
Berthoin Antal, Ariane; Friedman, Victor J.

Book Part  —  Published Version

So What Do You Do? Experimenting with Space for Social
Creativity

Provided in Cooperation with:
WZB Berlin Social Science Center

Suggested Citation: Berthoin Antal, Ariane; Friedman, Victor J. (2017) : So What Do You Do?
Experimenting with Space for Social Creativity, In: Meusburger, Peter Werlen, Benno Suarsana,
Laura (Ed.): Knowledge and Action, ISBN 978-3-319-44588-5, Springer, Cham, pp. 221-251,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-44588-5_13

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/155282

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

  http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-44588-5_13%0A
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/155282
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/


221© The Author(s) 2017 
P. Meusburger et al. (eds.), Knowledge and Action, Knowledge and Space 9, 
DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-44588-5_13

Chapter 13
So What Do You Do? Experimenting 
with Space for Social Creativity

Ariane Berthoin Antal and Victor J. Friedman

As John Dewey (1934/2005) observed “the first great consideration is that life goes 
on in an environment; not merely in it but because of it, through interaction with it” 
(p. 12, italics in original). It is puzzling that although organizational scholars may 
agree with him, they have not agreed on how social and physical space interact. 
Researchers who consider it problematic that “most previous research assumes that 
spatial orderings of things and people are merely part of the background” (Edenius 
& Yakhlef, 2007, p. 207) have been exploring space in organizations from different 
angles. Some authors are very critical of the passive role assigned to space: “To 
picture space as a ‘frame’ or container with no other purpose than to preserve what 
has been put in it is an error displaying traces of Cartesian philosophy” (Kornberger 
& Clegg, 2004, p. 1101). However, there is a risk that analysts attempting to redress 
the balance sometimes attribute such great powers to space as to anthropomorphize 
it and thereby relegate its inhabitants to the status of pawns of masterbuilders (e.g., 
Kornberger & Clegg, 2004). Our contention is that a clear conceptualization of the 
relationship between physical and social space is critical for understanding the 
actions people undertake in their present setting and envisage for the future. Our 
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objective in this chapter is to deepen our understanding of the relationship between 
space and the generation of knowledge through and for action.

 Theoretical Framework

Some work has been done in this direction (Baldry, 1999; Edenius & Yakhlef, 2007; 
Ford & Harding, 2004; Friedman, 2011; Kornberger & Clegg, 2004; Meusburger, 
2009; Taylor & Spicer, 2007; Woodward & Ellison, 2010). A review of the growing 
literature on space in organization studies found the field fragmented but identified 
three principal streams, each with interesting contributions and shortcomings (Taylor 
& Spicer, 2007). In one stream scholars conceive of space in terms of distance and 
proximity between points and have convincingly demonstrated how space makes a 
difference for important issues at the micro-, meso-, and macrolevels. However, they 
are “unable to account for the ways in which actors attribute meaning and signifi-
cance to a space … [and] not able to explain the role which perceptions or experi-
ences of distances and proximity play” (p. 329). In another stream researchers 
compensate for this weakness by focusing on the materialization of power—but it is 
questionable “whether all spaces are necessarily manifestations of power” (p. 332). 
Furthermore, such a focus implies a “systematic disregard of the ways that space 
may actually be the product of inhabitants’ ongoing experience and understandings” 
(p. 333). Scholars in the third stream attend to this gap by exploring “how spaces are 
produced and manifest in the experiences of those who inhabit them” (p. 333). The 
inherent disadvantages are that power relations are overlooked and that the emphasis 
on perception undervalues the material, physical aspects of space. Logically, there-
fore, Taylor and Spicer argue for an integrated approach that addresses all three 
dimensions by building on the ideas of Lefebvre (1974/1991), who sought to bring 
together mental, physical, and social modalities of space (see also Ford and Harding 
2004, p. 817). Although we agree that an integrated approach is needed, this particu-
lar proposal does not take some essential concepts into account.

Strikingly absent from the organizational literature on space is the work on social 
space by two of the twentieth century’s most influential, and nonconventional, 
social scientists, the psychologist Kurt Lewin (1936, 1948/1997, 1951/1997) and 
the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu (1985, 1989, 1993, 1998; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 
1992). Both placed social space as the cornerstone of their theoretical and method-
ological work, turning to the philosophical work of Ernst Cassirer (1923/1953, 
1944, 1961), who conceived of space in rather relative terms as the positional qual-
ity of the material world. Cassirer, Lewin, and Bourdieu adopted the view that there 
is no empty space, only spaces that are formed by and between objects, and they 
applied this concept to the creation of social reality rather than to the physical world. 
At the heart of social space is a relational logic of social reality, which focuses nei-
ther on the individual nor the group as the unit of analysis but rather on the pro-
cesses through which individuals, in interaction with others, construct their social 
spaces and identities (Friedman, 2011). These interactions are causal loops that link 
the ways people bring their thinking and feeling into the world through action, to 
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other people’s responses generated by those actions, and back again to the ways 
those responses are interpreted and to the ways they shape what people think, feel, 
and do. Cassirer (1961) depicted with special eloquence the recursive movement 
between thinking, feeling, and acting in space as a process of creating and experi-
encing possibilities: “Human action is known only in its realization; only when it is 
realized are we aware of its living possibilities…. [I]ndeed, its work is precisely that 
of seeking and creating ever new possibilities” (p. 37).

Social spaces take shape when these interactions between people are sustained 
and acquire patterns that differentiate them and give them distinctive configurations. 
Each configuration of social space can be characterized by its constituents, the posi-
tions they hold relative to each other, the “rules of the game” that govern interaction, 
and the shared meanings that hold the space together and facilitate sustained inter-
action (Friedman, 2011). Hence, social space is a creation of the mind, a construct 
that can be used to think relationally about the physical or the social world and 
thereby provide a means for making order out of any given set of elements. Both 
Lewin and Bourdieu applied these basic ideas to the study of society and culture at 
every level of aggregation.

A problem with the conceptualization of the construction of social space thus far 
is that it has not attended to the physical dimensions of the process: humans with 
bodies interacting in physical spaces that also include objects. We propose to inte-
grate the physical environment in this construction process by seeing space and 
objects as being in relation with people rather than by allotting them a separate 
ontological status as containers that hold, and influence, social behavior. The rela-
tion is created by the multiple senses with which humans experience the physical 
environment. Whereas the importance of bodily ways of knowing has been obvious 
to artists and neuroscientists (Lehrer, 2007), organizational researchers misplaced 
corporeality for many years and have only recently begun to retrieve it by drawing 
on notions of aesthetics (Linstead & Höpfl, 2000, p. 3). The literature review cited 
above noted the emergence of this work in their third strand, though too narrowly, 
so we mine it further in this chapter.

Scholars seeking to bring the body back into the picture point out that “although 
an organization is indeed a social and collective construct…, it is not an exclusively 
cognitive one but derives from the knowledge-creating faculties of all the human 
senses” (Strati, 2000, p. 13). The aesthetic approach to studying human behavior 
reveals the roles the body plays in reading a context, first to make sense of it because 
“one of the first things a newcomer to any organization has to learn is how to navi-
gate within this new spatial environment” (Baldry, 1999, p. 535). The newcomer 
makes “a prima facie aesthetic judgment” (Hein, 1976, p. 149) in defining the rela-
tional composition of a situation. People use all their senses to seek cues to make 
sense of and orient their behavior, and when the interaction occurs in a built physi-
cal space they orient themselves to the fixed factors (the structure, the walls, and the 
floor) and the semifixed factors, such as furniture and other movable objects 
(Rapoport, 1982). The body thereby also participates in deciding and signaling to 
others which rules of the game to adopt for the situation at hand. Researchers have 
shown “how bodily practices produce discourse in the form of rules, routines, and 
procedures” (Edenius & Yakhlef, 2007, p. 195).

13 So What Do You Do? 
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Connecting aesthetic approaches to the analysis of the construction of social 
space therefore enriches the understanding of the relational processes of generating 
shared meaning and agreeing on how to behave in the current situation. Furthermore, 
the aesthetic dimension of experience plays a role in defining the scope for future 
social space because it has the “capacity to animate actors’ imaginations and 
actions” (Woodward & Ellison, 2010, p. 46).

In this chapter we use this integrated relational conceptualization of social and 
physical space to analyze data from a series of action experiments we organized in 
2009 in Israel. We invited people in small mixed groups to explore together how to 
envisage a future social space in the same setting. We consciously intensified atten-
tion to the aesthetic dimension of the process from the outset by choosing a fine-arts 
studio as the setting and by providing art materials for the participants to use there, 
sharing the assumption that “creative activity with portable, discrete objects allows 
an extension of potential space” (Woodward & Ellison, 2010, p. 50). For this chap-
ter we have decided to apply an aesthetic approach to the data analysis by focusing 
only on the visual documentation in order “to avoid committing the cognitive and 
rational error of ignoring the bodies of the people involved in the decision process 
and only considering their minds” (Strati, 2000, p. 20). Our objective is, therefore, 
to explore how much one can learn about processes of constructing current and 
future social space, in which physical relations are integrated, by including aesthetic 
dimensions of the experience in the analysis.

The next section of the chapter describes the context in which we conducted the 
action experiments. It is followed by an explanation of the methodology that was 
used to collect and analyze the data. We then present an analysis of the sessions, in 
which we identify different configurations that evolved during the interactions of the 
participants with one another and with the physical aspects of a studio. In the final 
section of the chapter, we present our conclusions about how to conceptualize and 
analyze social and physical space in an integrated manner and suggest next steps.

 Context: The Studio for Social Creativity

The stimulus for carrying out this study was the development of the Studio for 
Social Creativity at the Max Stern Jezreel Valley College in Israel, a college created 
to bring higher education to Israel’s northern periphery (Friedman & Desivilya, 
2010). This region is characterized by chronic socioeconomic underdevelopment 
and deep intergroup divisions, especially between Jews and Palestinian Arabs.1 
Victor and several other faculty members at the college were interested in 

1 The Israeli population is composed of approximately 80 % Jewish and 20 % Palestinian Arab citi-
zens. This Palestinian population should be distinguished from Palestinians who live in the 
Occupied Territories—the West Bank (Samaria and Judea) and Gaza—and are not Israeli citizens. 
The Arab citizens of Israel are termed by different people in various ways, such as Arabs, Israeli 
Arabs, and Palestinians. Each of these terms has a political implication.
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promoting a process in which people from the region could (a) bring up problems, 
ideas, and visions, (b) meet others with whom to learn and collaborate on issues of 
common concern, (c) work together to create innovative, viable projects and enter-
prises to meet human and economic needs, and (d) create and enact shared visions 
of regional development that promotes inclusiveness and interdependence rather 
than competition and divisiveness.

The original idea was to create a unique kind of incubator that would stimulate 
social entrepreneurship (Friedman & Sharir, 2009), a process that would also 
include conflict engagement because the tensions in the region severely restrict the 
development of social capital needed for social entrepreneurship (Friedman & 
Arieli, 2011; Friedman & Desivilya, 2010). The idea of bringing in the arts to sup-
port the learning process was stimulated by Ariane’s research on various forms of 
artistic interventions as triggers for organizational learning (Berthoin Antal, 2009, 
2012, 2013, 2014) and by our joint reflections on how to benefit from working with 
the arts in action research (Brydon-Miller, Berthoin Antal, Friedman, & Gayá 
Wicks, 2011).

Serendipitously, Victor discovered on the college campus a little-used fine-arts 
studio, which had originally been the backstage area of a theater. He immediately 
experienced it as a space that offered powerful creative potential and decided that 
the studio metaphor as the environment in which to nurture innovative social think-
ing and action was much more appealing than the incubator metaphor, especially if 
people, practices, and products from the world of the arts could be integrated into 
these processes. The studio’s large rectangular shape (approximately 16 m long and 
12 m wide, or about 52ʹ × 39ʹ) offered an open, flexible space (see Fig. 13.1). A high 

Fig. 13.1 The Studio for Social Creativity, Max Stern Jezreel Valley College, Israel (Photograph 
by the authors)
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ceiling contributed to the sense of spaciousness. The windows were set along the 
top of one of the long sides of the room, and the shorter sides each had a narrow 
balcony, accessible by narrow steep staircases. The stained linoleum floor showed 
signs of years of use. Water was available from a faucet in a washbasin.

Two critical questions needed to be clarified in order to launch the Studio for 
Social Creativity: What does it mean, in practice, to integrate processes of social 
entrepreneurship, conflict engagement, and the arts? How could the studio space be 
utilized to host and facilitate these processes? Having read the conceptual paper 
Victor had written with his colleague (Friedman & Desivilya, 2010), Ariane sug-
gested interrupting the writing process to actually engage with potential stakehold-
ers—social entrepreneurs, experts on conflict, activists, artists, college faculty, and 
students—in the studio. Adapting Frye’s (1964) succinct definition of imagination 
as “the power of constructing possible models of human experience” (p. 22), we 
observed that the discovery of the studio on campus offered the space for experi-
menting with imagination in practice. The stakeholders could be invited to 
 participate in constructing possibilities for using the space for social innovation and 
for strengthening the link between the college and the community.

 Method: Action Experiments

The first step was to identify people in the college and in the community who we 
thought would be interested in participating in what we called a series of action 
experiments. By this term we meant asking participants to develop and actively try 
out ideas together in a given space, recording the process, then analyzing it as a 
basis for ensuing steps. We use the term experiment in this chapter only to imply an 
exploratory learning-by-doing—trying something out in order to see what happens. 
We do not mean it here in the sense of a laboratory experiment, which implies both 
clear predictions about what should happen and a high degree of control so as to 
permit a clear linkage between cause and effect. In this case the action experiments 
entailed bringing mixed groups to explore what the Studio for Social Creativity 
could be in future. Victor approached each person personally and afterward sent a 
brief written description of the studio and the experiment. The text also explained 
that the sessions were to be filmed as a basis for development of and research on the 
studio. We organized five sessions in June 2009, distributing the 18 volunteers so 
that each session included participants with experience in social entrepreneurship, 
conflict engagement, and the arts, as well as both Jews and Palestinian Arabs, and 
men and women.2 The size of the groups varied from five to nine people, including 
the researchers. Although some of the participants knew each other, each mix 
included one or more people they did not know, so none of the sessions had groups 

2 We also held a sixth session but do not report on it here because it was quite different in format. 
It encompassed 60 students from the nursing program in the college, for whom the participants of 
Session 2 planned an intervention in the studio.
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whose members all had experience working together. In other words, each set of 
participants entered what was for them a new space with a new group and a new 
task.

The research team consisted of three people: the two authors and the cameraman, 
who was a drama student and the son of one of the authors. The members of the 
research team did not define themselves as facilitators or observers standing outside 
the experiment but rather interacted with the participants and took part in the think-
ing and action processes that unfolded. Victor participated fully in each session. 
Because Ariane did not speak Hebrew, the nature of her participation varied depend-
ing on whether the session was held in Hebrew (Sessions 2 and 4) or English 
(Sessions 1, 3, and 5). The cameraman filmed all of the sessions in the red-nose 
mask from the world of theater. He felt it would greatly enhance his ability to look 
on the action with curiosity and openness. By definition there was no language bar-
rier for the cameraman: The Nose does not speak; it communicates with eyes and 
the rest of the body. As it turned out, the Nose also became part of the studio, signal-
ing to participants as soon as they arrived that it was an unconventional place in 
which playfulness was allowed.

Our hope was that the participants would generate an output that would articulate 
their ideas in ways that could be observed, recorded, and shared with others. We 
also hoped that the participants would not only interact verbally but also use the 
room and art materials in some process of thinking and acting together. At the same 
time, we wanted to leave things as open as possible rather than impose a particular 
process on the participants. Our intention was to maximize the probability of gener-
ating newness. As Stark (2009) pointed out, “spaces of ambiguity” (p. 3) are impor-
tant when the challenge is to generate newness by integrating knowledge from 
different domains. Prior to the experiment, we therefore defined for ourselves a 
number of principles that guided our behavior as conveners and researchers.

• Allow the participants to be as self-organizing as possible in their use of the 
space, their interactions with each other, their use of the resources, and the topics 
and issues they choose to discuss.

• Bring the participants’ knowledge together on as equal a footing as possible. 
Although we were keenly interested in seeing how art might contribute to this 
process, we did not privilege the artists, nor any of the other participants, by 
explicitly attributing to them the status of experts, facilitators, or leaders.

• Set a clear time frame (2 h maximum). Aside from practical considerations, our 
research on artistic interventions sensitized us to the fact that time constraints 
can stimulate groups to reach higher levels of performance than the participants 
had previously considered achievable.

By choice, we wanted to allow each group to develop its own approach, so the gen-
eral principle we followed was “trust the process” (McNiff, 1998).

The studio was sparsely furnished with art equipment: easels, stools, folding 
chairs, a platform (probably for a model), a spotlight, and a ladder. Each time we 
arrived in the studio these furnishings were already distributed around the room in 
no given order, and we did not arrange them for our participants. The walls were 
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bare, except in one case, where balloons had been left hanging by the previous occu-
pants. After each of our sessions, we removed whatever work had been produced so 
that it would not influence the participants in the subsequent session. Building on 
the artful-listening approach with which Ariane had been experimenting to support 
reflection and expression in groups, we bought materials (e.g., oil pastels, finger 
paints, plasticene, scissors, glue, a bell, a beach ball, and different kinds and sizes of 
paper) for the participants to play with during the sessions. Experiments in seminars 
Ariane had conducted had shown that people often reported that their listening was 
enhanced when they occupied their hands with other forms of expression. We placed 
the materials on the low platform, which was at the middle-front of the room.3 The 
participants were also invited to bring with them materials or tools they typically 
use in their practice. Only the musician in Session 1 took up this offer, bringing two 
musical instruments (an oud and a recorder).

We invited the participants in each session to meet in Victor’s office and then walk 
together across campus to the studio so that they would begin the experiment 
together. The cameraman waited at the studio entrance to greet them as they arrived. 
Once everyone had entered the studio, we briefly explained the background to the 
experiment: the idea of the Studio for Social Creativity and how it had originated, the 
history of the space itself, the participants’ task, and the guidelines. After this intro-
duction we suggested that the participants explore the space for themselves, encour-
aging them to take the initiative and engage in the task without our guidance.

 Data Analysis

We have undertaken several modes of analysis of the action-experiment sessions in 
the studio since conducting them in 2009. The first mode was simultaneous with the 
process—we discussed each experience intensely together and with the cameraman, 
exchanging thoughts and feelings about what was surprising, disappointing, or 
delighting us. The second was a preliminary review of the results based on tran-
scripts we made of the recorded material, which we presented at a conference a 
month later (Berthoin Antal & Friedman, 2009). As interesting as that material was, 
however, we soon realized that we, like other colleagues, had “fallen prey to the 
dominant approach to studying organization, by relying on discursive material” 
(Edenius & Yakhlef, 2007, p. 209). We had in our hands the pictorial material those 
colleagues yearned for after the fact, but we had focused on the written words we 
had typed up! We therefore decided to write this chapter based entirely on what we 
could see happening in the film material. After considering different methods of 
analyzing these data, we decided to apply a grounded-theory approach (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967) rather than use a formal coding system derived from existing theories 

3 Having observed in the first session that the act of unpacking the materials might have been a 
barrier to using them, we took them out of their packaging as of the second session, spreading out 
the oil pastels and paint bottles on the platform to make them more easily available.
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on group dynamics or collective creativity processes that would restrict our vision to 
existing categories. More than a year after the experiences in the studio, we revisited 
the films and turned off the audio track, noting down separately what we saw people 
doing in the physical space—when and for how long they engaged with each other 
and with the fixed or semifixed physical aspects of the studio. We then compared our 
individual observations, jointly checking the film material again when we found we 
had noticed things differently. It is from this iterative process that we gained fresh 
insights into the integrated process of constructing social and physical space.

In the account that follows we rely as much as possible on these observations and 
provide visual illustrations from the video recording. Although we disciplined our-
selves to base our analysis on the film material, it is difficult to exclude additional 
knowledge from our analysis completely, for we had jointly designed and experi-
enced all the sessions. We include some details that are not based on the visible 
evidence when we feel it would be essential for the reader’s understanding.

 Configurations in Spaces of Social Creativity

Each of the sessions was unique in the ideas or works the participants came up with 
and in the ways they produced those outcomes. In observing the video recordings of 
the five sessions, however, we noticed patterns, or configurations, of organization 
and behavior. We use the term configuration in four senses: (a) the participants’ 
positions in the room and relative to each other during a specific time period, (b) the 
observable interactions of the participants among each other and with materials in 
the room, (c) the observable application of behavioral rules, and (d) the creation of 
shared meaning (to the extent that it can be inferred from the group’s observable 
behavior and outputs).

To illustrate these configurations and make inferences from them about the use 
of space for bringing together different kinds of knowledge to generate creative 
action, we first analyze in depth the pattern of configurations formed by participants 
in one of the sessions, Session 2. We then relate this pattern to those formed by 
participants in other sessions. We have chosen this session for presenting our analy-
sis because it is representative in terms of the number and types of configurations 
and because the entire session is available on video recordings (parts of this material 
of two other sessions were corrupted, so we can analyze only their soundtracks).

 Looking Closely at a Sample Session

As in all of the sessions, the participants in Session 2 were asked to think about how 
they would use this space to combine processes of social entrepreneurship, conflict 
engagement, and the arts in ways that would connect the college with the commu-
nity and contribute to regional development. However, this session was unique 
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because it centered on meeting an immediate need on campus for a defined target 
group. A class of approximately 60 nursing students, half of them Jewish and half 
Palestinian Arab had requested support in engaging in a real conflict they were 
experiencing in class. The head of the nursing program had asked Victor and a 
member of the nursing faculty who taught anthropology to these students whether 
they could help the group address the issues (see also Arieli, Friedman, & Knayzev, 
2012). The two faculty members agreed to take on the challenge and decided to use 
a session in the studio to design it. Victor offered three students from his social 
entrepreneurship course the opportunity to work on the project with him as their 
practical assignment for the course, and he asked one of the teaching assistants in 
the social entrepreneurship course to help as well. The artist chosen for this session 
came on the recommendation of one of the students from the social entrepreneur-
ship course. Table 13.1 provides an overview of the nine participants in Session 2.

Session 2 lasted 100 min, during which time the participants formed seven con-
figurations in the studio space (see Table 13.2). The session was entirely in Hebrew 
because the students, the teaching assistant, and the artist were not comfortable 
using English. Researcher 2, therefore, did not speak in the session; she listened and 
observed but could not understand exactly what was said.

Table 13.1 The nine participants in Session 2 of the action experiment at Max Stern Yezreel 
Valley College in Israel

Description of participant Reference in text

Lecturer in the college nursing faculty, Jewish woman anthropologist Lecturer
Two Palestinian Arab women students participating in workshop on 
social entrepreneurship

Student 1
Student 2

Jewish woman student participant in workshop on social 
entrepreneurship

Student 3

Teaching assistant in a social entrepreneurship practicum, Palestinian 
Arab woman graduate of the college

Teaching assistant

Jewish woman artist Artist
Action researcher, faculty member of the college, Jewish man Researcher 1
Senior researcher in a German research institute, French-American 
woman

Researcher 2

Drama student filming the session, French-American man Cameraman

Table 13.2 Session 2 of the 
action experiment at Max 
Stern Yezreel Valley College 
in Israel

Sequence Configuration Duration (in min.)

1 Orientation 15
2 Meeting mode 19
3 Expansion 25
4 Creation 10
5 Reflection 8
6 Exhibition 3
7 Rehearsal 20

A. Berthoin Antal and V.J. Friedman
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The first configuration, Orientation, formed as soon as the participants entered 
the studio. As visible in Fig. 13.2, the participants bunched closely at the entrance 
to the studio (the door is invisible just to the left). Three of the participants leaned 
against a table, one sat on a table, and three stood (the teaching assistant had not yet 
arrived). At least three of the participants looked outwards into the studio space, 
getting a sense of the room itself. A few minutes into this configuration the video 
showed that the participants turned toward each other, talking, listening, gesturing, 
and looking at a document.4

In the Orientation configuration, the participants were acquiring a sense of both 
the space and their task in the session. Researcher 1 and the artist did most of the 
talking. To the extent that the participants explored the space, it was only with their 
eyes. The students, in particular, appeared pensive and uncomfortable with the size 
of the space and the uncertainty of the task itself.

The shift to a new configuration occurred a quarter of an hour into the session, 
shortly after the lecturer arrived. She briefly observed the situation, then found chairs, 
which student 3 helped her arrange in a semicircle in front of the table at which the 
participants were huddling. The positioning of the chairs caused a change in the 
positioning of the participants. Those who had been standing in front of the table sat 
down, facing the others, who were sitting or leaning on the table (see Fig. 13.3).  

4 In preparation for the intervention, the students in the nursing course had been asked to respond 
to a questionnaire asking them to define the kind of atmosphere they would like to create in their 
class, why this kind of atmosphere was important to them, and what concrete steps should be taken 
to create it. Researchers 1 and 3, together with the students from the course on social entrepreneur-
ship, had analyzed the responses prior to Session 2 so as to provide a resource to the planning team.

Fig. 13.2 Orientation configuration, Session 2 of the action experiment in the Studio for Social 
Creativity (Photograph by the authors)
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The new physical arrangement signaled to the participants that they were in a meet-
ing, hence our choice of the name Meeting Mode for this configuration. The partici-
pants looked more comfortable with the situation, into which they could bring the 
known rules of behavior for meetings. More of the participants spoke during this 
configuration than during the Orientation.

Although there was a change in the organization and physical positioning of the 
participants in the Meeting Mode, there was almost no change in the group’s loca-
tion in the room. Figure 13.3 shows that the members of the group remained closely 
clustered next to the door through which they had entered the studio. Researcher 2 
attempted to direct attention to the availability of larger space and the art materials 
by walking to front-center of the room, where the art materials were located on a 
low platform. She began finger-painting on a large piece of flipchart paper, captur-
ing words she picked up from the conversation. However, the other participants did 
not appear to pay any attention to this attempt at modeling. The ineffectiveness of 
this attempt may be related to the language barrier that led researcher 2 to hover 
around the group but never actually join in the planning process throughout the 
session.

The next configuration, which we termed Expansion, began after 19 min (see 
Fig. 13.4). Researcher 1 stood up and walked toward the middle of the room, fol-
lowed quickly by the teaching assistant. The other participants began to move 
slowly across the room toward the art materials, with the lecturer joining them after 
a conversation with students 1 and 2.

Researcher 2 stopped finger-painting and picked up her sheet of flipchart paper 
from the pile on the platform so that others could take paper. The artist bent down 

Fig. 13.3 Meeting-mode configuration, Session 2 of the action experiment in the Studio for Social 
Creativity (Photograph by the authors)
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and began picking up sheets of flipchart paper, spreading them on the floor in the 
middle of the room. Some of the participants began to look at, pick up, inspect, 
and handle the materials. The artist sat down on the floor, followed by researcher 
1, the lecturer, and then the students and the teaching assistant. Researcher 2 car-
ried colors, paints, clay, and other materials from the platform to various points 
near the group.

We called this configuration Expansion because the participants pushed back the 
boundaries of the space they had created for themselves. Before sitting down, the 
artist had taken off her shoes, and the others followed suit, signaling a shift to less 
formal rules of behavior in the group’s new space. The video recording of Session 2 
shows the participants talking in a more relaxed way than in the previous two con-
figurations and occasionally laughing. The lecturer began writing with a marker on 
the paper, researcher 1 played with finger-paints, and the teaching assistant also 
began to draw. The Expansion configuration involved exploration and the opening 
up of new possibilities for the use of the physical space, the materials, behaviors, 
and ways participants related to each other. Laughter broke out when researcher 1 
withdrew an offer he had made on a piece of paper for the group to focus on. 
Observing the video material, we think that this moment marks another shift in the 
rules of behavior because the agenda-setting power of the most senior participant 
and convener of the session in the studio was visibly called into question. The lec-
turer then began to lead a discussion, looking at the other participants and inviting 
them to express themselves. It lasted for 25 min, the lengthiest of all the configura-
tions in Session 2.

Fig. 13.4 Expansion configuration, Session 2 of the action experiment in the Studio for Social 
Creativity (Photograph by the authors)
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There was a sudden transition to a new configuration in which the participants 
began drawing or painting on two shared sheets of paper. Everyone was leaning 
forward, and there was an appearance of great intensity. We term this configuration 
Creation (see Fig. 13.5) because a relatively cohesive group took shape and created 
a collective work.5 During this Configuration the group appeared to be comfortable 
behaving as artists, each individual concentrating on aesthetic expression.

After 10 min of the intense Creation configuration, the participants of Session 2 
stopped drawing on the paper and leaned back, looked at what they had done, and 
began talking again. We called this the Reflection configuration (see Fig. 13.6). The 
rules of the game were no longer the same as in the previous configurations that had 
been dominated by talking: The participants pointed to elements on the paper, asked 
questions, and invited others to speak. No one speaker dominated, and the material 
that lay in the middle of the room played a significant role. The participants remained 
in the same physical location and arrangement, and there was no movement through 
the space of the studio. However, by leaning back to consider the physical expres-
sion of their shared thinking, they appear to have expanded the space they inhabited 
together at that moment.

The Reflection configuration lasted 8 min, at which point all of the participants 
stood up, took the picture they had created, hung it on the front wall of the studio, 
and stepped back to look at it. We termed this configuration Exhibition (see 
Fig. 13.7) because it was as though the participants had transformed part of the 

5 The audio material reveals that at this point the group had just decided to experiment together 
with how they would actually envisage the intervention with the class of 60 students.

Fig. 13.5 Creation configuration, Session 2 of the action experiment in the Studio for Social 
Creativity (Photograph by the authors)
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Fig. 13.6 Reflection configuration, Session 2 of the action experiment in the Studio for Social 
Creativity (Photograph by the authors)

Fig. 13.7 Exhibition configuration, Session 2 of the action experiment in the Studio for Social 
Creativity (Photograph by the authors)
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studio into an exhibition space, displaying their work as artists usually do. In this 
configuration the participants not only moved to a different part of the studio and 
used wall space for the first time, they behaved differently from all previous constel-
lations by arranging themselves as though they were in a gallery, standing opposite 
a picture, observing it, and commenting to cospectators.

Figure 13.7 also documents how the participants traversed and utilized various 
parts of the studio space at different times. Traces of earlier configurations remain: 
the chairs from the Meeting Mode in the foreground, near the entrance to the studio; 
and the papers on the floor in the front-center of the room.

The Exhibition configuration in Session 2 lasted for only 3 min, at which point 
the participants re-formed into a kind of a loose circle with the picture to their backs 
and began talking and moving around, using a much larger part of the room. We 
termed this new arrangement the Rehearsal configuration (Fig. 13.8) because the 
video recording shows the participants physically acting something out to each 
other and commenting after each performance.

The audio file documents that the participants were talking about and trying out 
how to apply what they had learned from this process to the following week’s 
planned session with the 60 nursing students. The Rehearsal implied expanding the 
space of the participants in several ways: They moved around a larger portion of the 
studio while acting out their presentations, they extended their space into the future, 
and they related to the entire studio space as they envisioned the way 60 nursing 
students could use it in the upcoming intervention.

Fig. 13.8 Rehearsal configuration, Session 2 of the action experiment in the Studio for Social 
Creativity (Photograph by the authors)
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Rehearsal was the final configuration we observed in this session. It lasted for 20 
min—until the time for Session 2 ran out—at which point the group broke up, some 
participants rushed away, and others began cleaning up while talking.

 Comparative Analysis Across Sessions

Having looked at Session 2 in some depth, we now compare it with the other ses-
sions to specify the configurations and their various forms. There was a different 
group of participants in each session, but they were all given the same basic task. 
Each group used the space and the materials in a different way and came up with 
very different insights and products. Nevertheless, most of the configurations we 
observed in Session 2 recurred in the other sessions as well, though not always in 
the same order. A comparative analysis permits us to hypothesize that—

 1. there are definable configurations of participants’ positions and interactions 
among each other and with materials in a given place and period of time, and 
they change over the course of a group’s engagement with social creativity;

 2. some configurations are associated with greater expansion of space than others;
 3. there are patterns in the flow between configurations; and
 4. some patterns may be more generative of social creativity than others.

By flow, we mean the change in and order of configurations over time. Generativity 
in this context refers to the observable collective output.

Table 13.3 provides an overview of the configurations that took shape during all 
five sessions. It reveals that all the sessions started with Orientation. Sessions 3 and 
4 showed the greatest similarity with the flow in Session 2, encompassing Expansion, 
Creation, and Exhibition. The flows in Sessions 1 and 5 were essentially the same, 
with a repetition of the Meeting Mode after a phase of Expansion.

A detailed comparison of the configurations in each session would exceed the 
scope of this chapter, but it is useful to consider some of the similarities and differ-
ences a bit more closely.

Table 13.3 Overview of the configurations in all the action experiments

Time

Basis of 
comparison: 
Session 2 Session 1 Session 3 Session 4 Session 5

Orientation Orientation Orientation Orientation Orientation
Meeting 
mode

Meeting mode Expansion Meeting mode Meeting mode

Expansion Expansion Creation Expansion Expansion
Creation Meeting mode Exhibition Creation Meeting mode
Reflection Reflection (Reflection) Exhibition
Exhibition Pseudocreation
Rehearsal
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 Orientation

There were significant differences in the way the participants in the five sessions 
initially oriented themselves to the space. Whereas the Orientation configuration in 
Session 2 was characterized by huddling—with the participants remaining almost 
frozen in one spot for the whole time—the video recordings of Sessions 1, 3, and 5 
show the people moving around and physically exploring the space.

 Meeting Mode

In each case this configuration was initiated by someone suggesting that the partici-
pants sit or by someone bringing chairs out. The Meeting Mode seemed to be a way 
of reducing the size of the room and establishing a known set of behavioral rules in 
the undifferentiated space offered in the studio. We observed that once participants 
had positioned themselves in the Meeting Mode it was difficult for them to break 
out of that configuration and do anything besides talk. Only in Session 3 did no 
Meeting-Mode configuration come about.

 Expansion

The Expansion configuration usually followed the Meeting Mode, but it formed in 
very different ways, took different amounts of time, and led to different configura-
tions. In Session 1 Expansion began after participants had been in a Meeting Mode 
for over an hour. One of the participants stood up and began exploring the studio 
space by walking around and playing his musical instrument (a small mouth organ) 
at different points in the space. Researcher 1 joined in, using some of the furniture 
in the room for drumming. The other participants stood up, moved out of the circle 
of chairs, and observed what was happening. After a few minutes, however, the 
participants returned to the same circle of chairs, and the group appeared to revert 
to the Meeting Mode. There was no change in their position in the room or in their 
spatial relation to each other. Nor was there any sustained change in their use of the 
physical space. In Session 5 there was a brief Expansion when one of the partici-
pants got up from his chair and walked to the center of the room with Researcher 1 
to illustrate how he would redesign the space. However, the other participants 
remained in their places, and everyone returned to the Meeting Mode after a few 
moments.

In Session 4 Expansion was quite lengthy, lasting approximately 45 min. It began 
with a sudden burst of movement into singing, dancing, drumming, wandering 
around the room, and working with the art materials. For the most part the partici-
pants carried out these actions separately—each one doing his or her own thing. 
After about 2 min the participants began to reconfigure themselves, interacting with 
each other one-on-one or wandering around the room and looking at what others 
were doing. Gradually, they formed into a single group around paper and materials 
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that the researchers had placed on the floor in the center of the room. The partici-
pants then shifted into the Creation configuration, talking around the paper and 
starting to use the art materials. In Session 3 the participants went directly from 
Orientation into Expansion—sitting on the floor and playing with materials as they 
talked.

 Creation Configuration

Creation was characterized by the participants’ trying out new ways of jointly act-
ing and expressing thoughts and feelings that led to a collective outcome. It entailed 
the use of the art materials provided for the session but also the use of other objects 
in the room and the participants’ own bodies (e.g., drumming on a board or whis-
tling to make music). In Session 2 the work was a set of pictures; in Session 3 the 
participants painted, danced, hummed, whistled, and engaged in pantomime; and in 
Session 4 they made graffiti. The Creation configuration was generally character-
ized by a shift from talking to doing. In Sessions 2 and 3 there was little or, for 
stretches of time, even no talking during Creation. In Session 4 there was an inter-
weaving of doing and talking. The intensity and length of the configuration varied, 
too: Creation in Session 2 was highly intense but relatively brief (10 min). In Session 
3 it was both extremely intense and lengthy (36 min). In Session 4 it lasted for 
almost 35 min, but at the end of that session the participants engaged in an activity 
that we designate as pseudocreation: They accepted the offer of one of the members 
to lead them in a Tai Chi exercise. Although it was a collective dance of a kind, it 
was highly ritualized, leaving the followers no scope for a creative response. We did 
not observe a Creation configuration in Sessions 1 and 5, whose participants never 
appeared to form as a group around a task other than talk and did not generate an 
observable product.

 Reflection

The video recording shows evidence of Reflection in two of the sessions, and in 
both cases material played a focusing role. At the end of Session 1, the participants 
are seen holding and looking at a balloon on which the cameraman had written sat-
isfaction, and they are talking while throwing it to each other. In Session 2 the par-
ticipants leaned back to reflect together on their drawings. One of the factors that led 
us to give this configuration separate ontological status was that fact that its absence 
was conspicuous in Session 3, in which the participants had decided to communi-
cate without speaking. The Creation configuration lasted to the end of the session, 
and there was no time for any other configuration. However, the participants felt 
such a strong need to reflect on the experience and talk about it that they spontane-
ously decided to meet for dinner later in the week. The experience of Creation 
without Reflection left the participants feeling as though something were 
unfinished.
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 Exhibition

In three sessions the participants put their work on the wall, taking the creation out 
of the group’s realm and displaying it as artists do. There were interesting differ-
ences worth noting. In Sessions 1 and 4 the participants became observers standing 
opposite the work, whereas in Session 3 the participants sat under their picture and 
took a group photograph, capturing themselves as part of the work that they had 
created (Fig. 13.9).

In Session 4 the Exhibition configuration formed when the participants hung 
their graffiti-like outputs of the Creation configuration onto the wall at the front of 
the room (see Fig. 13.10). Rather than transforming that part of the studio into a 
gallery space, it transformed it into a kind of public wall on which one might paint 
or spray graffiti messages for passers-by to see.

 Rehearsal

In this configuration the participants expanded the space in order to include other 
people in a future session. Rehearsal was most evident in the video of Session 2, 
when the participants tried out ways of presenting their ideas for the intervention 
with the nursing students. In Session 4 the Rehearsal configuration took a different 
form. It was an attempt to mentally enact or envision what might happen rather than 
a physical acting out of a future event. The Exhibition of the graffiti on the studio 
wall presented the participants with a vision of what their messages could look like 

Fig. 13.9 Exhibition configuration, Session 3 of the action experiment in the Studio for Social 
Creativity (Photograph by the authors)
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if displayed on walls of the college. The audio material captured a heated discussion 
about this scenario, revealing possible responses from students and the administra-
tion. During Rehearsal in Session 2, the participants set out the rules of behavior for 
themselves and the 60 nursing students, whereas Rehearsal in Session 4 involved 
the participants’ self-projection into conditions where the rules of behavior were not 
under their control. In the end they decided not to pursue the idea of taking their 
work out of the studio.

 Discussion

The goal of this chapter has been to deepen our understanding of the relationship 
between space and the generation of knowledge through and for action. The first 
thing we noticed from the analysis of the video recording was that the different 
groups varied widely in their use of the space, their interactions among each other, 
and their use of the materials. Furthermore, the groups’ outputs—the ideas gener-
ated for using the space—differed significantly. The second striking outcome of our 
analysis was that commonalities existed across the sessions in terms of the 
knowledge- production processes. We identified seven distinct configurations: 
Orientation, Meeting Mode, Expansion, Creation, Reflection, Exhibition, and 
Rehearsal. These configurations differed in content, duration, and the transitions 
between them. However, their fundamental structural similarity allows us to formu-
late key insights into, or propositions about, the relationships between space, action, 
and knowledge generation.

Fig. 13.10 Exhibition configuration, Session 4 of the action experiment in the Studio for Social 
Creativity (Photograph by the authors)
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 Orientation in Undifferentiated Space

As illustrated in the data analysis, every group began with the Orientation configu-
ration. The participants took some time to become acquainted with the space and to 
figure out where and how to situate themselves so as to engage in the task. The 
Orientation configuration of each group differed significantly—some stood in one 
spot and looked around. Others walked around, exploring the room. We recognize 
that this behavior was at least in part a response to our opening suggestion that the 
participants explore the space for themselves. But our experience of this configura-
tion, both in the actual moment and in subsequent observation of the video, has led 
us to conclude that it was also a reaction to uncertainty about what to do in this 
space and how to do it. Kornberger and Clegg (2004) wrote that space can be con-
ceived of in two ways, namely, “as an absence of presence, as a vast emptiness, as 
something that one can get lost in …[A]lternatively, it may be thought of socially” 
(p. 1095). By contrast, we suggest that, in practice, both conceptions can occur 
simultaneously because the physical and the social are interrelated in space. The 
participants entering the studio saw a vast emptiness, which led some to huddle 
along the wall, others to cluster close together elsewhere in the room. They per-
ceived an absence of cues for positioning and behaving, and as a group they had no 
rules of their own yet for how to engage with each other in going about the task at 
hand in this new space.

The Orientation configuration led us to hypothesize that the uncertainty was the 
result of a particular relationship between features of the physical space and how the 
participants perceived and experienced them. The first feature was the undifferenti-
ated character of the space. Kurt Lewin (1951/1997) introduced the construct of 
“differentiation” (pp. 218–220) to conceptualize learning as a change of sociopsy-
chological space. In order to illustrate this notion, he drew an analogy to the process 
of finding one’s way around an unfamiliar city without using a map. At first the city 
seems like a large undifferentiated mass, which a person experiences as uncertainty 
and in which one easily feels lost. Getting to know a city means mentally differen-
tiating, or bounding off, distinct places and regions, seeing their location relative to 
other areas, and identifying ways of getting from one to another. Thus, the city 
becomes differentiated in the person’s mind into distinct blocks, neighborhoods, 
and districts bounded by streets and other demarcations. Differentiation of a space 
also is at least partly about becoming aware of the rules governing behavior, such as 
knowing where one should not walk after dark.

For the participants in the experiment, the studio was, at first, highly undifferen-
tiated, a characteristic that was influenced by both physical and social features. For 
them, it was a large, unfamiliar space as well as an encounter with people who came 
from different backgrounds and who had never worked together as a group before. 
Baldry (1999, p. 536) pointed out that physical environments as well as social fac-
tors (e.g., formal authority, gender) usually provide cues for behavior, so environ-
mental cues reinforce what is socially defined as being appropriate or inappropriate. 
Both the structure of the room and semifixed aspects such as furniture and décor 
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suggest what is to be done and how it should be done. To the extent that people have 
the prior knowledge to recognize these cues, they are likely to conform to expecta-
tions (p. 544). If we had brought the same people into a classroom, meeting room, 
or office, they would immediately have known where to sit and how to act because 
the space itself would have been perceived by the participants as full of clear cues 
about the rules of the game—that is, how to behave in this space. It is important to 
stress, however, that differentiation is not an intrinsic feature of the physical space 
itself but rather the way in which a person perceives that space and interacts with it.

 Orientation in Unencrusted Space

The second feature that contributed to uncertainty is what we call unencrustedness 
of the space. By unencrustedness we mean that the room did not retain traces of the 
production of our previous sessions, that it was free of vestiges that might orient 
later groups in defining their task and shaping their expectations about the outcome. 
Unencrustedness was not a feature of the space itself but rather reflected an interac-
tion between a decision of the convener-researchers, the physical space, and the 
participants. We had considered the option of leaving the products of previous 
groups’ work in the room, of preserving changes they had made in the room’s 
design, and/or of actually incorporating their suggestions for how the room should 
be used. Adopting any of those possibilities would have meant that each new group 
entering the studio would have been faced with evidence of the knowledge that had 
emerged from the previous group’s engagement with the task. A group could have 
ignored this material or could have done something quite different, but it would still 
have been doing its work in the context of previous work and under its influence. 
Such an approach would have meant conceiving of the experiment as shaping the 
space through a cumulative, historical process in which each group, at least in part, 
interpreted and built on what earlier groups had done. We decided against this 
option because our guidelines called for leaving each group as much freedom as 
possible in determining how they would think and act in this space. Encrusting the 
space might have constrained the range of future possible ways of using the room. 
Of course, the space still had a history. Indeed, two of the participants remembered 
that the space had been an open stage, and its now closed structure saddened them.

 Qualifying Spaces of Possibility

Our analysis confirms and extends work by scholars who have addressed the con-
nection between space and possibility. Lewin (1951/1997, p. 268) suggested that 
undifferentiated space is not only full of uncertainty but full of possibilities. This 
assumption is also reflected in the work of contemporary scholars such as 
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Kornberger and Clegg (2004), who argued that “space has to contain possibili-
ties, which might be perceived as emptiness” (p. 1106) and that organizations 
need “chaotic, ambiguous and incomplete space” (p. 1106) in order to generate 
creative problem-solving. Other scholars, too, have suggested that “spaces of 
ambiguity” (Stark, 2009, p. 3) and “incomplete” work environments lend them-
selves to the kind of collaborative inquiry that is needed to deal with problems 
characterized by a lack of clarity and ambiguous information (Horgen, Joroff, 
Porter, & Schön, 1999, p. 197). The implication is that the experience of undif-
ferentiated space creates potential for producing new ways of thinking and act-
ing. In an analysis of aesthetic experience with theater, Woodward and Ellison 
(2010) struck a similar note, describing it “as a space of imaginative elaboration, 
extension and perhaps even a space that afforded a type of ‘reflexivity’ in that it 
drew on existing structures as the basis for the realization of creative social action 
into the future” (p. 53).

The results of the experiment lead us to qualify these assumptions about undif-
ferentiated space as spaces of possibility and to add the concept of unencrusted 
space. When faced with a space that generated uncertainty, almost all the groups 
went into the Meeting-Mode configuration. The participants sat and talked in a 
small circle, making no use of the open space of the room, of the artistic materials, 
or of other objects in the room. It appeared almost as though they created a room 
enclosed by invisible walls within the larger space. Thus, in a large room offering 
many possibilities in principle, people tended to reduce their uncertainty about how 
to engage with each other and the task by recreating a traditional kind of meeting 
space that utilized only a small fraction of the total space.

We hypothesize that the Meeting Mode provided participants with a sense of 
security and order in the face of uncertainty caused by a vaguely defined task and a 
large, strange, and undifferentiated space—and that the Meeting Mode exacts a 
price for this sense of security. Although we do not claim that the Meeting-Mode 
configuration necessarily prevents groups from thinking and acting creatively, our 
inference from the experiment is that the Meeting Mode is less likely to offer oppor-
tunities to experience surprise or newness. Once in the Meeting Mode, all the groups 
had a hard time breaking out of it and transitioning into what we called the Expansion 
configuration, and some of them never moved into Creation. We hypothesize that 
the Meeting-Mode configuration reflected a powerful norm or mental imprint that 
dictates how people come together to work at least in this particular organizational 
and cultural constellation. A theater or dance ensemble, like other groups from the 
art world, would most likely have perceived and used the space very differently. 
Future research could clarify whether mixed groups of participants who already 
have experience working together might be more experimental and playful than our 
participants were while working on a new task in the studio or whether their prior 
knowledge of how to work together would reduce the range of possibilities they 
could envision in the space.
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 Constructing Spaces Conducive to Newness

Our research leads us to suggest that the experience of undifferentiated and unen-
crusted space offers a potential source of newness—if the participants use the 
opportunity. This view of the relationship between physical and social space is more 
accurate than a claim that undifferentiated and unencrusted spaces are spaces of 
possibility. We hypothesize that such space provides a context conducive to experi-
encing not knowing as an opening for creating new knowledge (Berthoin Antal, 
2013). However, not knowing generates a sense of uncertainty that people (other 
than artists) tend to experience as uncomfortable. As a consequence, this experience 
of spaces confronts people with a choice in seeking to generate new knowledge: Do 
they impose a familiar set of rules onto the social and physical space, or do they 
engage the newness of the space to experiment with unfamiliar modes of being, 
thinking, and interacting with each other, the space, and objects in the space?

The qualified advantages of spaces of possibility and the phenomena of the 
Meeting Mode illustrate how space is constructed by people through interaction 
with the physical space, with objects, and among themselves. This fundamental 
point is often obscured in the literature when authors write about physical space as 
though it acted, almost with a will of its own, upon the people who interact with it, 
independently of their perception and choices. For example, Kornberger and Clegg 
(2004) asserted that “space is both the medium and outcome of the actions it recur-
sively organizes” (p. 1106) and that “such spaces are capable of transforming them-
selves while being (ab)used and occupied by different people only temporarily” 
(p. 1106). These statements tend to anthropomorphize space, attributing to it an 
ability to “organize” or even “transform itself” and thereby opening the door to 
deterministic thinking. The findings of our experiment remind us that a space 
becomes generative or is transformed only through the agency of people who inter-
act with the physical space and among themselves. Our analysis of the video record-
ings of the action experiments we conducted in the Studio for Social Creativity 
illustrates how physical space comes into human perception and is then acted upon 
and shaped by people, becoming a part of social space.

 The Relationship Between Talking and Doing6

Another insight from the experiments concerns the relationship between talking and 
doing as media for innovative thinking and action. In designing the experiment, we 
hoped that the participants would go beyond verbal communication and do some-
thing with the room, the materials, and each other. Our inclination to favor action 

6 We recognize that this duality is simplistic and even misleading because talk is also a form 
of action. We are using this formulation as a short form for purely cognitive verbal communication 
as distinct from multisensual ways of knowing, feeling, and expressing.
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over talk stemmed from the assumption that doing would heighten the aesthetic 
dimensions of experience by involving the body, the senses, and movement. We 
assumed that this intensification would enhance the innovative thinking of the par-
ticipants and ultimately increase the creativity of outputs presented as a model of 
aesthetic relations “centered on exchanges of emotional energy which mark out 
moments of intersubjectivity between people” (Woodward & Ellison, 2010, p. 52).

The familiar Meeting-Mode configuration favored talk and other engagement at 
the cognitive level. Even though some of this talk touched on highly interesting 
insights, our inference, based on our observations of the group members and our 
own subjective experience of this configuration, was that discussions in the Meeting 
Mode generated little energy. In Session 2, which we analyzed in depth, we could 
observe, and feel, the gradual, positive change in energy as the group moved out of 
the Meeting Mode into Expansion and then Creation. Our observation of the ses-
sions revealed relationships between the engagement with objects and changes in 
energy levels. We confirm that “objects are manipulated and energized as products 
of the relations between the material, the sensual and the embodied as they play out 
in relation to imagination and the mind” (Woodward & Ellison, 2010, p. 46). Our 
observations lead us beyond corroborating this claim; they bring us to suggest that 
by energizing objects, people energize themselves. The bodily experience of mov-
ing and shifting position in the process of working with the objects and art materials 
in the room stimulated and reinforced energy at both the individual and the group 
levels. The engagement of multiple bodily ways of knowing heightened the aes-
thetic dimensions of experience in ways that were energizing. We hypothesize that 
this energy made it easier for the participants to engage the uncertainty and explore 
new possibilities for thinking and action.

In our estimation the moment of highest energy and aesthetically most powerful 
experience occurred in the Creation configuration in Session 3. The participants 
chose to stop talking entirely. For approximately 45 min they used the artistic mate-
rials and their bodies, communicating through their eyes, movements, and touch. 
Ironically, the experience in this configuration led us to revise our thinking about the 
relative value of doing and talking. The nonverbal communication lasted until the 
end of the session, at which point all the participants expressed a strong need to talk 
about the experience. There was a sense of incompleteness without the opportunity 
for shared reflection. This experience led us to see talking and doing as two crucial 
moments whose interplay is critical in the creative process.

 Methodological Reflection

In addition to the insights gained about the relationship between social and physical 
space and the generation of knowledge through and for action, we offer several 
methodological reflections from our experience with the action experiments in the 
Studio for Social Creativity. We confirm the value of separating visual from verbal 
analysis. It has permitted us to overcome the problem of most publications in this 
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field: that “space has mainly been associated with the aural (auditory-oral) medium, 
emphasizing talking and listening, overlooking other salient bodily features such as 
seeing, looking, gazing, glancing, contemplating, scrutinizing, gesturing and mov-
ing in specific ways” (Edenius & Yakhlef, 2007, p. 194). We benefited in at least 
three ways from the artistic presence of the Nose with the video camera. First, it was 
helpful to have an artist as part of our research team for a project that entailed 
exploring the possible contribution of artistic ways of knowing in social creation. 
He helped push us out of our comfort zone by posing questions before and after the 
sessions and by sharing his perspective on the experience. Second, the participants 
responded positively to his curious presence, reducing the camera to a playful 
instrument in all but one instance.7 Third, his inquisitive, energy-seeking approach 
revealed in the video material spaces of possibility the groups were not (yet) using.8

 Conclusion

The analysis of our action experiments in the Studio for Social Creativity has per-
mitted us to formulate propositions about the interaction between social and physi-
cal space. First, we invited people to envisage how to generate new possibilities (for 
interaction?) and then observed how these participants engaged with each other in 
the social and physical space provided for their task. On this basis we identified 
seven distinct configurations: Orientation, Meeting Mode, Expansion, Creation, 
Reflection, and Rehearsal. Second, by focusing on the video material, we revealed 
how anxious it makes people to be in what they perceive as undifferentiated space, 
how quickly they try to import rules from other spaces in order to reduce their 
uncertainty, and how they thereby risk getting locked into established ways of think-
ing and behaving. Third, the visual analysis also showed that shifting from one 
configuration to another involved expanding into new physical space (e.g., moving 
to the middle of room, working on the floor, or using the wall for exhibition) and 
engaging creatively with art materials and other objects. Adding aesthetic ways of 
experiencing and communicating increased the group’s social creativity. Fourth, we 
postulate that both undifferentiated and unencrusted space are conducive for 
enabling the emergence of newness by maximizing the choice participants have as 
to how to engage with each other and their task. We thereby underscore and clarify 
the significance of space for creativity while avoiding the anthropomorphization of 

7 Although the Nose usually greeted the participants outside the studio, in one session he was 
perched on a ladder and holding the camera when the participants entered the room. One of those 
participants did not remember having been informed about the filming of the sessions, so he 
addressed what he felt to be an infringement. Recording stopped while the group discussed the 
situation. One of the participants commented “with a cameraman like that, nothing bad can hap-
pen,” and they all agreed to the filming.
8 Sometimes participants subsequently used the space to which the Nose had turned his attention 
(e.g., the balcony in Session 1). We do not know whether their actions were triggered by his, or 
whether he sensed something earlier that they discovered a little later.
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space, a conceptual trap that we encountered in the literature. Fifth, we note the 
need for movement between nonverbal and verbal forms of interaction in creating 
knowledge and sharing meaning. When people limit themselves to just talking, they 
tend to become stuck. Choosing not to talk during a phase of experimentation with 
bodily forms of knowing and communicating is generative; and verbal communica-
tion is needed once more for shared reflection.

The action experiments confirm how valuable it is for us as researchers to move 
out of our comfort zone when we are seeking new knowledge. We took two such 
steps in this project. First, we decided to participate in such an open exploratory 
process rather than stand back as observers or facilitators of a clearly structured 
workshop. Second, we chose in this chapter to focus our analysis solely on the vis-
ible evidence recorded on film. Both steps have proven highly generative. However, 
we recognize that the focus on the visible in our analysis did not give us access to 
certain important aspects. In order to explore the meaning the participants were 
giving to their actions, we need to listen to what they said and then connect that 
back to what we have observed. An analysis of the spoken words would enable us 
to correct or refine our configurations, for example. The other aspect we have not 
yet attended to are the power dynamics in the Studio for Social Creativity. Of 
course, they were present in the situation, for conflict in the region and tensions 
between groups at the college were two of the drivers for conducting the sessions 
in the studio. Moreover, there were differences in status among the participants 
(e.g., students vs. different levels of faculty; Palestinian Arab vs. Jewish back-
grounds; men vs. women; and artists, academics, and practitioners). Exploring 
those dynamics in the construction of social space and use of physical space would 
require analyzing the spoken and written (e.g., graffiti) aspects along with the vis-
ible process.

Another issue that needs to be examined is the potential paradox inherent in the 
Studio for Social Creativity. We have posited that the undifferentiated and unen-
crusted nature of the space is an important condition for enabling participants to 
generate new ideas and ways of engaging there. How will its potential as a space of 
possibility be maintained for groups to return to over time? The more they use the 
space, the more likely it is that they will build mental models of how to use it (even 
if they leave it unencrusted), making it harder on their return for them to break out 
of an unusual way of having used it. We sense a need to engage more frequently 
and intimately with the world of the arts to stimulate our learning. Actors and musi-
cians have experience with the paradox because they have to keep being creative on 
the stages they return to night after night. Fortunately, some artists are seeking 
inspiration precisely by moving out of the spaces they know in order to engage in 
learning creatively with people from other worlds, including academics (Berthoin 
Antal, 2015).
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