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Taking Lewin’s notion that “nothing is so practical as a good idea” into a posmodern era, Cooperrider and Srivastva developed Appreciative Inquiry philosophy and method to stimulate new theories about organizing. “Good” theory is appreciated in terms of Gergen’s concept of being generative. Gergen’s metatheory about science and AI both belong to the social constructionist paradigm. Organization from this perspective is seen as an artefact of the human mind. Organizing is the process of creating shared meaning and reducing ambiguity in order to have a meaningful interaction with the environment.  Appreciative Inquiry into organisational life is applied all over the world in all kinds of cultures. Cultures are also social constructions. The question I explored is what happens when appreciative inquiry into organisational life is applied in a non cultural environment. To quote Abram:

Today we participate almost exclusively with other humans and with our own human-made technologies. It is a precarious situation, given our age-old reciprocity with the many voiced landscape. We still need that which is other than ourselves and our own creations.... since we are human only in contact, and conviviality with what is not human

Over the last fifteen years my colleagues and I have gained experience with

appreciative inquiry in the process of organizing tasks in nature. By designing such workshops, particiants are encouraged to develop new theories about organizing. Hence the name “organizing and the mirror of nature”. In our inquiry into the method we discovered some of its generative components.

First we came to realize that nature as it is, is meaningless. Through their being and doing in nature, participants discover the art of wonder. Wonder about the abundance of perceptions. Wonder about what our western thinking hides from seeing and experiencing. Interacting with nature through tasks such as bridge building, rockclimbing, and orientation walks, participants discover nature as movement instead of static, as energy and material, as autopoietic beyond external control, more living than surviving, more harmony than competition. Realizing these wonders of nature, participants start to reflect on their way of thinking about organizing and transcend their own mechanistic models.

A second generative element is the nature of relationships.The experience of common fate and the experience of physical consequences stimulate participants to explore their relationships. The playfulness of the activities is an invitation to act spontaneous, and creates relationships where people are “open books” to one another. There is no necessity to invest in roles or socially desirable acts.

Nature demands that participants develop natural relationships. These are characterized by values such as care, willingness to ask for help, to learn from vulnerability, and spontaneity. These natural relationships transcend the instrumental roles and values people often apply in relating to one another in organizational contexts. The I-It becomes I-You. Trust and tolerance for ambiguity fosters an attitude of de-reifying organisations and the modernistic image of man. As a consequence, partcipants experience themselves as relational human beings, and organization as a relational process based on values rather than an object with a culture.

Wonder about nature and the art of imagination to interact through organized tasks, makes participants aware of the autopoietic process of meaning-making.

Acting in a meaningless environment reflects the process of shared meaning making as the core of what organizing is about. Aspects of meaning making that are explored are our relational habits of the heart, the mind and imagination. Integrating these tree ways of knowing, creates theories that are an integration of fantasy, ideology and utopism. The integration of these ways of knowing creates models that are beautiful, good and true that allow participants to interact with reality without having to concern about their representational qualities.

Based on these three generative aspects, the outdoor appreciative inquiry method is a source for participants to design new organisational ways of living. 
