real the immanent-object world governed by necessity and 

which “deploys his being by manifesting his power, by actualizing the possible” 

(Dufrenne: 1963: 143). As the subject is part of the world, the naturing Nature “produces 

man and inspires him to reach consciousness” (ibid: 15) 

 

- A derived presence (Basille, 2015: 5), which Dufrenne refers to as “nature”, Natura 

naturans  or ‘natured Nature’: the realm of representation, culture, society & history as 



	 10	

the “derived” intentional presence of the subject in the world — which “does not stop 

at the phenomenon as such: in so far as it is directed towards intellection, it questions 

appearance as a sign which certainly gives other appearances and not the thing-in-itself, 

but which invites us, in any case, to distinguish a real being from the perceived being 

and to seek its truth beyond the immediate given” (Dufrenne, 1963: 56) 

 

The question of the transcendental conduces Dufrenne’s phenomenological aesthetics towards 

a philosophy of Nature. “Nature”, or Natura naturans the “thing-in-itself”, the original or 

“power of the bottom” which engenders nature and is to be found at its origin (to be 

distinguished from “nature”, Natura naturata);  The sentiment is therefore the experience of 

the origin, a movement towards the original through feeling, or in Dufrenne’s words, “the 

original mode of intentionality” (Dufrenne: 1967: 54):  

 

“The original is here. It is this background — Merleau-Ponty calls it Wild Being, I call 

it Nature — that becomes world through this movement of withdrawal or inversion that 

produces both the feeling and the sensing: simultaneous double birth in presence, which 

is the presence even before any representation. Power of the background: it is indeed 

what gives birth.”  (Dufrenne, 1976: 93) 

 

It is relevant to remark how the intentional correlation of man and the world that defines the 

foundation presupposes an ontological correlation that subordinates man as part of Nature to 

the future of Nature (Saison 2018). In a strict understanding of Dufrenne’s approach to the 

transcendental, the emphasis is to be kept on the word “presupposes”. Indeed, the choice of a 

word that conveys a universal and elusive meaning expresses Dufrenne’s voluntary ambiguity. 

The philosopher remains always conscious that the greatest lesson of phenomenology is the 

impossibility of a complete reduction (Dufrenne, 1967: 54; Merleau-Ponty, 1967). Indeed, for 

any experience to be possible there needs to be a distinction between the subject and the object. 

Thus the difference that allows them to exist for themselves is as inalienable as the co-

substantiality from which can emerge the sentiment. The fuller presence in the world 

paradoxically underscores the feeling of an insufficiency of the “natured Nature” to fully attain 

the original. We may say that the Dufrennian “ontological correlation” ends up in a refusal of 

pure ontology. The sentiment arousing from our deepened experience of the world presupposes 

an unfathomable power of the bottom, as there is nothing in our experience that permits us to 

discern it: “Observation is incapable of discerning an authentic original, as is the thought of 
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defining the origin” (Dufrenne, 1976: 86). The sentiment of the origin sets the question of the 

original which can be accomplished through myth, symbol or representation, i.e. “by means of 

illusion: by the leap to the Transcendence, that is to say, by theology: the origin is concealed 

because it resides elsewhere, it is the Elsewhere (...), the creative act by which everything 

begins, the world and time.” (87). 

Therefore, the use of ‘Nature’ is conventional, expressing the philosopher’s aim into not 

closely delineating the traits of an unthinkable original, and thus irreducible to discourse. If 

aesthetic perception reduces the object-subject gap, it does not allow the subject to identify and 

assign traits to Nature, the “thing-in-itself”. As Dufrenne notes, “the totality that they form by 

virtue of their affinity does not engender them, dualism cannot be resorbed in a monism, 

dialectical or not” (1967: 61). Here lies the explanation behind our use of the word ‘notion’ 

rather than “concept” to qualify poetic materialism. We will see how, as an attitude embodying 

a movement of return towards Nature, it necessarily involves a practice itself not graspable by 

the means of reason, hence impossible to be rigorously erected as a ‘concept’. In this 

perspective we aim to sustain Dufrenne’s voluntary ambiguity in translating his refusal of 

ontology.  

 

 

I.4 – From nature to Nature: the return to the original 

 

As Dufrenne strives to stay grounded within the regions of our presence in the material and 

describable world, the heights (or depths) of the aesthetic experience remain at the border of 

the ontological wonder. Dufrenne’s transcendence is only minimal. May it emerge naturally 

from experience, his attempt is to erect a non-theological and non-dogmatic philosophy, devoid 

of a speculation about the original. The experience of the origin allows one to think of the 

concept of the original but “it is by no means inevitable to endow it with a transcendence, and 

for example to think of Being as different from being” (Dufrenne, 1967: 86). In privileging 

presence and proximity to absence and distance, the French phenomenologist stands in 

opposition to Heidegger’s fundamental ontology. Indeed, he thinks of the subject and the 

object-world as equal and considers the experience of nothingness as posterior to the Being ( 

50), as an experience among others of the unfathomable Nature: “there is not yet a distance as 

a gap in the original perception, space is what joins, and not what separates” (Dufrenne, 1973: 

44).  
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Thus subtle primacy of convergence over distance in Dufrenne’s philosophy doesn’t 

consist in replacing an ontology of absence by that of a presence, as Dufrenne refuses any. 

Rather, it consists in de-scaling (or de-ontologizing) the philosophies of absence and 

disqualifying their ontological aspiration by opposing to them that of an experience of  

presence, both remaining as valid interpretations and states of being in an ultimately 

undecipherable world. But his primacy to senses and perception of the subject who cannot not 

perceive leads him to think of presence as an ever-already here. Indeed, if Nature is unthinkable 

of, it never disappears when the world appears. (Dufrenne, 1981: 228).  His philosophy is thus 

more concerned about the world than about “absolute commencement”, but with the conviction 

that there is a feeling of something of Nature throughout the world. Presence is only given in 

“here and now” (1973: 56) as a property of things and beings, of nature and culture:  

 

“Nature becomes the world through man, just as time becomes history, but it has the 

initiative for this metamorphosis in that it brings about the man through whom it is 

accomplished. Being is not first of all appearance, nor meaning or light; it is the 

unthinkable power of the background, the reality that can appear, but which only appears 

with man and to man, and which produces man to appear.” (Dufrenne, 1963: 164) 

 

The transcendental aspect of Mikel Dufrenne’s phenomenology, culminating in a quasi-

ontological Nature, intertwines the question of the ontological to that of politics and ethics. If 

Nature becomes the world through man by “expressing “itself through the things of the world 

that express themselves" (Dufrenne, 1981: 310), culture is not to radically oppose to Nature. 

Culture seeks to accomplish nature (to reach Nature) as much as to constrain it (Dufrenne, 1974: 

207). The original and the historical converge in that “accomplishing Nature inside and outside 

of oneself is also making history in society” (Dufrenne, 1963: 187). The original is indeed the 

very engine of history, as Nature overflows infinitely: “It seems that true society can only be 

ahead of us because it is also behind us, and that the song of tomorrow is an echo of yesterday.” 

(Dufrenne, 1981: 96).  

The condition of mankind is thus paradoxical. Indeed, shall we remind that Dufrenne, 

in distinguishing two modes of perception and considers science, religion and politics in general 

to the “natured Nature”. While both modes of vainly seek the power of the bottom as they are 

the flesh of ‘It’, a slight nuance can be made. As intellection targets the object it in its telos (the 

end term of a goal-directed process) aesthetic perception unfolds the object in its eidos, i.e. its 
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‘essence’. Both are ultimately insufficient to operate the phenomenological reduction, but 

aesthetic perception can be happy and content in its finitude, Dufrenne notes (1967: 74) 

By thinking union and separation together, he situates mankind and subjectivity —

inescapable condition within which his philosophy shall remain constrained -— to wander 

around the frontiers of the unsayable. To overcome the arenas of corporeal experience is to risk 

oneself at evacuating man in a foundation Principle and deny his corporeal condition. This is a 

crucial aspect of Dufrenne’s political engagement. Culture, generating the Real, i.e. "that which 

resists, threatens, crushes, that which is measured by its coefficient of adversity” (Dufrenne, 

1974: 195), is to be enlightened and sustained by the "pre-real, [...] mixed of man and world 

where all thought takes roots "which does not allow itself to be represented", is only felt or 

dreamed real (120). Through the use of the insights delivered by his phenomenology of 

aesthetic experience Dufrenne advocates for a reconciliation of the Real with the infinitely 

overflowing Nature.  

Therefore, Dufrenne’s epistemology can be described as ‘transcendental empiricism’, an 

ambiguous situation which is situated at an equal distance between realism and subjectivism:  

 

"All this subjectivity is a guarantee of reality; I was going to say of objectivity. For the 

only reality we can invoke, the one we live in, which we can enjoy or suffer, is that pre-

reality, that mixture of man and world in which all thought takes root. And the most 

elaborate, the most stripped down, the most learned or the wisest reality is never real for 

us until it surrenders and gives itself to the state of pre-reality, even if it is immediately 

taken up by our understanding" (1973: 120).  

 

For Mikel Dufrenne, the revolution is thus also ‘poetic’: To subvert is to invent and create in 

the ‘real’ world for the ‘human-artist’ (Saison, 2017) to reveal itself as a “power of the 

substance” (Dufrenne, 1974: 251). It requires the poetic in that “it is always a question, for the 

individual as well as for the group, of finding the natural under the natural, that is to say under 

what the social system denatures” (Dufrenne, 1981: 314-316). 

 

 

I.5 – From aesthetics to politics: To be “poetically materialist” 

 

The primacy of aesthetic perception in Dufrenne’s philosophy resides in his claim that the 

aesthetic knowledge is deeper than the rational one. In that sense, if the truth of the world is 
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‘aesthetic’, the sentiment becomes the very expressivity of the world contained in mankind’s 

endless race towards its fundamental unity. It underlies every human action, and is therefore 

never to be overlooked. Its depletion traduces an exhaustion of presence itself, an exhaustion 

of what makes the world. Yet the ‘natured Nature’, forever engaged on a path towards its origin, 

is namely the dynamic through which Nature is expressing itself within all things and beings. 

For Mikel Dufrenne, politics are therefore a will-to-be Nature. As “the machined nature, 

naturalized by man, still testifies to the naturing Nature” (Dufrenne, 1974: 252), politics 

converge with ethics as it insufflates within nature an ever-insatiate desire of realization of itself 

in a quest for Nature, that the aesthetic experience can accomplish in the immediate.  

There are therefore not two revolutions, one that would revolutionize the world of art and 

another that would revolutionize society: “If revolution is a matter of life, art is immediately 

concerned, because it too changes life. Provided, however, that it too makes its revolution: that, 

in order to work to change life, it changes itself” (Dufrenne, 1974: 232).  

If art, the domain par excellence of aesthetic experience, contains its relative autonomy 

from the social through the transcendent feeling of a Nature beyond nature, Dufrenne refuses 

to admit a purely ontological essence as such. It is thereby to be conjointly understood as a 

social fact. Subjective aestheticization refers to the ‘aestheticizable’, necessarily and forever 

object or subject of ‘nature’. The aestheticizable refers to what is capable of stressing our 

perceptive faculties, what is more or less capable of being beautiful. From the perspective of 

the Western tradition, his philosophy emphasizes on the social relevance of the artistic practice 

because "the presence of works of art, and the authenticity of the most perfect ones, are not 

contested by anyone" (1979: 86), based on the latter observations 

"the consecrated form of the aesthetic is the artistic. In our culture, which has institutionalized 

art for centuries, the aestheticizable is given, its production is premeditated and organized. A 

long tradition established and transmitted by the legitimizing authorities determines and 

recommends certain objects that can be aestheticized: these are works of art".  

 

But we shall remember that no discourse can circumscribe art to a precise understanding. Its 

ultimate proof lies in a tacit sentiment. To highlight the social, cultural and institutional 

implications of the aestheticizable permits Dufrenne to point out the subversive nature of artistic 

practice in that it tends to escape any form of intelligible discourse and capture. Artistic praxis, 

considered as the deepest expression of Nature is able to make “art break out as an institution”, 

which implies, if necessary, to liberate the perceptions from the ideas, norms and values 

materialized in objects, practices and institutions by which the ruling class assures its 
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domination. When the ruling class manages the aestheticizable by enclosing perceptive 

meanings in favor of interests of coercion for political and social control, the aestheticizable 

becomes ideology, which Dufrenne defines as what "substitutes History for Nature, that is to 

say, the universal for the relative (...): it bases its operation on a natural relationship between 

man and the world, and uses the face of the natural world to pervert this relationship" (Dufrenne, 

1973: 56).  

 

Mikel Dufrenne’s philosophy is that of an echo for all those who call for a different art, liberated 

and liberating, joyful, and who dream that the practice of this art contributes to make another 

life in another world (1976). Decidedly more on the side of Eros than of Thanatos, the poetic 

‘being-in-the-world’ of Mikel Dufrenne cultivates a utopian gaze. Utopia does not allow itself 

to be made explicit by the concept, but is a full action, “charged with the lived meaning of the 

injustice constantly suffered and confronted” (Dufrenne, 1974: 197-198), and is therefore 

inscribed in reality, which itself invests itself with a new meaning (210), and therefore has 

political effects: “working in a doughy plain and in an unpredictable way, it makes us open up 

to reality: new possibilities appear there, both in man and in things, in structures” (225-230). 

 

 In a movement of return towards the pre-real, aesthetic experience thus maintains a certain 

autonomy and freedom as a potential for political subversion as it expresses the ungraspable 

and personal relationship of oneself to the world: This is what Dufrenne understands by the 

notion of ‘poetic materialism’. Poetic materialism embodies this duality: The ‘poetic’ is to be 

understood as to embrace an ‘aesthetic attitude’ disinteresting itself from the daily realm of 

representation and intellection, but paradoxically directed towards an undefinable and 

unattainable something, the “thing-in-itself” (Nature). Furthermore, as we remind the 

conditions for Dufrenne’s affective a priori, the poetic is intentional hence material. This 

something around which consciousness necessarily settles and which may ultimately deliver 

the truth of the world is grounded.  Poetic materialism is therefore situated halfway between 

idealism and empiricism, because it rejects the sclerosis that leads one approach to exclude the 

other: “One can only be materialistic poetically: by looking for the beginning in a poet of Nature 

whose art alone - and perhaps today a political practice that is beginning - gives an idea by 

imitating it.” (Dufrenne, 1973: 38) 

Vacillating between the essence of art, i.e. the quasi-ontological question of the sentiment 

and the historical, social condition of such an actualization, Dufrenne’s call for “poetic 

materialism” carries all the ambiguousness of his philosophy. Understood analytically, Poetic 
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materialism is an oxymoron. Less than a concept, it functions as a quasi-concept, a set of 

epistemological foundations where aesthetics, politics, and ethics are confused. To summarize, 

poetic materialism can be understood as:  

 

- An understanding of non-institutional & non-rational politics focused on the immediate 

aesthetic and corporeal “being-in-the-world”.  

 

- A morally and ethically infused philosophy of action pushing for mankind’s insufflated 

freedom as part and expression of the undecipherable Nature: “in the assertion of one’s 

ideas, the exercise of one’s tastes, the choice of one’s friends, the use of leisure time; it 

is in the area of private life, where the individual unfolds, that freedoms must be fully 

exercised.” (Dufrenne, 1964: 883) 

 

- An emancipatory political philosophy of action through "feeling, because it engages 

man in a new relationship with the world, sets him on the path of a utopian practice 

(Dufrenne, 198: 293) and functions as a “counter-aesthetic” to social, economic and 

political sclerosis of perceptions (ideology):” The institutions discourage him not only 

from asserting himself through contestation and, if necessary, revolt, but also from 

expressing himself by freely assuming his means of expression.” (Dufrenne, 1968: 

232). 

 

Dufrenne maintains a distinguished concern for Mankind, as he strives and advocate for 

preserves a vision of humanity in its whole concreteness and immediate being-in-the-world. 

His aesthetic philosophy engages with the question of the possibilities of a new artistic 

practices, which instead of 'politicizing art', would 'aestheticize politics': 

 

"One could venture into a metaphysics of Nature where desire rises from the depths, a 

desire to appear that produces life and man, that inspires the dance of the ibex, the song 

of the birds, the words of the poet, the gesture of the painter, the praxis of the 

revolutionary” (Dufrenne, 1974: 188). 

 

We have seen how Mikel Dufrenne's philosophy manages to extend his aesthetic 

phenomenology towards a philosophy of Nature. Finding in aesthetic experience the tacit means 

of a reconciliation between man and nature to engage them bother towards the unfathomable 
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ontological “thing-in-itself”, he develops a philosophy of action that aims to subvert political 

totalities, that is to say an aesthetic practice that is not thought of independently from social, 

environmental and political issues. It is then the link between art and politics that interests us 

from an organizational point of view, as Dufrenne provides an interesting social and ethical 

guide to aesthetic practice. Poetic materialism can function as a tool of analysis to inquire into 

the situation of the late modern industries in the digital age. To do so, we will re-embed 

Dufrenne's thinking at the heart of contemporary issues raised by aesthetic capitalism by 

critically assessing the aesthetic practice of modern companies.  

 

 

I.6 – Perception of politics and politics of perception. A Dufrennian critique of aesthetic 

capitalism 

 

Dufrenne's thought is firmly rooted in the epistemological debates of his era. More than a 

thought inscribed in an inner necessity for self-improvement, it is a renewed look at the place 

of art and aesthetic concern in daily life. His doctoral thesis “Phenomenology of aesthetic 

experience” (1953) is the cornerstone of a career that will not cease to resonate with the 

mutations of the second half of the 20th century. Indeed, Maryvonne Saison remarks how his 

thought embraces the general movement of the century, marked by a questioning and 

deconstruction of the traditional canons of art: “…the unitedness of aesthetic experience and 

art makes the definition of the aestheticizable complex. While in 1953 Dufrenne based his 

description of aesthetic experience on artistic references presented as timeless and universal, he 

recognized in 1979 that, linked to the evolution and thinking of art, in fact, today the notion and 

the field of the aestheticizable have been overturned” (2017: 28).  

This is what understands as the shift towards the aesthetic regime of art (2015). What is 

classified as art depends on a certain form of sensitive apprehension. It is a specific experience 

that suspends the ordinary connections between appearance and reality, form and matter, 

activity and passivity, understanding and sensitivity. Like the deconstructions that characterized 

artistic creation during the 20th century, from Duchamp's ‘ready-made’ urinal, to the 

randomized music creation of Cage and later; Andy Wharol's pop art or Beuys' ‘social 

sculptures’ (Guillet, 2004:  247), the criteria that distinguish art from non-art are crumbling. 

The forms of art tend to be the forms of life itself, and it is the whole sphere of production, of 

work, that shifts into the sphere of consumption, into a ‘general design of life’. 
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In this perspective, Mikel Dufrenne sees aesthetic capitalism as a new mode of ideological 

control. Dufrenne’s understanding of contemporary aesthetics as political is not confined to the 

messages art conveys about the world order, nor in the way it depicts social structures and 

conflicts, understood here as explicit coercion, but also in the way it tacitly captures 

subjectivities through the feeling: “ideology creeps into every aspect of life, under the auspices 

of culture. In the given first of all, because culture produces and gives life to objects carrying 

ideology. The imaginary is therefore manipulated: the expressive aura of these objects is the 

ideological lure itself (...). It invests itself in commodities” (Dufrenne, 1973: 55).  

 

Indeed, the second half of the twentieth century is indeed characterized by an unprecedented 

market logic, made possible by the emergence of a consumer society in which the development 

of new technologies favored the globalization of the economy. In the competition for the 

privatization of public goods/services from the 1970s onwards, the role and impact of corporate 

activity increased considerably and extended to many aspects of society: "Nowadays 

corporations provide private goods such as water, transport, education and healthcare" (Rasche, 

Morsing & Moon, 2017: 1). 

Moreover, the recent datafication in the rise of the digital economy is also significantly 

consequential for organizational practice and broader society. Indeed, new powerful companies 

endowed with a new set of responsibilities such as the GAFAM (Google, Apple, Facebook, 

Amazon, Microsoft) play a crucial role in shaping the global societal dynamics. As Rasche, 

Morsing & Moon note (2), on one hand they've contributed to an increase of public scrutiny 

and accentuated the companies' imperative of transparency; on the other hand, they represent a 

non-negligible power of control as they rely on a monopolistic commodification of personal 

data for profit-making. As central actors of the datafied society, they stand as the most powerful 

agents and engines of novel forms capitalist accumulation and have contributed to a shift of 

structures in the information economy (Galič et al., 2016).  

 

Borrowing Boltanski and Chiapello’s expression (1999), we can thus assert that Mikel 

Dufrenne views the aestheticization of society a socio-transcendental “legitimization strategy” 

or “new spirit” (1999) of coercion modes inherent to postmodern capitalist production through 

the domestication of perceptions. This “revolution of ideology” observed by Mikel Dufrenne 

functions as a capitalist counter-strategy, by re-appropriation of the anti-capitalist “artistic 

critique” prevalent from the 60’s to the 90’s, consisting in pointing out “oppression, 

homogenization in mass society and the transformation of all things into commodities” and a 
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demand for “more autonomy and creativity, for more authentic relationships between people” 

(Boltanski and Chiapello, 1999; Sigler, 2017: 45). 

Thereby, the shaping of corporate identities heavily and increasingly rely on deliberative 

aesthetic tools and artefacts. This aspect is one of the most vital mean to socially come into 

existence and strive at the digital age. By dressing a parallel between the creativity narratives 

legitimizing corporate accumulation and a growing concern over companies’ greater social and 

political impact, we argue that the aestheticization of society and the internalization of the 

notion of CSR are inextricably linked phenomena. Following Moon, Murphy and Gond’s 

affirmation that CSR and sustainability-related functions have become more institutionalized 

as the investment in some programmes at the dawn of the twenty-first century (2011:  53), 

Corporate Social Responsibility, being often about “seeming to do good works” (Freeman & 

Velamuri, 2006: 10) is also about seeming to be “creative”. 

Indeed, CSR policies integrate art and artistic philanthropy (Leclair & Gordon, 2000). 

Philanthropic engagement with the arts is considered as beneficial for companies’ image and 

reputation, for the performance and well-being of employees and workplace environment 

(Bargenda, 2019: 120). Moreover, it facilitates organizations’ access to foreign markets and 

public relations opportunities (Buckley, 2005), and is thus heavily used as a promotional 

marketing and advertising tool (Moore, 1995: 176). Therefore, the increased presence of 

aesthetic artifacts and reliance on aesthetic tools of communication results from a strategic 

motive of organizations to be associated with a noble cause (Bargenda, 2019: 121).  

 

This domestication of aesthetics to strategy and functional purpose is expressed through the 

various unscrupulous manner in which by organizations display aesthetics, notably as part of 

environmental practices and communications undertaken in the name of CSR. As we’ve seen 

before, this is what Richardson observed when assessing that “aesthetics has a particular 

salience in CSR for influencing, and sometimes misleading public opinion about corporate 

environmental performance” (2019: 3):  

 

“Manipulative linguistic devices are not unique to CSR; they pervade the business world 

at large. They include seductive slogans such as the “trickle-down effect” (alluding to 

how the disproportionate wealth of the rich should bring prosperity for society 

generally) and the market’s “invisible hand” (a metaphor about the supposed social 

benefits that flow from the efficiency of market forces in bringing supply and demand 

into equilibrium). This aestheticized language not only serves to render abstract 
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economic ideas into a simple formula that the mass public can readily comprehend, but 

it also aims to influence mass opinion in politically significant ways such as decisions 

about how to govern markets and business.” (16) 

 

Due to a lack of deep understanding of these implications within organizational studies, much 

of managerial, academic and broader civil is potentially subjectable — consciously or not — to 

the ideologization of aesthetics, ultimately contributing to some of the most vital problems of 

our era. In a Dufrennian sense, we understand that the problem lies in what we will call the 

"representational" or "instrumental" approach to aesthetics: by over-subjugating aesthetic 

processes to strategic, economic and communicational imperatives, the purpose of aesthetic 

artefacts is no longer to invite the senses to a free perceptual play with the aesthetic object.  

We can illustrate this with the example of an analysis by Ole Thyssen (2011: 9) of a 

brochure for the Italian car Alpha Romeo, where the expressive aura of advertising 

accompanies perception towards a predetermined goal — a picture portraying a woman's bust 

showing a full mouth and the nascent shape of her breasts : “The image contains no claims to 

which you could say yes or no but creates a sensual, evocative link, the intention of which is to 

change the networks of meanings that surrounds an Alfa Romeo like an aura. The meaning of 

the car is modified: a specific car is linked to a virtual woman, so the purchaser of the car is 

brought into a space of desire centered around the woman, which is then transferred into the 

car”.  

 This advertising eroticization does not allow the desire to express itself as it is to be 

invested in unpredictable objects or to express itself through an unbridled fantasy.  As Dufrenne 

writes, ideologized aesthetics "takes it in hand, directs it towards objects that censorship 

approves, substituting for fantasy a phantasmagoria that it elaborates" (1973: 116). The 

characteristics of aesthetic capitalism criticized here are therefore to be understood 

paradoxically, in a Dufrennian sense, as a “politicization of aesthetics”. Politicizing aesthetics 

means enclosing the field of aesthetic experience for it to no longer opening up the infinite field 

of possibilities of Nature. In contrary, perception is ideologized: Nature is denatured, the 

imprecise is out of breath to express a precise goal by which the aesthetic object tends to express 

itself and capture receptive subjectivities. Dufrenne's ideology is to be understood as two sides 

of the same coin of the organizational aesthete Pierre Guillet de Monthoux’s totality-banality 

spectrum (2004).  

On the one hand, aesthetics, politicized art explodes: reduced to the legitimize the 

totalitarian doctrine under totalitarian regimes, aesthetic practice is totally mobilized towards 
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the regime’s ends and celebrative cult, such as participation to parades and manifestations. The 

aestheticizable is not admired, enjoyed anymore. It is totally reduced to the pumps of the official 

ideology of the single party (85). 

On the other hand — the most relevant for us— politicized art implodes: “Art is out of 

work. It delivers no content… only contexts, gossip, and relations. Such is the problem of 

banality (…) Everyone talks about everyone else. Anyone who can have an exhibition catalogue 

printed is an artist. The emptier the catalogue, the thicker the gallery. The absence of art turns 

aesthetic plays into society games. Nobody cares for art, but everyone speaks of culture.” (93). 

In both cases, the politicization of aesthetics reduces the real ungraspable to a principle 

of truth or mimetic resemblance through the form that informs it, constituting a calculative 

manipulation of the aestheticizable. Whether for the purposes of state ideology or for the 

interest of global capitalist monopolies, it functions as a de-aestheticization machine resulting 

in a condemnation of subjectivities and of the world itself: “Just as insensitivity to appearance 

condemns man to non-poetry, resistance to appearance, when it is reflected in appearance, 

condemns the world to non-poetry.” (Dufrenne, 1963: 192).  

In opposition to ideology, to be ‘poetically materialist’ means is to instead ‘aestheticize 

politics’. Releasing perception is done through desire, a source of creativity which is excited by 

returning to Nature by embracing a poetic being-in-the-world: “What is liberated is the 

creativity of desire, of a desire that is itself a desire for creativity since it aims at another 

world” (Dufrenne, 1974: 268).  

 

Let us not forget that Dufrenne does not think of aesthetics and rationality as purely 

antagonistic. Both express a movement of return towards Nature. In principle, a Dufrennian 

criticism is therefore not opposed to the discourse and knowledge that surround and try to grasp 

our emotions and senses. In fact, if ordinary language is only an approximation of reality which 

should not claim authority over the latter, it is also the expression without which no subjectivity 

can emerge. This is the basis of the paradox of intentionality as interpreted by Dufrenne. 

Consequently, a critique of aesthetic capitalism and of the aesthetic practice of organizations 

following a CSR agenda does not imply that a non-representational aesthetic practice of politics 

should be radically and permanently substituted to representation and analytical sense-making. 

Indeed, as Maryvonne Season notes, the model of the new man according to Dufrenne is thus 

Anteus, who knows how to recharge his batteries in “this inhuman accomplice” constituted by 

certain high places still wild in nature, but who also knows how to “impose a new face on the 
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world”, which allows us to repeat that ‘accomplishing Nature inside and outside of oneself is 

also making history in society’ (Dufrenne, 1963: 187).  

 

Another crucial point is that Dufrenne’s call for poetic materialism emphasized on the 

revolutionary potential of emerging means of creative expression to which he was a 

contemporary of in a Marxian-inherited framework of class struggle: “The praise of revolt 

cannot be dissociated from the philosophy of Nature present in each of Dufrenne's works: this 

framework draws its limits insofar as revolt responds to denaturation and finds its motivation 

in the prior harmony with Nature that allows him to hope for a world in conformity with this 

understanding” (Saison, 2018 : 52). 

 As far as we are concerned, we detach ourselves from this framework. Had we been 

able to focus on developing counter-aesthetics in non-corporate nor governmental activist 

contexts, the concept would remain the same. Thus in our present understanding, the 

organization that frees itself from ideology is first of all the organization that frees itself from 

its own self, i.e. from the subjugation of its immanent and concrete being-body to the 

representations that distort and/or reduce it to discourse.  

 

Similarly, as there is no intention to degrade rational inquiry into aesthetics and art (or it would 

disqualify the very reason of the present argumentation), I shall precise that an improvement of 

the aesthetic practice of CSR necessarily have to combine ‘aestheticization of politics’ with the 

institutional problems of regulation and governance that Richardson notably analyzed (2019), 

even if we here mainly focus on its non-representational perspective.  

By understanding our criticism as one of the neglect of the transcendental character of 

aesthetics in mainstream organizational studies, applying poetic materialism to organization 

studies will consist in developing a Dufrennian-inspired counter-aesthetic CSR strategy 

inscribed in the practices an processes made to “artfully transform corporate expressive material 

– slogans, songs, logos, billboards, or other elements of the business brand – into something 

subversive.” (Richardson, 2019: 32). Motivated by the underlying stance that “that project 

management, institutional regulation and aesthetic sensibility must habit in mutual respect” 

(Guillet de Monthoux et al. 2007: 271) in organizations and thus reflected through CSR 

processes, practices and agendas the objective is to rehabilitate the aesthetic practice of 

organizations, by supporting the notion of social responsibility in its original manifestations by 

Mikel Dufrenne.  
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Thereby I will conduct further methodical reflections upon the CSR aesthetic gazes and 

applications that re-balance aestheticization of politics and politicization of aesthetics to 

provide tools for organizations and observers.  

 

 

II- APPLYING POETIC MATERIALISM TO ORGANIZATIONAL 

STUDIES: SKETCHING THE FOUNDATIONS OF ‘POETIC CSR’ 

 
II.1– A Dufrennian approach to Corporate Social Responsibility 

 
The notion of ‘CSR’ is a contested concept. Devoid of a common definitional frame, it 

embodies a vast range of practices by different groups of people, and thus should be applied 

accordingly to located contexts.  

The definition I now refer to is the most relevant for relevant for the application of Dufrenne’s 

socio-ontological notion of poetic materialism. In order to develop the concept of Poetic CSR, 

I consider the aesthetic practice of organizations as integrated to their “social, environmental, 

ethical and philanthropic responsibilities towards society into their operations, processes and 

core business strategy in cooperation with relevant stakeholders” (Rasche et al., 2017: 6). In 

order to apply Dufrenne’s concept to this particular definition, we have to understand what the 

latter first implicates.  

As Morsing, Rasche & Moon (2017: 5-7) noted, this particular considers CSR here 

extends beyond the only philanthropic activities of companies. CSR here concerns the core 

activities of enterprises: “Well-designed CSR goes into the very core of a corporation; it 

influences its everyday practices and business processes, and is aligned with its overall business 

strategy” (6). The term ‘enterprise’ is to be grasped in its most holistic manner as it concerns 

large corporations and small and medium-sized companies (7). Moreover, CSR is a grounded 

requirement for the contemporary organizations to exist inside of regulated and value-based 

environments: “In many business systems, companies observe ‘implicit’ obligations to 

undertake certain responsibilities simply by virtue of being members of those societies” (6).  

Poetic materialism accentuates the claim that “CSR should be embedded into what a firm does 

on a day-to-day basis” (5) and expands its meaning by providing a socio-transcendental lens to 

its international understanding as encompassing the social responsibilities in at least four areas 

(7): human rights, labour rights, environmental principles and anti-corruption.  
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This particular definition emphasizes many aspects we’ve outlined in our analysis of aesthetic 

capitalism, such as the implicit imperatives for the modern enterprise to legitimate itself in a 

globalized competitive environment, where the culture of immediacy represents a constant 

imperative for newness. Moreover, the term ‘enterprise’ denotes the centrality of the 

organization in the context of our thesis. 

The notion Poetic CSR refers to three perspectives present in organizational scholarship 

normative (a), political (b) and emergent (c):  

 

To expect managers to “aestheticize politics” is to confer them the ethical obligation to make 

decisions and/or follow lines of actions which are desirable in terms of objective values of our 

society (Bowen, 1953: 6) (a).  

But these values are often subjected to a “market ideology” increasingly driven by 

aesthetic production and communication of corporations contributing to the de-aestheticization 

of society — Monthoux’s context of banality (b). Aesthetic production thus constitutes a 

political battlefield involving CSR firms as participating actors, where business activities turn 

corporations into providers of public goods (Scherer et al. 2016: 3; Rasche et al. 2017: 11).  

Moreover, the political is the expression of an insatiable and paradoxical desire for the 

original i.e. Nature (c). In other words, Dufrennian politics are “ever-emergent”. As the ultimate 

‘issue’ is never solved and not to be solved, the political is the subject of permanent 

interrogations, debates in management theory and practice (Gond and Moon, 2011), in which 

firms shall engage proactively (Rasche et al. 2017: 11), here to be understood as aesthetically 

or poetically. Poetic CSR is ultimately a time-context dependent concept and practice to be 

embodied, as it characterizes the aesthetic practice in organizations who depend on many 

factors, such as the constant evolution of public expectation, institutionalization, competition 

and located issues. (12). These three perspectives underline the intersubjective and diverse 

character of the concept. Shall we remind that the understanding of aesthetic experience is 

thought as a common act between the sensing and the sensed, the coming-into-being of the 

subject is necessarily arousing from a community of subjects: “what the body understands, that 

is to say, it tests and takes charge, it is in a way the very intention that is in the thing, its only 

way of existing” (Dufrenne 1967, 59). 

 

Poetic CSR thus emphasizes communicational feature of organizational action as central to 

organizational life as it necessarily is two-way process and exchange between a receiver and a 
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sender (Morsing & Schultz, 2006). It is, shall I repeat, aesthetic: “Since communication is 

served by signs that have two sides, a sense side and a meaning side, organizations inevitably 

use aesthetic tools. This relation between aesthetics and organization is not external but built 

into the essence of communication” (Thyssen, 2011: 55). Deriving from Dufrenne’s initial 

framework, we can describe Poetic CSR through the latter twofold:  

 

1.  Politicize aesthetics as “communication-with-nature”: 

 The company's aspiration, strategically determined via pre-defined goals in order to make work 

efficiently come into its “social existence” — It is to be linked to the political phase of CSR 

communication (Morsing, 2017: 296), where the organization contributes to create the norms 

and values as a way to engage positively in the development of society.  

 

2. Aestheticize politics as “communication-with-Nature”:  

The grounded, immanent and poetic organizational actions that tend to embrace on the other 

hand  of rationally defined aspirations, by “aestheticizing politics” through the practice of 

utopian play. The excitement of perceptions calls for the sentiment of Nature, very genesis and 

“non-regional” realization of a company’s greater normative purpose.   

 

This twofold implies that to successfully embrace Poetic CSR, one needs to aim towards a 

cohesion between “communication-with-nature” and “communication-with-Nature” i.e. a 

reconciliation between application and aspiration. Yet present definition of Poetic CSR doesn’t 

yet provide the means to disentangle one’s aesthetic practice from pre-determined focal 

identification of (Chia & Holt, 2007: 62) of “arenas of activity, the means for arriving at and 

moving in those arenas, a sense of distinctiveness, and an accepted understanding of 

performance” — identified as the politicization of art in Dufrennian terminology. Indeed, how 

to make politicization of aesthetics and aestheticization of politics work symmetrically in an 

organization? If the twofold expresses well the tension and ambiguity between two ‘ideal-

types’, nothing in the present framework permit us to understand convincingly understand how 

the latter wouldn’t be subjected to the former.  

Thus, in the part named ‘Communication-with-nature’, I will inquire into the resonance 

of the attitude seeking to overcome nature and ‘focal identification’. For this, we need to put 

Dufrenne’s sentiment in perspective to existing literature to delineate the attitude which enables 

organizations to ‘embrace vagueness’, to celebrate naivety and ignorance rather than “pre-

specified definable ‘gaps’ in our knowledge” (Chia & Holt, 2007: 64) 
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In the part named ‘Communication-with-Nature’ I will to further characterize the 

practice that materializes and realizes such an attitude, by evoking and confronting Dufrenne’s 

concept of utopian play to existing organizational literature: "Like art, play is a return to the 

original" (Dufrenne, 1976: 150). 

 

 

II.2– Communication-with-nature: Poetic CSR as “aspirational aesthetics” 

 

II.2.a – Time & accountability: expanding the landscape of CSR hypocrisy 

 

In traditional CSR, talk should embrace action. This translates into a moral imperative of 

authenticity and transparency for organizations. Companies are expected to be sincere about 

their commitment, Morsing notes (2017: 286), which means real, “not just fluff, but based on 

the authentic values and the actual strategies of the firm” (Waddock & Googins, 2011: 37; cited 

by Morsing, 2017, 288). Moreover, they need to remain open and willing to engage in critical 

dialogues and to expose transparently the problems they face (Morsing, 2017: 289). The 

aesthetic expression of such a way of thinking about the relationship between action and 

aspiration seems to inevitably culminate in an instrumental use of the tools towards "clear" and 

"defined" content. Without such a positioning, the company may appear as hypocritical: 

“whereas hypocrisy has been associated with religious and moral beliefs, it is increasingly 

applied in a broader sense to suggest that the organization fails to practice what it preaches” 

(Weick, 1995 in Christensen, Morsing & Thyssen, 2020: 327). Hypocrisy refers to 

“unacceptable discrepancies between one set of activities and another” (Christensen, Morsing 

& Thyssen, 2020: 327), i.e. to inconsistency.  

 

This poses a challenge for the Dufrennian approach to CSR, which erects the notion of 

inconsistency as the condition for the emergence of subjectivities. The experience of the world 

is ultimately that of desire of Nature expressed in both practices of art and politics. Such a 

perspective, as we have seen before, conduces one to think of mankind as ultimately ever-

inconsistent when it comes to the fulfillment of its aspirations. Moreover, ordinary language is 

not sufficient to grasp and tell the truth of the world itself. Language can never be totally 

consistent with action. Thus, in a Dufrennian understanding, communication-with-nature & 

communication-with-Nature are never reconcilable.  
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In such an understanding of the notion of hypocrisy, the paradox I have just underlined 

is impassable, and a convincing conceptualization of Poetic CSR seems impossible. To be able 

to overcome this, we need to resort to another understanding of the notion of representational 

hypocrisy, which is no longer based on an imperative of immediate coherence between action 

and aspiration. It is here that we can find a justification, when it comes to aesthetic 

communication, for practices that tend to aestheticize politics, that is to say, to depart from a 

representational aesthetic practice rather than its opposite.  

For this we can draw on recent debates within mainstream CSR that Christensen, Morsing & 

Thyssen (2020) have raised around the notion of hypocrisy itself.  As they noted, the 

predominant perspective on hypocrisy is normative, emphasizing that talk should reflect rather 

shape action (328). They summarize as such: “Most research on hypocrisy in the context of 

corporate social responsibility tends to evaluate such inconsistencies in the immediate present, 

thus disregarding the temporal dynamics of hypocrisy, that is, what hypocrisy might do to 

organization and society over time” (327).  

The authors’ argument is that by remaining limited to a normative and common-sense 

understanding, research on organizational hypocrisy undermines the complexity of the 

phenomenon. By introducing temporality in the talk-action spectrum, they add a nuance 

allowing for deeper understanding of hypocrisy and its potential timely performativity.  

It conduces them to emphasize on the latter:  talk does things, (Foucault, 1997) and 

“occurs both early and late, as does action, and neither once can be designated the starting point 

to the destination” (Weick, Sutcliffe and Obsfeld, 2005: 412), as a sometimes indispensable for 

organizations to stimulate and drive further action (Marshak, 1998; Christensen, Morsing, 

Thyssen, 2017: 329). Simply said, talk shapes action over time. Furthermore, the authors’ 

conception of time contrasts with its linear understanding, dominant conception of business 

narratives on economic growth according to which future is “an indefinite extension of present 

commitments” (Skrimshire, 2018; Christensen, Morsing & Thyssen, 2017). 

Inspired from Niklas Luhmann’ systems theory (1978, 1995, 1998), they understand 

time as reflexive: “time is always “now”, saturated with memories and anticipations because 

past and future states are always and inevitably observed self-referentially through the present 

(Christensen, Morsing, Thyssen, 2020). Time is a subjective window open to an endless number 

of real and possible events. It is dependent of its relevance for one particular observer: the 

organization necessarily simplify in the present by selecting some past and future states to 

particularly focus on. Consequently, time is subject to differing interpretations based on 

different selections. 
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Understanding time as reflexive indeed shows us how a long-termism and a short-termism 

approach to the same phenomena can lead to different interpretations about the coherence 

between talk and action, necessarily reflexive, subtractive and localized. When it comes to 

environmental issues for example, citing Skrimshire (2018), Christensen, Morsing & Thyssen 

remark how a revision of our narrative constructions of the future is needed in order to better 

grasp the implications of the issue. A long-termism approach, they note, is necessary to avoid 

further devastating effects of climate change to that of CSR initiatives, which favor the recourse 

of a short-termist one, manifestly representational or “presentist” (Skrimshire, 2018: 2). 

Therefore, if hypocrisy can be referred to as inconsistency, consistency itself, as a focus of 

organizations over time, can emerge along multiple dimensions. (Christensen, Morsing & 

Thyssen, 2020: 330).  

By highlight the different “time regimes” to which organizational actions and talk may 

be subjected, they’ve delineated the notion of aspiration to point out one mode of hypocrisy 

relative to organizational talk that projects itself in the long-term: “Aspiration denote 

organizational self-descriptions to which current practices cannot yet live up. Some 

organizational aspirations are explicitly formulated as goals and ambitions” (Christensen, 

Morsing & Thyssen, 2020: 330). Aspiration is useful in organizations to define a responsible 

future, as it “has the potential to enact novel and innovative approaches in this direction” 

(Christensen, Morsing & Thyssen, 2015.), and are therefore performative in their capacity of 

mobilizing expectations for future practices.  

 

II.2.b – Aspiration, or Natural hypocrisy 

 

In our present context, the notion of aspirational talk is particularly useful as it identifies ways 

of understanding hypocrisy that are less negative than the resolutely presentist approach when 

the action is projected into the distant future. At stake and seemingly unavoidable here is the 

complex talk-action coupling relation whose complexity is dealt with by the authors. They 

argue that if talk may be decoupled from action in the present, the possibility of its “recoupling” 

in time is not to be overlooked, but to be held to organizational self-descriptions and other 

practices and is particularly appropriate when facing complex changes and issues. (Christensen, 

Morsing & Thyssen, 2020: 333). Thus hyperbolic claims infused by ‘lofty ideals’ which invite 

us to the idea of the possible can therefore help us to understand how organizations "articulate 

values they are not presently able to live up to" (333).  
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There nevertheless remains a skeptical argument to the long-term approach in that it may 

encourage hypocrisy by softening the urgency of a socio-environmental challenge and the need 

for companies to engage and develop socially responsible practices. Indeed, aspiration talk is 

very likely to be perceived as hypocrite at the time the said discourse or narrative is enunciated. 

Action is still supposed to be met in time, and as they further nuance, it is often hard to tolerate 

temporary inconsistencies (331): “The risk of always being in the process of “becoming” yet 

never “arriving”, as Costas and Grey (2014: 918) put it, is a serious problem, especially in 

contexts of responsibility and sustainability”. If tensions and inconsistencies constitute a drive 

for change, they may also represent an opportunity for companies to “offset the need to take 

action here and now” (Morsing & Thyssen, 2020: 331).  By embracing a realistic and problem-

solving perspective on aspirational talk as they evoke a “risk of always being in the process of 

“becoming” yet never “arriving” (…)”  

Thus they highlight the general difficulty in accepting aspirational talk as a projection 

of future actions, if aspiration may be recognized for its potentiality over time, it hardly escapes 

the healthy skepticism surrounding organizational discourses and narratives situating the 

fulfillment of their goals in a long-term future, explicating the wide preferences and focus on 

short-term goals instead: “When long-termism is called for, but judged through short-term 

lenses, and future-directed projects are rejected with reference to past behaviors, organizations 

are likely to embark on “communicative acrobatics” in order to re-establish some sort of 

coherence and consistency between their many different practices.” (332) 

 

Therefore, aspiration, understood this way, may enlighten Dufrenne’s phenomenological 

understanding of politics-as-desire, but it does not provide of a rigorous and useful application 

of poetic materialism in organizations, or Poetic CSR. In this perspective, the individual and 

collective practices aiming towards a betterment of mankind embody a certain existential 

attitude, only to be rationally understood as negatively hypocrite by situating the imperatives in 

the heights of a self-congratulatory practices that discards the concern over realization over 

time,  by using aspiration as a mean of legitimization of the discourse that actions can’t meet 

— thus facilitating greenwashing or social washing as Christensen, Morsing and Thyssen 

exemplify with the problem of child slavery in chocolate bars manufacturing (332). 

 

Poetic CSR, focused on the aesthetic practice of companies, is precisely the organizational 

practice that is understood as never having been totally 'accurate' and consistent with what it 

tends to express and communicate by escaping the interest-driven mindset when overflown by 
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the sensible. It is therefore in the wake of this notion of aspiration that the answers to Dufrennian 

politics find their essence. 

When it comes to aesthetic practice, as we have seen before, it is particularly through 

this insatiable need to identify with reality that the violence of ideology can find its leaven, that 

aesthetics is politicized and instrumentalized.  Aspiration is limited to the identification of a 

goal or object in its essence, situated in the past, present or future is doomed to failure and 

therefore, in aesthetic terms, to a temptation to manipulate or substitute the real itself: an 

illusionary hypocrisy, in the negative sense of the term, as becoming de facto means never 

arriving. In order to comprehend and accept a notion of Poetic CSR, we need to return to the 

modalities of the aesthetic experience to lay out the conditions of an aspiration that can 

legitimize it in a time of "no outcome", that is to say, to the foundation of the hypocrisy inherent 

in aspiration, which is difficult to overcome: it is indeed the passage of time that undeniably 

separates language and action, as Bachelard (1932: 88) admits: 

 

"The consciousness of time is always for us a consciousness of the use of instants, it is 

always active, never passive, in short the consciousness of our duration is always active, 

never passive, in short the consciousness of a progress of our intimate being, whether 

this progress is effective or mimed or simply dreamed.".   

 

II.2.c – To be timely poetic: on vertical reflexivity 

 

Focal aspiration is a natural tendency of the subject in that it represents a characteristic of 

emancipatory potential, "because it allows for resistance to existing power relationships and 

what appears to be empty talk" (Christensen, Morsing, Thyssen, 2020: 321). This emancipatory 

potential finds its genesis, according to Bachelard, in the intimacy of the subject who perceives 

itself as progressing. The thought of progress is an expression of our ‘intimate being’, the instant 

being that heart or fragment that carries the unattainable reality that enable us to subjectively 

constitute the feeling of duration. Thus, overcome linear duration in order reach the instant is 

to operate a movement of return towards Nature.  Once again, as with Dufrenne, we do not find 

the dualism of logic/sense in an antagonistic way, but as a solidarity with our bodily being-in-

the-world. Dufrenne’s poetic time is that of Bachelard's poetry. Moments when feelings are 

experienced together immobilize time, because they are experienced together, because they are 

experienced together linked by the fascinating interest in life. They take the being out of the 

common duration. Such ambivalence cannot be described in successive times as a vulgar 
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assessment of fleeting joys and sorrows. Such sharp, fundamental opposites are part of an 

instantaneous metaphysics. 

Overwhelmed by the beauty of a painting or of a landscape that boundlessly appear sto 

my gaze, the time of an instant that fades rational considerations away with linear duration. 

Dufrenne’s poetic marks the fall of propositional language into poetry when put into play. Thus 

the poetic or utopian aspiration is an aspiration without a precisely defined object, while focal 

attention, necessarily concerned about time, is likely to reduce any aesthetic practice to a 

representation of objectives. Dufrennian aspiration operates by overcoming the aesthetic 

experience as it elevates sensibility-feeling. The aesthetic moment exhausts the disappointment 

of the focal eye. Past and future vanish in the instant of an unlimited presence of the object, a 

subjective movement of adequacy towards the world.  From nature to Nature, the time of the 

poetic is an evaporation of horizontal time, in that the horizon around the object is resorbed in 

its expressive corporeality unveiling the ‘flesh of the world’. The aspiration relative to the 

“poetic time” is that of a reflexivity culminating through feeling, and involving timely 

‘verticality’, as Gaston Bachelard (1932: 108) demonstrates from "a fragment of poetic time", 

a smiling regret:  

 

“The feeling here is irreversible, or better said, the reversibility of the being is here 

sentimentalized: The smile regrets and the regret smiles, the regret consoles. Neither of 

the successively expressed tenses is the cause of the other, it is therefore the proof that 

they are badly expressed in successive time, in horizontal time. But there is nevertheless 

from one to the other a becoming (...) that can only be experienced vertically, by 

ascending, with the impression that regret becomes lighter, that the soul rises (...). New 

proof that formal formality takes place within the instant, in the sense of a vertical time, 

while efficient causality takes place in life and in things, horizontally, by grouping 

moments of varying intensity” 

 

This time without time is the depth of a moment, of an ecstasy, fragile and ephemeral, that a 

political and socially responsible practice perceives as vital and inseparable lived correlate of a 

reconciliation between "communication-with-nature" and "communication-with-Nature". As 

the time of the sentiment, poetic time no longer runs, it gushes out. If poetry is language, it is 

also and at the same time its surpassing. From the "spoken word" of the ordinary to the 

"speaking word" of the poetic If poetry is language, it is also and at the same time its surpassing 

and can only hardly be used ordinarily nor in the affirmation of social organizations. Indeed, as 



	 32	

the organizational researcher Linstead writes, while propositional discourse pursues established 

and fixed meanings, poetizing discourse emanates from flow, play and connectivity (2000: 71). 

By aestheticizing the real, the poetic moment embraces the moment in the inexhaustible reality 

of the world rather than as a system. 

  

The aspiration relative to Poetic CSR contains the paradoxical criterion of the poetic itself and 

more broadly of phenomenological intentionality. It disentangles talk from action by dissolving 

talk into action (or inversely). The performativity of talk is pushed to its paroxysm during the 

timeless time of a moment lived by the body rather than by understanding. The shift from poetry 

to Dufrenne's poetics is analogous to the shift from language to aesthetics that we operate here. 

Taking into account that no discourse or word is realized independently of the sensory reality 

that constitutes it.  We understand the notion of aspirational talk as a language of the senses, 

pushing us to re-adapt the characteristic aspiration of Poetic CSR that we call "aspirational 

aesthetics". 

“Aspirational aesthetics” because it is through the excitement of the senses, by the 

means of the aesthetic experience that aspirational hypocrisy finds its ways of fulfillment. 

Fulfillment here is not to be understood as a coherence with what is being stated, as the “what”, 

i.e. Nature, is situated beyond any answer or qualification. The “What” being stated is nothing 

else than the sentiment, which Mikel Dufrenne and consequently our approach to Poetic CSR 

identify to an attitude contributing to political emancipation. The “what” is non-justifiable as it 

is justified in the ungraspable instant, through feeling through the poetic attitude:  

 

“Poetry defines a certain experience only because it designates the object of that 

experience. And this object is Nature itself as it is signified in the appearance. Poetic 

designates the expressiveness of the images in which the poetry of Nature is expressed” 

(Dufrenne, 1963: 180). 

 

Mikel Dufrenne describes this aesthetic aspiration,as utopian: "Utopian thought is the thought 

of the possible that is announced in the real and finds in it the beginning of realization" 

(Dufrenne, 1973: 175). Since it does not describe the advent of a utopian system itself, utopia, 

according to Dufrenne, is indifferent to the conditions of its realization, it is “the functioning of 

a possible that has become miraculously real without ever having been in power; basically a 

purely logical possible, posited as an axiomatic whose calculation deduces its implications” 

(179). 
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Utopia does not erase reality but lives it by reacting. Thus aspirational aesthetics relating 

to Poetic CSR does not require the mediations and considerations to "combine an understanding 

of what aspiration can do under the right circumstances with open and ongoing negotiations 

about what timeframes are reasonable and acceptable for major project of social interest" held 

by Christensen, Morsing & Thyssen (2020: 331). 

Poetic CSR requires utopian organizational actions that are part of the present and 

generate future progress in a spontaneity that does not care about time, that mixes speech and 

gestures without separating reflection and desire (Dufrenne, 1973: 173). As first-movement 

thought, all mixed with affect and action (174). In this perspective we follow Christensen, 

Morsing and Thyssen (2020: 333), to quote in turn Reinhold Niebuhr (via March, 2007: 1283) 

in asserting that organizational utopian action should be "an inevitable byproduct of virtuous 

endeavor". 

 

Through the notion of aspiration, we have determined the attitude towards our notion of Poetic 

CSR from the debates around organizational hypocrisy within mainstream CSR scholarship. 

Starting from the work of extending the understanding of hypocrisy by means of a reflexive, 

contextual and subjective conception of time, we ourselves extended the notion of inspiration 

by studying the proper attitude to the aesthetic and poetic moment.   

Therefore, understanding Poetic CSR as a set of social, environmental, ethical and philanthropic 

set of aesthetic practices and processes embedded in organization's internal operations requires 

the various stakeholders to embrace "aspirational aesthetics": an aspiration that breaks free from 

rational attention to be realized in the moment.  

Aspirational aesthetics are necessarily embedded in greater organizational life sustaining 

intersubjective mediations and planning between the various actors in respect of roles, skills 

and/or hierarchies. We can infer here that Poetic CSR is aimed at seizing ‘galvanizing’ 

fragments of organizational life in a certain detachment from focal imperatives while 

nevertheless correlatively prefiguring better practices and processes 

 

In the "communication-with-Nature" section, we have mainly touched upon the very particular 

notion of aesthetic aspiration, which allows us to define, distinguish and extend the notion of 

CSR towards a poetic conception. If I have been more attentive to the transcendental aspect of 

Poetic CSR, I will now return to the more concrete, corporeal and grounded aspects by focusing 

more precisely on the practices that allow us to materialize our transcendental reflections. 
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II.3–Communication-with-Nature: Play, or Poetic CSR as utopian organizational 

practice 

 

After having put at use Dufrenne’s notion to contour the concept of Poetic CSR in a highly 

theoretical manner, we are now addressing it in a more empirical way the concrete 

characteristics of a non-representational CSR. We have seen how aesthetic aspiration realizes 

itself in the immediate, expression of Dufrenne’s poetic understood as a peripheral attitude. 

From the poetic to the material, we slide from aesthetic aspiration to the practice of play. 

Mikel Dufrenne's recourse to play resonates with the thinking of his era, notably marked 

in our particular interest, by the gain of interest in the concept within popular business literature 

and practice (Sørensen & Spoelstra, 2012: 83). Still, Dufrenne's conception of play is neither 

limited to a metaphorical approach to organizational play (Anderson-Gough et al., 1998), 

thought of as distinct from work and or limited to re-framing and re-labeling (Sørensen & 

Spoelstra, 2012: 83). In contrary work is play: 

 

"When work is play — when it is not forceful and one measures the results oneself, 

whatever the obstacles, whatever the fatigue and sometimes the disappointments, there 

is a Pleasure of doing, which is attached to the act itself and which resounds in the whole 

being". (Dufrenne, 1973: 260). 

 

In other words, Dufrenne’s play is not ‘serious’, to borrow Sørensen & Spoelstra’s words 

(2012), as the frontier between play and work are blurred (Burke, 1971; Kane, 2004; Williams, 

2012; Sørensen & Spoelstra, 2012). At stake is the interweaving between rational and emotional 

knowledge. Sensing is making sense, the sensitivity is cultivated in the Mētis by Chia & Holt, 

“a kind of vague peripheral knowing involving a ‘memory without language’ or representation” 

(2007, 70; from Detienne & Vernant, 1978): 

 

“Play can "blur the boundaries of what is considered real and serious; marginality 

invades the system to disintegrate it, and the unreal calls the real into question. It is then 

that freedom is exercised, that the possible appears, that something is created: not 

necessarily a finished product, a perfect work, but an event: a word that proliferates, a 

festival that is frosted, a mask that falls or a rite that is perverted, a new face of the world 

that appears". (Dufrenne, 1973: 273). 
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To play is the practice that re-introduces possibles, de-scleroses everyday conceptions, 

distinctions and determined categories and blurs the frontiers between the surreal and the real. 

In the same vein, organizational researchers Sørensen & Spoeslstra (2012: 92) adopt 

Csikszentmihalyi and Benett understanding of play as “grounded in the concept of possibility”, 

meaning that play is to be understood beyond any ‘function’ as it continuously produces new 

possibilities (opportunities or dangers). Play is work, so it is usurpation of work, which 

Sørensen & Spoelstra describe as follows: “In this way, play again comes to appear ‘functional’ 

to the organization, but now the logic of what happens is play’s own; play usurps work at the 

limit of work’s ability to organize the life of the company” (Sørensen & Spoelstra, 2012: 92). 

By opening up the players' field of vision, play challenges the internalized, ordinary and 

prevalent conceptual determinations. The logic of play as a usurpation of work is moreover 

internal and contained within itself: “Play produces a flow of events that lacks an analytical 

viewpoint ‘outside of the playful activity itself, and thus appears able to protect itself from 

becoming completely appropriated by the organization” (Sørensen & Spoelstra, 2012: 92).  

 Thereby, play, in “protecting the organization from itself’, enables the organizational 

actors to embrace what Chia & Holt (2007: 61) call ‘Peripheral awareness’: “a refined 

sensitivity to marginal events and activities taking place on the fringes of focal attention, and 

the related ability to endure ill-defined situations through resisting premature conceptual 

closure” 

Peripheral awareness, as a product of play, conduces us to further understand how the 

skepticism related to focal aspiration is overcome notably by the means of utopian 

organizational practice relative to Poetic CSR. Indeed, the resilience to ill-defined situations is 

a ‘negative capability’ (67), “when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, 

without any irritable reaching after face and reason”. The practice of play at Dufrenne implies 

joy and the celebration of Nature expressed only through ambivalence, confusion of the senses, 

i.e. the poetic and/or aesthetic moment. It is then possible to rejoice in a realization without 

object, as we have seen before, and the Dufrennian game implies this negative capability, i.e. 

“the cultivated resilience to resist premature closure in the face of vagueness and equivocality” 

(61). Play constitutes a potential mean for organizations, to briefly and fully embody their 

aspiration as discussed above.  

 

The liberating perspectives of play outline above resonate with those among organizational 

scholarship. Indeed, applied to an organizational context, play enables of the manager or 
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employee’s ‘authentic self’  (Johnsen et al., 2009; Kunda, 2009). It is a facilitator of knowledge 

sharing, knowledge creation and the enhancement of sensorial and and emotional experiential 

dynamics (Nelson, 2009) in organizations by involving fantasy, aesthetics and physicality 

(Fontijn and Hoonhout, 2007), Play is notably seen as a facilitator of knowledge sharing, 

knowledge creation and the enhancement of sensorial and and emotional experiential dynamics 

(Nelson, 2009) in organizations by involving fantasy, aesthetics and physicality (Fontijn and 

Hoonhout, 2007): 

   
“The player is plainly active: he confronts the craft, he plays with the obstacle, he 

converts the means, he transforms the event in which he is an actor into a work in the 

fullness of the moment. It is here that, in Deleuze's words, "the pure process is 

accomplished". Desire expresses itself here: for it is he who is at work to conjure up the 

possible in the act, it is he who wants...everything” (Dufrenne, 1973: 250-251). 

 

It is therefore not a contemplative practice but one that actively engages managers within the 

framework of Dufrenne's philosophy. A modest celebration, a festival, or the protest that one 

can embrace can live poetically. Dufrenne’s understanding of the poetic implications of play, 

can be identified to one particular mode of play as ilinx, where the player desires ecstasy, 

unboundedness, and freedom from constraint, and does this by confounding bodily equilibrium, 

ordinary perception, and conscience.” (Linstead, 2000:  25). 

Indeed, playing involves a utopian practice of politics as le dismantlement of ordinary 

perception and of an orderly and ordered state of mind culminates in the experience of 

jouissance, where the subject is carried away and lost, and which cannot be said: "for those who 

are capable of jouissance, it is always (at) first (sight): that which is accomplished in the 

presence, when the subject is completely mixed up with the object and receives the meaning of 

it in his flesh, insofar as this meaning is immanent to the flesh of the object" (Dufrenne, 1973: 

262). There is thus a metaphysical surplus liberated by the utopian play, which is neither purely 

rational nor purely aesthetic, but which is rather a game itself between the two. This surplus is 

immanent to the ‘flesh of the world’. 

 Play is thus the practice which enables the organization to aestheticize politics. Play, as 

an activity which involves bodily presence over rational one, involves a free play of the senses. 

In terms of aesthetic communication, as Ole Thyssen writes, it takes play in an interplay 

between constancy and variation between sensual, cognitive, emotional and social patterns 

(2011: 47). It allows to liberate the feeling and therefore to be understood as a practice that 
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engages the subject on a return to the original regardless of institutional politics, because it 

escapes the capture of representation but is believed to determine it. The emancipatory social 

and political potential of Dufrenne is thus non-regional nor focal. t can therefore, by its 

paradoxical disinterest rooted in the sensitive reality of the moment, represent a strategic 

advantage. “Aesthetic tools have the strategic advantage that they do not presume knowledge 

or principles in the receivers.  (…) In such a short space of time, an argument cannot be made, 

only an impression. It favours aesthetic tools that intuitively or bodily, and, therefore, 

communication with mass audience is transformed from an objective to an aesthetic game” 

(Thyssen, 2011: 47).  

  

A utopian take emphasizes on the the party, or festival, which reveals the beauty of the 

organization by forming an ‘all-embracing microcosm’ shaped by the ‘constant flux of people’, 

‘constant networking’ (Strati, 2000: 147) in which people play, laugh, chat. As festival 

consecrate play, it embodies Gadamer’s view (1977; 1986: 39-40; cited by Strati, 1999: 145) 

that the festival precludes isolation of one element from another, and one person from the 

others. In other words, a festival celebrates a communal experience, and it does so in the most 

complete form, because the ‘celebration of a festival is, in technical terms, an intentional 

activity, in the aesthetic sense of the term. 

 

 

II.4. – Towards organizational aesthetics 

 

In a Dufrennian nature-Nature inspired twofold, we inquired into how organizations can 

“aestheticize politics” via play. Poetic CSR results from a socio-transcendental understanding 

of organizations, which nevertheless grounds it within the ungraspable being-in-the-world, 

where play functions as a “purposive action of individuals and organizations aimed at creating, 

maintaining and disrupting institutions" (Lawrence & Suddaby, 2006: 215). It is play that 

allows the undoing of horizontal time. The critical aspect of the concept is contained in the 

theoretical correlation established between aesthetic and political, between cognition and 

emotion in an immediate manner: "The categorical imperative of morality doesn't care how 

long it lasts. It retains no sensible cause; it expects no consequences. It goes straight, vertically, 

through the time of forms and persons." (Bachelard, 1932: 110-111). 

Moreover, Poetic CSR indeed adopts the double character of aesthetics (Welsh, 1997) notably 

present in Dufrenne’s philosophy.. Thus the critique inherent to poetic materialism addresses 
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not only entrepreneurs and organizational members but also the broader civil society in which 

the social and political impact of corporations and enterprises has become a central matter. 

Indeed, in order to assess organizations’ ‘aesthetic’ responsibility through the processes, 

practices and communicative ways they come into existence, it is not enough does to promote 

and call for them to commit and engage in a more peripheral manner without refining one's own 

senses to appreciate the organization, ‘aesthetic’ object of study. In other words, observing the 

organization producing aesthetic play requires the observer, capable of feeling and thus 

producer of aesthetic knowledge him/herself:  

 

“Aesthetic knowledge is a form of knowing and acting that responds to the canons of 

the art of shaping an organizational process or event; the art of organizational decision 

making; the art of making a product; the art or doing a job; the art of managing everyday 

organizational interaction—and ultimately, art in itself, art without any ‘of’” (Strati, 

2008: 39). 

 

Similarly, to Dufrenne’s poetic but without the utopian and ontological perspective, Antonio 

Strati, theorist within the field organizational aesthetics, considers the “aesthetic” holistically 

as referring to the entire range of ‘sensory and perceptive faculties’ and ‘sensible experiences’. 

In his perspective Chytry notes (2008: 61), “a fully evolved ‘organizational aesthetics’ would 

reflect the formalized results of such free-wheeling – and ‘empathic’ – inquiries into the variety 

of ways in which the minds and bodies of organizational participants articulate – both verbally 

and non-verbally – their unique sensory and imaginal experiences as members of an 

organization”. In order to be able to apply our concept empirically, we must therefore situate 

our method of observation, presentation and analysis of the data collected among the 

epistemological debates relative to the display of aesthetic knowledge in and about 

organizations. 
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III-  PERFORMING POETIC CSR IN ORGANIZATIONS 
 

 

III.1 – Poetic materialism and aesthetic knowledge of organizations 

 

Mikel Dufrenne’s philosophy coincides with the sub-field of organizational aesthetics. The 

organizational strand of research arose in the 1990’s and provided new methods of inquiry 

focusing on aesthetic knowledge of organizational structures, practices and processes of 

organizational life (Strati, 2008: 38). The sub-field gathers a broad range of the researchers and 

methods, departing from the prioritization of the ‘aesthetic’ element of organizational life (see 

Dégot, 1987, 2007; Strati, 1990, 1992, 1999; , Ramirez, 1991, 1996; Ottensmeyer, 1996; Guillet 

de Monthoux, 2000, 2002, 2004; Linstead & Höpfl, 2000; Warren, 2008; Ladkin & Taylor, 

2010; Sørensen 2010, 2014, etc…). This involves sensory perception and judgments as ‘felt 

meanings’ of the grounded and experiencing organizational actors and of the observer. Strati 

sets out the contours of such an approach by noting its empathic character as a he emphasizes 

on the willingness of to self-immerse and to activate one’s perceptive or sensory faculties in the 

organizational action being studied (Strati, 1999: 67). 

In establishing an aestheticizing CSR practice, the Dufrennian-inspired notion of Poetic CSR 

advocates engages the responsibility of enterprise by adopting an ‘aesthetic understanding’ of 

organizational life summarized by Antonio Strati (2010: 883) as such:  

 

- “The activation ⁄ deactivation of the perceptive and sensory faculties and the sensitive-

aesthetic judgment in workplaces; 

-  The pre-cognitive influence of the sensory, emotional and aesthetic dimension of 

organizational artefacts, that is of the pathos of an organization’s palpable and not-

material environment; 

-  The performative nature of everyday management of the interaction between the 

corporeality of people and the materiality of artefacts; 

- The deep influence of art, personal knowledge and creativeness on work and 

organizational practices; 

-  The stress on critical analysis of the everyday working life in organizational settings 

owing to the emancipatory feature of aesthetics.”  
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Poetic CSR coincides with Antonio Strati’s (1999, 2000) characterization of aesthetic 

knowledge as ‘finite’ (a), ‘tacit’ (b), and ‘non-causal’ (c): Indeed, the emergent perspective of 

Poetic CSR expresses the finiteness of the human subject which never resorbs in the object-

world (a). It is from here that the insatiable desire for Nature is born (b), which expresses itself 

through intellection, culture, History, but more deeply and fundamentally through aesthetic 

experience, a return to the origin that is given to feeling rather than thinking (c). As we've seen, 

the ethical underpinnings of Poetic CSR are rooted in a poetic enjoyment, a sensual game that 

can be fulfilled but remains unresolved (c), as Bachelard writes:  

 

“The poetic moment is therefore necessarily complex: it moves, it proves - it invites, it 

consoles - it is surprisingly familiar. Essentially, the poetic moment is a harmonic 

relationship of two opposites. In the poet's passionate instant, there is always a little 

reason; in the reasoned refusal, there is always a little passion (...) But for rapture, for 

ecstasy, the antitheses must contract in ambivalence (...) In the poetic instant, the being 

rises or falls, without accepting the time of the world, which would bring ambivalence 

back to antithesis, simultaneity back to succession.” (1932: 104) 

 

The production of knowledge emanating from such an approach contrasts with the more 

analytical and objectivist dominant orthodoxy among mainstream management studies. Hence 

a lot of challenges arouse as the aesthetic knowledge relative to Poetic CSR is non-causal, and 

in Dufrenne’s philosophy, not even representational. In this perspective, as the present thesis 

attempted at engaging with it, one may objectively ask: What is aesthetic, what is not? There is 

a need, Warren remarks by drawing on Gagliardi (1990), to first envision everyday 

organizational artefacts as “pathways to organizational life”. Yet, as we’ve seen plenteously, 

aesthetic experience is first difficult to recollect empirically, as it is “often fleeting, tantalizingly 

beyond our grasp”, and cannot be “broken down into the basic syntactical units which language 

demands” (Warren, 2008: 561), leading one to employ symbolic, metaphorical and poetic 

language, i.e. to express oneself allusively. Consequently, Warren adds (2008), reading and 

stimulating alternative languages and knowledge-creation processes represents a challenge in 

itself.  

From the studies relying on privileged position of the researcher-commentator or 

‘connoisseur’ (Strati, 1999; Rusted, 2000) an those attempting at foregrounding the voices of 

organizational members themselves (see Warren, 2018), there are numerous interpretations and 

answers and deriving ‘sensual’ methods/approaches of observation and recollections that reflect 
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the diversity of thought within aesthetic philosophy and its organizational applications 

application — notably differing in the style of of the researchers who conducts the research and 

in the characteristics of the aesthetic dimension on which a researcher decides to focus (Strati, 

2010). Out of these plurality of ‘inner voices’, Antonio Strati distinguishes four principal 

approaches to the aesthetic study of organizations:  

 

- The archeological approach, consisting in a metaphorical attitude of the researcher who 

inquires the field from the perspective of an art historian or archeologist studying a 

particular civilization (Elias, 1939 in Strati, 2010: 885). The research is highly 

symbolical and relies on the organizational architectures (corporate logos, 

organization’s image and workplace to unfold the organization’s identity.).  

 

- The empathic-logical approach (Gagliardi, 1990; Strati, 2010: 886) which focuses on 

the “pre-cognitive and emotional influence of organizational artefacts” to critically 

assess the organization’s symbolic landscape in regard to the form of ‘aesthetic’ control 

it exerts in the organizational context. One may note how such an approach explicitly 

embraces Dufrenne’s epistemology as the latter views the aesthetic sentiment as the 

genesis of political subjectivities for which the aestheticizable, i.e. social cultivation of 

sensibilities functions as a tool of power.  

 

- The aesthetic approach (Strati, 1992, 1999) emphasizing on the intersubjective and 

grounded meanings of organizational aesthetics, is concerned with the social practice of 

organizing. Strati developed this approach from Simmel’s sociology of the senses 

(1908) on one hand, and Polanyi’s (1958) predication of tacit knowledge as influencing 

the explicit dimensions of organizational life (Strati, 2010: 886) 

 

- The artistic approach which focuses more narrowly on the artistic experience as a source 

of information about management and organizational processes, whether they take place 

in a purely artistic context or not. (Barry, 2008; Brealy, 2001; Davel et. Al. 2007; Guillet 

de Monthoux, 1996 ; King, 2007). The approach centers the creative and playful feature 

of organizing (Guillet de Monthoux, 2000) and and focuses on the increasing art-based 

methods to grasp organizational development end innovation (Strati, 2010, 887) 

trhrough four main processes: skills transfer, projective technique, illustration of the 

essence and making (Taylor & Ladkin, 2009: 56) 
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Through the development of Poetic CSR, I have emphasized heavily on the practice of utopian 

play in organizations as a “perceptive experience of liberation” where organizational members 

tend to embrace a more peripheral aspiration, unleashing a sentimental and emancipatory mode 

of organizing. Thus in the present context of a deductive analysis, my empirical study aims at 

illustrating the concept of Poetic CSR beyond the the conceptual plane itself. In other words, it 

means to now follow Warren’s (2008: 559) inclination to “actually do aesthetic research”. One 

continuous characteristic of Poetic CSR is the interweaving between rational and aesthetic 

knowledge. Translating Dufrenne’s transcendental empiricism, we adopt a mode of inquiry 

which stands in “at an equal distance from science and poetry”. (Dufrenne, 1968: 21). How 

could we interpret such a position according to the empirical modes of observation proper to 

organizational aesthetics? Indeed, when it comes to research and evaluations, how to 

communicate about the non-communicable? How to further interpret it and contribute to the 

exchange of information and data, relative to it? Overall, as I said earlier, it is the tension 

between strategic rationality and liberating aesthetic practice that we wish to underline through 

our empirical study. Poetic CSR is ‘politicizing aesthetics’ and ‘aestheticizing politics’.  

Throughout my analysis, I have tried to delineate a set of criteria that can characterize 

the application of the concept of poetic materialism to organizations. I will apply the concept 

by means of an empirical observation of the Copenhagen-based studio ArtRebels. 

 

 

III.2 – Observing Poetic CSR: The ‘poetically materialist’ company 

 

III.2.a – Case presentation and method 

 

ArtRebels is a “creative studio for unconventional thinking and purposeful doing” (2020b). The 

main purpose of the company consists in using the power of art and design as tools for social 

change. Small-sized enterprise counting a dozen ‘in-house’ members, the CSR agenda is highly 

aesthetically aware and re-centers art and design at the core of organizational processes. Here, 

as we are talking about strategy, we refer to the focal and rationally-assessed strategy of 

ArtRebels, i.e. the discourse which shapes their identity and practice through the “politicization 

of aesthetics”. However, the company’s openly rebellious and subversive stance as its name 

indicates, tends to distance itself from the more traditional and mainstream design and creative 

consultancy studios, by embracing a playful and inviting mode of organizing with the broader 
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civil society, through their non-profit platform or self-initiated project “Social Service Club” 

(2020b). It is the latter platform that I use as an example to characterize ArtRebels 

“aestheticization of politics”, where significant research is materialized and conducted through 

event-based festivities, artist residencies and creative collaborations.  

 

To look at how ArtRebels’ practices in inscribed in Poetic practice of Corporate Social 

Responsibility is thus to observe the proper application of Dufrenne’s poetic materialism by 

observing the unbridled playfulness unfolding during a particular event, a ‘Gathering’, annual 

festival taking place in a remote countryside location belonging to the company, the ‘Farm’. It 

is during the event that I have conduced my research and gathered data via participative 

observation. The architecture and style of description is characterized by the nature-Nature 

twofold, enunciated as such:  

 

- Social Service Club’s “communication-with-nature”: 

When it comes to the assessment of ArtRebels’ politicization of aesthetics, we will adopt the 

archeological approach.  On the basis of what is seen heard, touched, and smelled, we identify 

“fragments of organizational life” (Strati, 1999: 189) by “undertaking an exercise of 

contemporary archeology, whereby the forms and function of objects are analyzed” (Berg, 

1987: 25) to convey and reconstitute information about the organizational culture of ArtRebels.  

I focus on the ‘aesthetic existence’ of the company by exploring and applying the above-cited 

approach ArtRebels’ wesbite in order to re-construct the organizational communicational 

narrative in a sensing-feeling enriched way. 

Strati defines the empathic logical-style of research as seeking both empathic and logico-

analytical knowledge yet by keeping the distinction between the three principal phases of 

research (observation, interpretation and presentation of findings). The analysis is supposed to 

start empathically and conclude rationally (Strati, 1999: 189) This part tends towards a more 

logico-empathic style of writing even though there is no clear distinction between observation 

& interpretation. In this case the distinction between the three phase won’t be made as this 

already represents a phase of a greater empirical commentary. In general, this part is more 

incline to rationally assess the relevance of Poetic CSR in regards to the analytical and 

theoretical argumentation. 

 

- Social Service Club’s “communication-with-Nature”:  
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In order to observe poetic materialism at play during the Social Service Club festival, I 

rely on the artistic approach to inquire and observe how ArtRebels “aestheticizes 

politics”, hence more accentuating the performative aspect the concept of Poetic CSR. 

For this I have conducted an empirical observation during Social Service Club 

Gathering taking place in their farmhouse, located in Stevns Klint, Denmark. 

One particularly inspiring example for its realization is to be found in Pierre Guillet de 

Monthoux’s The Art Firm (2004). The book is an important application of the researcher’s 

embodiment of the synesthetic approach to organizations (Chytry, 2008: 62). Engaging in an 

historical perspective backed by German philosophical theory — Schiller, Kant and their legacy 

— Monthoux has raked in two centuries of grounded adventures in which artful firms, such as 

theatrical companies, generated ‘aesthetic Schwung’ as a mean to survival and existence. Using 

an unconventional and entertaining rhetoric Monthoux investigated creativity in as a 

“experiential flow of playfulness” (Strati, 2010: 881) by which organizations produce 

philosophical-aesthetic value “between cognition and perception, between knowledge 

formation and experience of a material world” (Guillet de Monthoux, 2004: 133). ArtRebels’ 

act of aestheticizing politics during Social Service Club is thus analogous to observe and 

document how ArtRebels “makes aesthetics work” in its attempt to recast the pathos of Social 

Service Club.  

 

The empirical commentary is thus performative as it takes distances from the ultimate 

“rationalization of the phenomena” and embody rather the practice of Poetic CSR, to 

maintaining a healthy skepticism toward “any possible set of theoretical priorities” (Chytry, 

2008: 62). As I document my own sense-feeling while on the field, the commentary seeks at 

seeks a activating the broader sensorial faculties of the reader, embracing an attitude of research 

that Strati (1999: 190) resumes as such:  

 

(a) “Immerse themselves in organizational life, activating their perceptive faculties and 

aesthetic judgement, employing their intuitive and analogic capacities, and also 

acting, when it is appropriate, as imaginary participant observers;  

(b) Observe themselves in this knowledge-gathering process, letting their past 

experience re-emerge;  

(c) Write an ‘open text’ which describes the active process of reconstructing lived 

experience and re-evokes this experience according to the aesthetic canons of 

writing which govern the architecture of the arguments developed.” 
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In general, the present commentary won’t rely on an objective-tending and detached neutral 

style of writing, but rather stand ambiguously between the logical-empathic and the empathic-

aesthetic styles. Linstead (2000: 88 cited by Warren, 2008: 564) discussed how we might 

achieve ‘anthropological poetics’ in ethnographic writing and research and writing in 

considering the ineffability of aesthetic perspectives, “to accept no limits to the economy of 

thought; to poeticize and theorize and metaphorize as we analyze; to proceed through atopy, 

enigma, silence and laughter…” (2000: 88). 

In this perspective to observe Poetic CSR at play in ArtRebels is to inquire into a highly 

aestheticized environment notably characterized by a daily recourse to multimedia and Internet, 

major feature of ArtRebels’ activity that is emphasized in the first part of the commentary. Shall 

the ethnographic commentary rely on the poetization language, the Dufrennian poetic, echoing 

with aesthetic knowledge, approaches holistically the senses that the commentary also tend to 

reconstitute and communicate narratives beyond the logico-analytical criteria of conviction. 

The commentary significantly borrows to literary methods and is more openly expressive and 

metaphorical than what is to be found within mainstream organizational literature. Moreover, I 

overcome the mere open written textual writing. As Warren remarks how digitalization and 

Internet technologies have facilitated the access to aesthetics for scholarly communities and 

students (2008: 576), many organizational researchers have worked on new possibilities to 

express organizational life in a non-linear fashion, blending images, sound and narrative such 

as Strati’s metaphor of the organization as a “aesth-hypertext” (2005: 921): a non-linear style 

of reading consisting in a multiplicity of organizational languages requiring the reader to 

activate his/her full sensory-aesthetic judgement in order to combine these various fragments 

of knowledge — written texts, sounds, music, videos and films, etc… 

 Hybridizing online and offline organizational processes, Strati adds, the aesth-hypertext 

metaphor highlights the ethical and political issues of managing as designing the various facet 

of globalization. (ibid.) Although this present research is two-dimensional, our presentation of 

findings and analysis will blend images such as screenshots and pictures taken on the fieldwork 

in addition to text as they help to excite the senses in their own right by virtually ‘re-creating” 

what has been previously experienced. (Warren, 2008: 572). 

 

My commentary, encapsulates the aesthetic dimensions of the ethnographic situation by 

standing as a form of self-expression of my feelings (see Linstead, 2000:18). Acknowledging 
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the limitations of propositional language, I include non-verbal and beyond-analytical forms of 

expression through the presentation data. In the legacy of Duffrenian prose, where descriptive 

passages and sharp clues mix to the point of being dissociated only with difficulty, I situate my 

ethnographic commentary between co-dreaming and deciphering, and re-enact the primary 

meaning of images or narratives, animating and articulating it by following the underground 

paths of a personal labyrinth: the adventure of the critic doubles that of the writer" (Dufrenne, 

1967: 142). 

 

III.2.b – Ethnographic commentary 

 

POLITICIZING AESTHETICS – ARCHEOLOGY OF A DIGITAL EXISTENCE. 

 

You don't have to go any further than the homepage of the company's website to see the studio's 

creative pretensions. A grey page with a clinical atmosphere opens up and reveals mysterious 

geometric objects in a purple color with blurred but pronounced reflections. On the right side, 

three headings: "PROJECTS", "PURPOSE" and "ABOUT US". More discreetly, in the bottom 

left corner of the screen, a first invitation to play appears: "PLAY" (2020a) 

Without even venturing to click on the key, the mysterious structures, composed of 

rather basic geometric shapes that fit together - squares, cylinders, rectangles, circles - gravitate 

by spinning each one on itself and in groups around an invisible central point, like a planet 

spinning on itself and orbiting a star.  The cursor of my mouse is altered by this small ecosystem 

in that it takes the form of two arrows that follow each other by the tail in a circular movement. 

This web page is simple enough for me to feel comfortable and enigmatic enough for the hand 

guiding my cursor to engage in evasive explorations. And it is then the whole little ecosystem 

that moves away and comes closer at the rhythm of my cursor.  

And when the zoom of the screen brings my eyes closer to these shapes, the reflections 

discover an urban environment with twilight tones, lit by artificial lights. It seems to me that 

this public square, dominated by the high, brightly lit and reddish façade, is reminiscent of the 

colors of a theatre, a cinema, a casino, or a striptease club, attracting the eyes and visitors at 

nightfall. Without even having clicked on the "PLAY" button, I have already played with the 

home page. So what does this little button do for me?  

I must admit that I am disappointed. As I click, nothing changes significantly, except 

that a deep-stringed ambient music starts to play. This button only plays the music, which is 

combined with the symphony of the levitating forms.  
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It goes without saying that the homepage harmoniously combines mystery, subversion and 

invitation. The intimidation that could be provoked in a layman, completely foreign to the 

creative and edgy world of designers, is balanced with the little waltz of forms that is sometimes 

triggered even without the visitor's knowledge. Was it the first time I visited this site, it would 

push me to know more about the intention behind such a strangeness.  

 

"ABOUT US” (2020b) 

 

The page is sober, it keeps the clinical look of the home page but without the little ritual that 

gave it all its interest. The information written in a black and very readable typography is more 

intriguing. The studio defines itself as such, jumping from the third to the first person singular 

from the first sentence to the second: “ArtRebels is a cultural studio for unconventional thinking 

and purposeful doing. We are a small but passionate family of designers, researchers, strategists 

and speculators. We collaborate openly, so if you have an idea for a project or a position, please 

get in touch”. Once again, the page manages to keep this mysterious familiarity, which 

translates into a very direct invitation (‘get in touch’ is a hyper-link that opens directly in an 

email window) to contact and collaborate with the small eclectic family. 

Below this small text are satellite information such as the team (composed of nine people, 

whose names are displayed, without photos), the Imprint, i.e. those who produced the site, the 

contact, where the number, e-mail, and some small circular icons with the logos directing to 

other fields of the studio's social existence — address, Instagram, Medium, Facebook. Below 

two initiatives of the company, the one voluntarily put forward, are presented: “The Farm” and 

“Social Service” Club, two intertwined passion-projects “exploring, celebrating and nurturing 

human potential” (2020c).  

 

"PURPOSE” (2020c) 

 

By clicking on the PURPOSE page, I am not presented with a web page with a written text, but 

rather a video. A soft and feminine voice, speaks softly and slowly over a background of 

ambient music, governed by long high notes. The female voice gently recites a kind of pamphlet 

or manifesto that tends to enlighten the visitor about the mission of ArtRebels. The voice recites 

a text in a jerky manner and embraces a solemn tone with poetic overtones. The languid voice 

is accompanied by images that scroll in an order that is not obvious, visual fragments of our 

contemporary condition. Sometimes, fragments of the text being recited appear on the screen 
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and dress up the images with their white typeface, giving the voice a little more body, as if to 

emphasize the important tones of the corporate manifesto: 

 

It all runs so smoothly, this machine,		

 

	
Image	1:	Screenshot	(2020c)) 

 

these systems that make up our modern lives. 

But how do they feel? 

 

	
Image	2	-Screenshot	(2020c) 

 

How do they work and who do they work for? 
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Image	3	-	Screenshot	(2020c)) 

 

When we untangle the nods and shine the lights on those dark, outdated corners of how 

society operates, we realize that the status quo just isn’t good enough. 

We don’t want the status quo designed to benefit the world placed few, disregarding and 

exploiting the struggling many, 

 

	
Image	4	-	Screenshot	(2020c) 

 

We don’t want systems, that are designed top-down and from behind closed doors then 

reinforced quietly, 

	
Image	5	-	Screenshot	(2020c) 
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We don’t want extractive business models, surveillance-based social networks, carbon-

heavy supply chains and politics that only represent the past 

We demand something better, 

We demand better systems. 

 

	
Image	6	-	Screenshot	(2020c) 

 

We demand economic systems that are resilient by design and distributive by default 

We dream of educational systems that are softer, more creative and always critical 

 

	
Image	7	-	Screenshot	(2020c) 

 

We imagine circular and decentralized ways of shaping our dreams for the XXIth century. 

This is a moment of radical re-awakening 

A New status quo is waiting to be born. 

We are devoted to the re-imagining of broken systems and the brighter futures that we 

know are possible.  

We are ArtRebels  
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Image	8	-	Screenshot	(2020c) 

 

The video ends with an image of petals illuminated by purple and blue lights, recalling the 

enigmatic shapes that welcome the visitor to the website. The softness of the voice, the 

sensuality of the video, which lulls us for a minute, contrasts with the decidedly revolutionary 

air of the manifesto. As the mission is presented in the sensual flow of voice and images, the 

tone becomes more radical. We move from observations, to questions, to injunctions.  

The pamphlet calls for the subversion of current global systems and in of anti-capitalist rhetoric. 

Situated in the critique, at the moment of renewal, of rebirth, ArtRebels embraces creative 

destruction towards a better tomorrow built on the ashes of the current system - marked by the 

erosion of local communities and the social, political and ecological urgencies of the sprawling 

neoliberal village world, "The machine": The monopolistic centralization of world capital at 

the expense of the general interest, coupled with the mass surveillance made possible by the 

data society; the obsolescence of social structures and the lack of transparency of democratic 

processes. 

ArtRebels thus brings social and political issues to the heart of its activities, and adopts 

a revolutionary and radically transformative tone with regard to its social responsibility. But 

rebellion is soft, it is artistic, it is poetic. ArtRebels whispers it in my ear and caresses the 

iridescence of their visuals - robots in chains, faces in chains, a torment of buildings that the 

lens rakes up at a nauseating speed, to finally merge into a dancing silhouette in gougeours 

landscape of cliffs death of a river and the birth of the ocean. Then, faces again, this time lit by 

green neon lights followed by more abstract mineral materials, colors play freelying with layers, 

shapes, textures… Then this flower or this cluster of petals, pink, purple, and fluorescent. I can't 

wait to know what the video truly reflects; I can't wait to see how ArtRebels pursues this poetic 

revolution.  
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"PROJECTS” (2020d) 

 

The atmosphere of the website remains the same. Eighteen headings, which can be scrolled 

from ‘01’ (Social Service Club) to ‘18’ (Legacy). They are listed from left to right in descending 

chronological order, from the most recent to the oldest. All these projects reflect ArtRebels 

attachment to  “mutual trust, collective independence and constant collaboration”. They are 

each ways of exploring and designing “alternative ways of pulling society and the planet 

towards a more resilient and culturally-rich future”. Always with a view to greater precision, I 

immerse myself in, the most recent and relevant project, 01. How does ArtRebels put structural 

and political subversion into practice via this project?  

 

Social Service Club is a ‘passion-project’ of ArtRebels. We retrieve here the non-subtractive 

aspect they call for as their platform is necessarily a non-profit. The platform is holistic and 

flexible, the format being subjected to the nature and the aim of the collaboration, I suppose —

gatherings, fairs, exhibitions, masterclasses, summer camps and artist residencies. All, they 

claim, are means to push for rebellious and socially-aware creativity. Social Service Club is the 

all-encompassing platform through which they conduct their ‘poetic revolution’ via a large 

range of artful services. The photo accompanying the presentation of the project is a bucolic 

but centered a group of young people, sitting on green ground against a backdrop of fields and 

sun-drenched skies.  On the right side, a tree trunk cut by the photo frame, and geometric, scarlet 

and open constructions. One is circular, the other seems to be a scaffolding that shelters the 

small collective banter.  The contrast with the almost dystopian universe of the first part of the 

video is striking. The “machine” is far, very far away, suffocated by the reassuring warmth of 

the warm tones of the photo. It reminds me of those holiday conversations, where one doesn’t 

talk for nothing, only to talk, to spend time with one’s own, sheltered from the rhythm of urban 

daily life. Holidays. But it’s not a holiday here. Escaping from the machine is perhaps already 

starting to sabotage it. I now click on the platform’s website, “socialserviceclub.io”. 

 

SOCIAL SERVICE CLUB (2020e) 

 

It's like the picture on the previous page exploding in my face. A field of flowers with yellow 

sun-drenched petals scroll across a clear sky, like when as a child sitting in the back of the car 

on a country road, I turned my head to look at the plant horizon as far as the eye could see.  
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In the center of the webpage, the field is split into two identical videos that play continuously, 

slightly out of sync with each other. In the middle stand with some authority three immobile 

letters, fluorescent yellow-green, from which my eyes never really stand out, the first in bold 

and in a different typography from the other two: SSC, initials. As I scroll down the page, the 

whole little field comes to life: a strip with the same name of the platform in series on two lines 

moves to the rhythm of my cursor, while the three uppercase letters move away from the center 

and gradually disappear from the page, giving way to a description and an invitation to join the 

network now. Social Service Club is an eclectic network bringing together many actors, on a 

global scale, around artistic creation as a tool for political subversion. 

It is a veritable torrent of color, where green and yellow predominate, a pretty mess of 

still or moving images that forms a real window into the intimacy of the "Gatherings, and 

Salons", interspersed with descriptions of the initiative. The crystallized moments are flashily 

and continuously popping out from all corners of the page — People dancing in the middle of 

bucolic building sites, hands immersed in a purple cauliflower, hipsters lurking in the central 

courtyard of a crowded country house, the farmhouse I imagine, a mass of shrunken humans 

against the background of a giant hangar, similar to those in Nordhavn, and installations and 

objects of all kinds, unidentifiable without the context that accompanies them… 

If the places are as diverse as the activities I can perceive, it seems to me that the majority of 

these moments are captured in this farmhouse. A place of artist's residence, a convivial halt 

located a few hours from the Danish capital, the farm is the experimental site of the ArtRebels 

studio, a sort of headquarters and poetic incubator of subversion. 
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AESTHETICIZING POLITICS – SOCIAL SERVICE CLUB GATHERING 

 

 

It was a September 14. The sun welcomed us with open arms in a clear sky. The summer was 

still proclaiming its rare benevolence at the beginning of autumn. The program was busy, with 

many visitors, about 300, arriving in buses that the organizers had ordered from Copenhagen. I 

could feel a general satisfaction mixed 

with the excited expectation of tired 

bodies, ravaged by the work of a week 

of intense preparation bringing together 

artists, ArtRebels managers, volunteers 

and friends. The farm was embellished, 

embalmed with tents, visual and sound 

installations. The last details were 

refined in running footsteps. Changed into 

backstage for the occasion, the house was overflowing with life. The ArtRebels team was 

focused on taking the few calls from visitors lost in the way to the Farm, taking care of the 

ticketing and supervising the running technicians harnessed to fine-tune the last details here and 

there across the huge garden.  

At the end of the two-week artistic residency, three young creative artists presented their work. 

Levi, an Australian apprentice architect, studying at CBS, had consolidated a wooden structure 

inspired by the social and humanitarian 

architecture of Pallasmaa, "the 

Pavillion" — focused on co-creation 

and accessibility and inclusiveness, the 

shelter had imagined by reminiscence 

for natural disasters.  

 

 

The week was a daring one for the young architect, who, not having received the canvas that 

was to form the roof of his structure, had to improvise with an uneven and incongruous orange 

fabric. His resilience had paid off, this orange canvas proved to be a wonderful nod to the 

intention that had motivated the artist's residency, and fitted in perfectly with the atmosphere 

and mood of the conversations and workshops it was to house: all afternoon, the artist 

Image	9,		-	"The	Pavillion".	Joseph	Ekoko,	Stevns	Klint,	2019 

Image	10.	Alexandra's	sculptures.	Joseph	Ekoko,	Stevns	Klint,	2019 
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collectives Hot Takes and Airplane Mode would engage with hand-on creative and communal 

ways of existing, living and striving in a world facing ecological uncertainty. 

 

The second artist-in-residence’s works where exhibited in the garden, only separated from the 

nature they were extracted from by glass jars. The Russian-born critical food designer 

Alexandra Genis had investigated the notion of community fragmentation by combining 

science-fiction and gastro-intestinal biology, resulting in burned bread sculptures, functioning 

as hypothetical living spaces for multispecies ‘Co-Hiving’.  

 

The third piece of work was located in a more discrete area and would shine at nightfall. Grace 

Houghton, Australian Amsterdam-based experience designed, researcher and strategist had 

conducted a philosophical report materialized by an audio-visual installation. Exploring the 

new modalities of identity development and creation in a world where traditional customs are 

predicted to be dissolved, she mixed voices, words and intimate images into an experimental 

and multi-sensorial blend of interweaving anonymous narratives.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It was also a myriad of creative people who had taken over the Farm and had to contribute in 

their own way to the play of bodies and senses. The main scene, put under a large tent that 

covered a vast garden open onto a field, was curated by another ArtRebels self-initiated-turned-

successful-company-project. SPACE10 had turned into a IKEA-funded independent research 

and design lab “on a mission to create a better everyday life for people and planet” (2020f). The 

programming of ArtRebels’ sister company was very telling of its vocation to disrupt the status 

quo by dedicating the stag to matters over emerging design and technology in a way more expert 

way than ArtRebels. The respected IKEA had managed to invite internationally-renowned 

speakers, such as Yuri Suzuki, — sound artist, designer and electronic musician whose 

Image	11	-	Niklas	Vindelev,	2019 
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meticulously designed pieces evoke moments of unexpected joy and effects of sounds on 

people’s minds — Yasaman Sheri, — creative designer and director specialized in emerging 

fields such as synthetic biology, augmentation and interaction of humans, machines and other 

biological species — or Caroline Sinders, artist, machine learning designer and digital 

anthropologist.  

 In the garage, the artist Stine Deja would curate a collective exploration of the sticky in-

between the real and virtual worlds with an arsenal of media that includes 3D animation, 

immersive installation, moving image, and digital surrogates. In the same vein, Makropol, 

hybrid production company, would lead an intimate workshop on embodied narratives and 

audience-centric storytelling. Upstairs in the attic or the ‘Hayloft’, everyone could indulge in 

the smell of hay by lulling their eyes to the silent and oceanic films of the Skuelyst film critics.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Morph, a Copenhagen-based visual arts community and studio, had free time in the smallest 

tent on the left side of the house to transform this part of the Farm into a space of sensual 

learning and bodily spiritual experiences. Not far away, the ‘many movements’ of the 

Copenhagen underground music scene would resonate in the "inner" garden behind the 

courtyard, stemming from the "Black Box" invested by the community of DJs and selectors 

from MMHRadio.  

There would be some, of course, for the taste buds throughout the festivities, as well as many 

musicians who would take over the various activities when night falls on the Farm.  

The house had become a veritable forest of sculptures, installations, imaginations and 

explorations of all kinds, which I cannot list exhaustively without delving into an inventory that 

would not do honor to the souls who accompanied ArtRebels in this festival.  

Image	12	-	Niklas	Vindelev,	2019 
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The warm and festive day, marked by 

the desire to cultivate a better 

tomorrow, continued in every corner of 

the Farm. The simultaneous running of 

talks, performance workshops and 

screenings was a real carnival for my 

scattered and rambling attention, trying 

in vain to immerse myself deeply in 

each of the workshops in progress. 

Under the big top of the large garden open to the field, the self-proclaimed cyborg Neil 

Harbisson, researcher, activist and artist, gave an acclaimed presentation of his organization 

Cyborg Foundation and the use of cybernetics in the perspective of an extension of the human 

senses and perception.  In the central 

courtyard where many people were 

gathered or in the garden behind where 

the MMH Radio broadcast from the 

Black Box resounded, Chad, resident 

DJ, was supported by friends slumped 

on the sofas of the small lounge room. 

To the sound of the speakers and the 

shining mid-afternoon sunlight, 

experimental actors were performing a mystical scene of a degenerating social meal where the 

guests, wearing costumes and evening dresses but having their faces monstrously wrapped in 

bandages, would share crushed and slimy eggs around a table stained with torn vegetables. 

In the little tent, the Morph collective 

used to bewitch all afternoon long, 

through meditations and chai served to 

the visitors lying on Persian carpets 

and the flowery smell of incense and 

chai tea mixed with that of cannabis 

led people to tacitly bond and lie 

together. There was an unspoken 

complicity that I could read in the 

warm and friendly glances that everyone exchanged. When I closed my eyes, it was the singing 

Image	15	-	Joseph	Ekoko,	2019 

Image	14	-	Joseph	Ekoko,	2019 

Image	13	-	The	major	speakers,	Niklas	Vindelev,	2019 
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voice accompanying the haunting music that took me by surprise. I would stay there for a few 

minutes before returning to the warm air of the sunny garden. 

On the other side of the house, in the wooded right-hand side of the large garden, the Baum & 

Leahy collective led an earthier and symbiotic meditation ritual guiding people to "visualize 

their microbial bodies and connect with the multispecies multitudes". Bodies were crawling to 

the floor on the back in circles around a small glass heart, with mammary tentacles covering 

their eyes and a few rare rays of sunshine piercing the leafy garrison of tall trees lit up the faces.  

Lying on the dry and warm earth, one could blend in with the world, in the world, even if the 

echoes of the microphone from the main tent always reasoned in the ears, they remained 

enveloped by the words that guided the communal and symbiotic experience (2020g):  

 

“…Feel your entire body  

Becoming still, and vibrant 

You are home  

You are home to an entire 

universe of homes 

Habitats, alive with other 

organisms, you host 

Feel how, right here, 

you are equally being hosted 

Inside and outside your body 

By landscapes shimmering with invisible life …” 

 

 

The Farm sprang to life in every nook and cranny in the convivial intoxication of the festival, 

in the continuous flow of activities. Sometimes you could lie down in the barn and let yourself 

go to the flow of images from the small improvised cinema, to the intoxicating scent of the little 

aunt curated by Morph, or sometimes you could put your mind at rest listening to the speakers 

on the big stage, whether for a cold beer or a snack, or simply to eat in the sunshine of the 

Image	16	-	Baum	&	Leahy	workshop,	Niklas	Vindelev,	2019 
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garden, lying down… The little microcosm, extricated from the more or less mechanistic 

imperatives of an ever-urgent daily life, had to continue its poetic revolution in the dark depths 

of the late night until dawn.  

 

19h30. I was hungry, my head was about to explode, like many other visitors, but I think this 

feeling was heightened in me because 

of the light but constant detachment 

that my condition as observer 

imposed on me for the means of my 

research. My emotions and my ability 

to concentrate had been blunted by an 

afternoon of eclectic celebrations. 

However, the bodies seemed more 

inflamed than they had been during the afternoon. The garden gradually emptied and the last 

activities ended here and there while a mass of people concentrated around the bar not far from 

the row of trees which was to host the communal dinner. To the delight of the bartender, who 

was vainly filling impatient and hungry souls with beer, the volunteers and organizers ran again 

between the open kitchen, the inside of the house and the outside tables, as the preparation of 

the dinner and the tables had been a little 

late. In the twilight that gilded the field 

of the last glimmers of the day, a 

discreet performance by the young 

Danish fashion designer Lærke Valum 

took place, giving life to her clothes 

designed to question and deconstruct the 

bodily norms imposed on the female 

body. Three models who, through slow movements, were put their joints to shame and 

embraced their amorphous shapes and cuts in a slow dance that bore the calm of blades of grass 

flickering in the gentle winds. 

 After the brains were bubbling, the great aunt had been emptied of all the seats that were 

considered cumbersome to open the space that would serve as a dance floor for the evening to 

come.  On the programme were several concerts and DJ Sets, scheduled until 4 o'clock in the 

morning. 

Image	17	-	Stine	Deja's	workshop,	Niklas	Vindelev,	2019 

Image	18	-	Laerke	Valum's	performance,	Niklas	Vindelev,	2019	
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The bellies had been gurgling and gurgling for about ten minutes when the food was finally 

served.  The feast was orgiastic and 

served in large dishes to be shared by 

groups of four or five people. It was an 

exquisite moment for the tongue and 

the eyes. The trees were casting 

shadows against the background of the 

night sky, and the main table was very 

long and located in an avenue of tall 

trees adorned with red neon lights that pierced the darkness. In the warmth of the lights and the 

bodies gathered around a large table, where each one was present for the other, for their mutual 

well-being and good present times, the 

dinner was for me the most emotional 

moment. It was also when Grace 

Houghton's visual installation shone 

most brightly and was the object of 

evasive and glutton contemplation. 

The confusing cutaneous maelstrom 

that was substance of her research was 

projected outside a small wooden hut 

set up in the middle of the smallest tables. For those who were interested in the work, there was 

no need to understand but only to coordinate the meal for the stomach with the one for the eyes. 

Towards the end of the meal, when the wine and beer were flowing between the glasses, a 

general shout emanated from the long 

table and contaminated all the guests. 

This was the climax of the festival, a 

bleat emerging from satiated hearts.  

Meanwhile, the garage had been 

reanimated, and a minority of the 

festivities had taken refuge in the calmer 

and more bewitching energies of the 

little improvised concerto by the fiery jazz duo Yellow Spoon. In the waltz of scents and the 

well-fed that were beginning to reactivate, the Farm was incensed in the young darkness of a 

night that was shaping up to be long and lively.  

Image	21	-	Grace	Houghton's	installation,	Joseph	Ekoko,	2019 

Image	19	-	Joseph	Ekoko,	2019 

Image	20	-	Joseph	Ekoko,	2019	
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Multicolored waltz of lights punctuating 

the dance alongside the boisterous 

music in the tents. Dark nocturnal sky 

dotted with stars. The whole mixed with 

the drinks that reached my skull Like 

many, I was lulled by this state of gentle, 

lucid and alert hallucination, having a 

playground adapted to all the moods that 

my body dictated to me.  A few calm 

souls lying down on the grass outside the big tent were peacefully feeding themselves on the 

warm and sweaty energy that emanated from it. Electronic music with a touch of acoustic 

sensuality dictated the carnival of arms, legs, hips, buttocks and smiles like puppets. Morph's 

little tent hadn't waited very late to dive into the darker depths of techno. The atmosphere of an 

underground rave prevailed, keeping 

some few tireless folks who had 

elevated themselves to the artificial 

paradises brazenly defying time. Time. 

It was distending and shrinking 

beyond my will. It was an overflowing 

cloud that carried me and guided me 

between the tribes that were then all 

familiar to me. Until dawn the two 

tents were beating, and consecrated the communal and poetic celebration in an explosion of 

desires and crumbling of the crowds that a fulfilled and memorable fatigue tenderly glimpsed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image	23	-	Yellow	Spoon's	jazz	improvisation.	Joseph	Ekoko,	2019 

Image	22	-	Joseph	Ekoko,	2019 
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IV-  ORGANIZATIONAL POETICS AS A WINDOW ONTO THE 

POSSIBLE: REFLEXIVE, CONCLUSIVE AND OPENING 

REMARKS 

 

Throughout our reflection, I have been inspired by Dufrenne’s notion of poetic materialism in 

order to develop a constructive critique of the use of aesthetic tools by organizations at the 

digital age. 

 First, we have seen how the application of Poetic CSR requires a particular attitude that 

have been little cultivated by organizations and various stakeholders. We compared the 

Dufrennian utopian mode of aspiration with the focal one discussed by Christensen, Morsing 

& Thyssen (2020). Using the notion of peripheral awareness discussed by Chia and Holt (2007), 

we have shown how managers and other observers should equip themselves with an aspiration 

that detaches itself from focal attention, which can be an "impediment, prematurely locking a 

firm into a specific course of action without the ability or even inclination to reflect on its 

continuing appropriateness” (63). While this attitude allows the organization to 'free itself', it 

needs to be linked to the wider issues surrounding the impact of organizational action on 

society. According to Dufrenne et al, aesthetic communication allows us to communicate more 

deeply and more intimately through the body. Thus, the question of diffusion is inseparable 

from that of reception. Aesthetic action is undertaken in relation to the well-being and the 

perceptive and intellectual sovereignty of consumers, clients and targets, all of which is itself 

linked to the social, political and environmental issues of our time. An increased aesthetic 

responsibility of organizations collectively engages a myriad of actors in a more positive 

appreciation, through the liberation of bodies and minds.  

 It is this exercise of freedom that I have analyzed more precisely in a second phase by 

applying the utopian Dufrennian game to organizational studies in order to make the link with 

the perspectives of the field concerning play.  

We have seen how, in the idea of a conception of play as a liberation of the senses towards a 

peripheral vision functions at the same time as the concrete practice of Dufrennian poetics.  

 

Finally, I materialized these epistemological standpoints through the empirical observation of 

the organization ArtRebels via their self-initiated project Social Service Club, and the festival 

they have organized at their remote rural haven: The Farm. As we've argued before, the findings 

and analysis are intertwined and constitute in and for themselves the empirical commentary, 
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which claims to be qualitatively experimental methods from a mainstream point of view: the 

aesthetic approach and understanding of organizations. However, we can summarize some 

tendencies that have emerged from the fieldwork for the means of our concluding remarks. 

 

Poetic CSR, as observed in ArtRebels, carries a more radical notion of transparency that the 

one relative to CSR scholarship as we evoked earlier. Indeed, to be transparent here doesn’t 

mean to merely reveal and ‘prove’ the sincerity of the organization’s commitment. 

Transparency here implies the literal loss of boundary of the organization trough the confusion 

and erosion of its frontiers, analogously to the characteristics of aesthetic perception. The Farm 

was open and invested by a handful of artists, thinkers and activists. If the list was undoubtedly 

carefully curated beforehand, ArtRebels’s own expectations about the personas investing, 

embodying and carrying the mission they embrace is not the privilege of the company’s 

exclusive organizational discourses and innovation anymore. What happens during this day-

long celebration escapes the control of the company as its radical openness exposes it to the 

uncertainty surrounding the authorship, application and reception of the various activities 

taking place.  Morph’s tent can exemplify this as the young subversive community is left on its 

own to curate one significant part of ArtRebels’ programming. Drugs and non-legal substances, 

as I briefly alluded, were involved, as the joyful tribe could profit from being in an idyllic 

environment far from the social pressure of the crowded clubs or streets of a global city to 

embrace bucolic hedonism. Thus during the event, the organization becomes more democratic 

in that it makes itself ‘vulnerable’ to anyone it invites at the Farm, and everyone present 

becomes a co-creator of the event unfolding.  

In translating a clear vision and message digitally, ArtRebels also involves play and 

aesthetic awareness through a carefully crafted website and content. In other words, if a 

message needs to be transmitted, beauty always matter. As they politicize aesthetics, aesthetics 

remains targeted to the very perceptive sensibility of the spectator as visual content escapes 

proper representation, mimicry and allusion. Such a practice is to be distinguished from the 

Alfa Romeo advertisement analyzed by Ole Thyssen, as the intent was to lock and direct the 

potential consumer’s intuition to the very underlying messages conveyed by the photographed 

(and photoshopped) female model. To borrow Lazzarato’s term (1996), if companies tend to 

build the immaterial worlds we live in today, there is a slight difference between those who 

intend to totally captur one’s imagination and those who let space for individual wonder. It is 

this arousing from the aesthetic understanding of the world that we now shall discuss in the 
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light of our findings. Indeed, our research revolved around an elusive term, poetic materialism, 

whose refusal to be erected as a ‘concept’ is contained within the premises of the notion itself.  

 

First, it is common, even within the field of aesthetics, to invoke analytical separations for the 

sake of approaching the field of study in a precise manner according to the research topic and 

question. From Strati’s framework (1999; 2000) consisting in aesthetic categories (beautiful, 

sublime, comic, tragic, picturesque and sacred) to Ole Thyssen’s (2011) division of 

communicational aesthetics in six domains (image, rhetoric, narratives, design, advertising and 

architecture), our method of capturing the ‘poetic’ in ArtRebels is manifestly encompassing 

categorical aesthetic-subjective classification despite relying on the sentiment, which can be 

linked to the aesthetic category of the sublime. I solely kept the analytical framework provided 

by Mikel Dufrenne’s notion of poetic materialism. This expresses more broadly the ‘sky-high’ 

understanding of art and aesthetics at stake her. Without ignoring a possibility to embrace a 

different and narrower perspective rooted more closely to the research within the field of 

organizational aesthetics, the present research yet attempted at restituting Dufrenne’s own 

category as accurately as possible in overcoming the very idea of aesthetic categories or 

division of the sensible environment. Poetic materialism expresses an erosion of frontiers and 

intellectual classifications to embrace a more existential resonance. 

 

A last remark can be derived from the reference to play itself in the latter thesis. We 

characterized Dufrenne’s epistemology as transcendental empiricism, yet we mostly focused 

on the transcendental aspect of Poetic CSR, even in the determination of relevant data, solely 

influenced by a socio-ontological understanding of play. Play was erected as an emancipatory 

tool against neo-normative control without inquiring into how play itself can function as a tool 

of control. One may remark here, how, if the whole research stems out of a critique of ideology, 

the empirical reliance on the concept of play may shadow some nuances, as there is nothing 

provided in our argumentation to prevent what Sørensen, citing Connor (2001: 6; cited in 2011: 

92) refers to as a “protective idealization, even a fetishisation, of the idea of play”. Following 

both Sørensen, Spoelstra and Dufrenne, we here emphasize that what play primarily enables or 

exposes in an organization is uncertainty. Put back in a particular context, it is not necessarily 

and automatically “to be preferred”, but can be very ethically threatening (Sørensen & 

Spoelstra, 2006: 95). Play can worsen a situation. Nevertheless, for Dufrenne, play has its own 

ethical values as it reduces the tendencies to interpret the uninterpretable (Nature) In this 
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perspective the ‘freedom of possibilities’ is preferable to control as it expresses more deeply 

the undecipherable power of the bottom.  

But such a ‘magical’ and self-explanatory correlation, itself expressed through the empirical 

data is questionable or even naïve, a critique sometimes addressed at Dufrenne despite the 

unanimous recognition of the quality and rigor of his work (Laclos, 2011).  

In this regard, the very idea of addressing and the heterogeneous field of Corporate 

Social Responsibility is also subject to discussion. Despite the fact that poetic materialism 

naturally conduces one to address business and management studies from a socio-

transcendental point of view for its entanglement of aesthetics and politics ( added to the 

ecological wink of an eye provided by Dufrenne’s use of the word ‘Nature’), the term and 

concept of CSR itself has been widely criticized, often by the scholars of the field, themselves 

who preferred conceptions such as “Company Stakeholder Responsibility” (Freeman & 

Velamuri, 2006), “Corporate Responsibility”, (Mardsen, 2006) or “Corporate Shared Value” 

(Porter & Kramer, 2012). Thus one may argue that the research project, in preferring CSR, is 

addressing an already obsolete concept. Yet the very core of the critique is devoid of such 

categorization issues. At stake first and foremost is the interweaving of aesthetics and politics 

that this thesis has tackled in a normative way. Moreover, the critique of a concept marked by 

conceptual confusion naturally consisted in selecting one definition among others. We thus 

repeat here that the problematic surrounding the use of aesthetics in organizations, if more 

relevant when addressed in companies who have integrated social, environmental and political 

problematics in their processes, encompasses the latter as it concerns most enterprises who 

strive at the digital era. Indeed, the problematics exclusively proper to aesthetic capitalism are 

contained in the recent technological revolutions and the overabundance and overreliance of 

socio-economical processes on these various devices and modes of knowledge-creation and 

information sharing. Using aesthetics as means of social and political control is not exclusive 

to our contemporary era, yet the means of control through what we referred to as “the capture 

of desire and perception” are unprecedented and manifestly neo-normative.  

 

A narrower reliance on academic research within the field of organizational aesthetics and 

creativity-related literature could have provided us with a clearer understanding of how play 

and focal awareness may or may not work together. In this context the research focused on 

ways to successfully manage economic and aesthetic influences altogether in organizational 

settings (see Menger, 1999, Guillet de Monthoux, 2004; Glynn & Lounsbury, 2005; Eikhof & 

Haunschild, 2007; Gotsi et al., 2010; Austin, Hjorth & Hessel, 2018). Those problems were 
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hardly raised through the case of ArtRebels, as the empirical object of study naturally fits the 

theory at use but could have constituted an angle of observation of the company’s struggle. 

Indeed, ArtRebels is among the few contemporary organizations who are aware and engaged 

in using the power of art beyond a means-end logic. Its organizational practice deeply resonates 

with Dufrenne’s paradoxes concerning intentionality and aesthetics, as it is through a practice 

of art for art’s sake that they correlatively pretend to contribute positively to society. Taking 

such a road may have shown us how, in the line Richardson (2019) who focused on the 

institutional determinations of better aesthetic practices within the field of CSR, the 

‘aestheticization of politics’ may need a prevalent more effective ‘politicization of aesthetics’. 

Moreover, an empirical study applied to such a crowded intersubjective event could have relied 

to explore the responses of people experiencing such a sphere rather than that of a connoisseur, 

solely consisting in the researcher’s privileged and assumingly ‘refined’ aesthetic sensibilities 

(Rusted, 2000; Warren, 2008: 564).   

 

In light of all these considerations we are encouraged to pursue the development of research 

methods and data collection and analysis methods that mobilize and combine many languages, 

reminiscent of Mikel Dufrenne's simultaneously empirical and transcendental approach. If the 

present context did not provide us with the means to use the metaphorical recollection of the 

organization via the aesth-hypertext of Strati (2005), such an ambition is entirely in line with 

the vocation of this tool. 

 

Nevertheless, our solution to the present “politicization of aesthetics” does not properly address 

technology as such. Indeed, in our context, the aestheticization of politics is brought by the 

practice of utopian play through organizational events such as the festival and hence soften the 

focus on broader organizational processes relying on technology. In short, the Dufrennian 

answer to our problematic is sidestepped and embrace a different scale as it focuses on play, 

embodied by ArtRebels as a partial escape from technology. Indeed, if the object of many 

workshops and activities integrated new technology as a topic or as a tool (such as virtual 

reality), let alone the whole digital promotion, the Farm provides a veritable opportunity 

embrace more corporeal and more ‘organic’ experiences thanks to the surrounding nature.  

 

In light of these remarks, our findings suggest that to better integrate aesthetics in CSR practices 

and processes implies to partly allow a disentanglement of aesthetic production from 

technology, by balancing it with a proper reinvestment of the corporeal environment. In other 
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words, the disentanglement from the creativity dispositive suggests that (more) technology 

cannot constitute a convincing solution to the challenges brought by technology, and invites 

stakeholders to acknowledge it when balancing economic and aesthetic influences in 

organizational settings. Ultimately, the emphatic and artistic approaches tend to address and 

enrich our knowledge and grounded understanding of mundane aspects of organizational life, 

and if they do “with” technology, one may argue that these explorative paths yet contribute to 

re-enrich our attunement with the immanent landscape shaping actions in organizations and 

invite to a novel appropriation of these devices.  

 

While the elusiveness and subjective aspect of our empirical study raises questions, it also 

intentionally naturally does so in the promoting a certain moral, ethical and epistemological 

attitude towards Truth — either in a managerial or academic settings—sustaining humbleness 

and cultivated skepticism. This is traduced by the rejection of social sciences’ and organization 

studies’ pretense to access purely ‘objective’ knowledge, a pretense that is abandoned as the 

accessibility to Truth is itself bound to the blurry frontiers of subjectivity. But ultimately, 

reminding that Mikel Dufrenne’s philosophy tends to preserve the ‘full’ and ‘grounded’ subject 

as it is from him/her that the world comes into existence, we shall also see his philosophy as 

driven towards objectivity as the-thing-in-itself (I.e. Nature) how opaque and unattainable it 

ever remains. Therefore, rather than reclaiming epistemological supremacy at stake here is the 

ambition of this academic exercise to contribute to further research and more largely to inscribe 

itself and sustain the academic tradition of democratic knowledge co-creation through rigorous 

research and exchange.  

 

“No longer say that artists are workers like everyone else, say that workers are artists like 

everyone else” (Dufrenne, 1974: back cover).   
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