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Chapter 1: Introduction to Absurdity and Hypernormalization in Contemporary
Society and Workplaces

Matthijs Bal, Andy Brookes, Dieu Hack-Polay, Maria Kordowicz, & John Mendy

Abstract

This chapter introduces the book, and discusses the main background, literature and theories

that theauthorsdraw upon. It highlights the various domains in contemporary life, in society

and workplaces that can be described as absurd. Moreover, the chaptert idne case for

the need tavrite about absurdity anghderstand how absurdities are normalized, perpetuated

and not effectively contested. It introduces the main theoretical foundations which will be

used throughout the book, including existentiallgtgsophy to understand the absurd, and
Yurchakés ant hropological discourse analysis
Yurchakos groundbreaking work on hypernor mal
as the major foundation of thok.

Introduction
While the2011Occupy Wall Street Movemeirt New Yorkthatspured Occupy movements
across the worldgrotestedn behalf otheinterests of th®9%of the peoplegainst the 1%
elite members of societyhich controlled entire economies, policy and government (Graeber,
2013;Jones 2015, ten years latemve areconfronted witha situationthat bear hallmarks of
an even more absurd womhere only 8 men own as much wealth aspberesthalf of the
world population(Oxfam Novihh 20229. Moreover, it is not despite, bbecausef the Covid
19 pandemic thatuch phenomenal wealtlas been achieved by these eight nfdre
absurdity of the situation is brought to the fore by the fact tlegetkight individualbave
been able to profit enormously from global disaatethavedoublel their wealth during the
pandemic while 99% of the global population has seen their income drop dursagibe
corresponding@ovid pandemieriod(Oxfam Novib,2022) To add insult to injuryyarious
of thesew o r Irichéssmen have been primarily occupied with competing with each other in
developing commercial space travelring the pandemjevhilst the possibilityof leaving an
environmentally, ecologicallgnd economicallyproken world behind in search of new spaces
in our galaxy to colonize®woms largeWe arehencewitnessing the absurdity of staggering
income inequalities in global society, where wealth is not just unequally distributed, but
increasingly concentrated in the hands of a few hyperprivileged men. However, it is not just
this hyperconcentration of wealtimfluenceand power, but also the process through which
their enormous wealth is legitimizég governments and some parts oflgocietythat
accentuates the absurdity of the situafidghese men are also praised for their
6entrepr eramdbusinesdabumanpdr her al ded as O0j ob creat
perceived primarilyas people who are able to steal huge ansoointnoney within the
constraints of the law.

Meanwhile in the Netherlands, an unemployed wotvamgy on welfare benefits is
charged wit h &erdounaildor nmtfdeckarihg réceéiving frocesiiopping
from her motherwho wanted to help helaughteiin difficult times(NOS, 2020). The woman
should have declared receiving the grocery s
be subtracted from her welfare benefitsthe days after this news was released, various
rumors and gossip we spread that the woman had used her welfare benefits to buy a car
(AD.nl, 2021) which was not allowed as welfare benefits are supposed to be spent on primary
needs, including food, clothing and healthcare. At the same time, the Netherlands is still
widely known as a tax haven, where both corporations and wealthy individuals can make use



of various attractive tax arrangements to avoid paying their taxes. It is striking thabthose

the lowest incomes societyare hypermonitored, and punished severdigmthey

(unknowinglyand unintentionallybreak the law, while large corporatioren financially

muster into buying influence in high places so ashi@pe the lawom which they continue

to massively profit fronfe.g., Brown, 2019)it is alsopertinent how neoliberal society

actively punishes helping behavior, solidarity, and acts of kindness, as if they form a

considerable threat to the functioning of neoliberal so@atya dominant capitalist logic and
system A mother who buys grocery shoipg for her daughter on benefits contributes to a

breach of the law, which raises the question whether the law and that what is considered to be
6normal 6 (i . e.civicmaccrcno)r diisn gt rtuwl ys obmeor mal 6, and

Meanwhile, the Dutclairline KLM receivelu 3, 4 bi Il Il i on from the D
to survive the Covidl9 pandemi¢Rijksoverheid, 2021)The government argdéhat KLM
is important for the Dutch economy, and that it provides many jobs at Schiphol Airport and at
the airplanesAt the same time, there is increasing understanding that the net contribution of
KLM and Schiphol Airport to the Dutch econorapd employmernis rather modegDe
Groene, 2@8). Moreover, many employees in jobs provided by KLM and Schiphol are
exposed tdigh levels of particulate matter, causing significant rises in cancer and heart
problems among employees (NOS, 2021). And importantly, the subsidizing of the airline
industry by government stands at odds with the green targets, set not by Dutch government
themselvesbut internationally and held up in courtis raises the question whether there is
any genuine commitment to climate goals and a more sustainable society, whenaaidines
other corporate bodies and individuate saved with billions of eurasiring an economic
crisis, which could have also been spent on the transformation to-aadransociety.

These are just some examples which confront us with the absurdities of our
contemporary society and call for reflon and deeper analysis. They touch upon the most
pressing issues of todayodés global society, i
thuggeryandcontinued exploitation through our capitalist economic syskeminstance,
wealth inequalities inwr global society are only increasif@xfam Novib, 2022)with no
real indication that these are addregsexperly, rather than merely problematized or noted as
inherentor inevitablefeatures of our contemporary sociefyrese are not the only examples;
issues abound in our society that elucidate the absurd nature of our contemporary existence.
Perhaps such absurdities can be understood as manifestations of the great absurdity of our
existence, which is rather unique to modern global society: the alysofrdiestruction of our
planet for economic profit. In other words, the sacrifice of that what can be considered real
(our very planet on which we live) for an imaginary goal (the accumulation of wealth, money
and power), constitutes not merely a potdiytidestructive paradox of our contemporary
world, but is at the same time threatening our very existence: to some extent our life will
become even more absurd every day that passes in which the destruction of our ptdnet is
taken seriously to the fubéextent. Inthatsense,e ar e al i ke the tramps
of Absurdity play o6Waiting for Godotd, in wh
Godot to arrive to provide meaning to their existence and dire¢tidhe meantime, nothing
changes and nothing is achieved to address the great challenges of our time.

In the Western world (and in variations beyond the Western world), it is the
hegemonidpost) neoliberalcapitalistpolitical-economic ideology that continues to structure
our reality, which thereby has an inherent tendency to obfuscate absurdityrhgel§ by far
not unique to capitalism (see e.g., Yurchak, 2003, 2005 for-degth analysis of the
absurdity of the Communist dictatorial Soviet Unidm)t as neoliberal ideology (in its hybrid
yet varied and structured manneme & SaadFilho, 2017 becomes more and more
pervasive across the world (e.g., throtigh flipside of neoliberalism manifesting as
authoritariarand exploitativeapproaches)ur current analysis will focus primarily on



Western forms and expressions of absurdity and its dizatian. As the authors of this book
are based in the UKhoughwith more global backgrounds, the main contextualization of the
ideas presented in this book pertain to absurdities in the Western world, and especially within
the UK, the US an&uropewith occasional examples drawn from other parts of the world
Questions ofjlobalgeneralizationsf absurditywill be discussed later in the book.

Absurdities may diffeacrosscontexs, in terms of how they manifest and whether
social practicesra perceived or recognized to be absurd, or merely taken for granted as part
of the core fabric of society (e.g., when it
hi erarchyd descri bing t he.Nonetheless, indhisbopleen and w
will try to describe and analyze more generalizable, or even universal, forms, manifestations,
and underpinnings of absurdity. These absurdities may be structured and analyzed as part of
the earlier descri bed 09 replanktforaconsmiapdfit.tiny of t
this sense, they form a structure in which human behavior is increasingly detachedrfrem
foomof6 co mmon sensedé and can therefore be under
ratio (Loacker & Peters, 201%)r devoid ofa commonsensical, humanitarian purpasgile
at the same time, harming people and the pi@eadt 2017) Consequently, a double process
can be observedirst, our primary task is to recognize absurdity, to unmask and expose
absurdityfor what it reallyis. Second, absurdities do not merely present themselves openly to
our eyeshut are continuously concealddence, a process of normalization of absurdity is
inherent to our society, a process we call, following Yurchak (2003, 2005),
hypernormalization Hence, hypernormalization constitutes the normalization of the absurd,
andunfoldscontinuously in our society. Hypernormalization is, just as absurdity itself, in
need of analysis and understandiHgnce, our book aims not to merely urstdend
manifestatios and meaningof absurdity in our society (and workplaces), but inherently
related is the need for analysis of its normalization, through which absurdity is perpetually
denied, nojustactively in the sense of a spoken denial of theuedity of a social practice,
but a smoother integration of absurdity into the core fabric of sacietythat what is normal,
taken for granted, or merely as an externality of our sotiatyunwelcome byproduct of
civilization (e.g., when wealth ineglity or social inequality between different people and
races across the wordde projected as the byproducts of capitaliather tharbeinginherent
to capitalismor derivatives of capitalisntself). Hence, hypernormalization is about the
invisible, hdden nature of absurdities, where we no longer recognize absurdity for what it
really is, but where it is hidden, as an inherent feature of the constructed TWaslgrocess
of normalization is inherent to the absurdity we are interested in, as absiiteitynanifests
itself as an impossible paradox: what we observe is not merely a paradox resulting from two
competing or different logicd.ewis, 2000) but as an impossible paradox, where both options
areworse(Gi ¢ 20k8).In other words, the impossible paradox consists of the dissolution of
multiple logics into a situation where there is no solution or way out anyfaoréistance,
when phil osopher Sl avoj Gi gek was asked befo
hebacked Hillary Clinton or Donald Trump, it wamplicitly expected that he would
(logically) support the former, given the vulgarity Trump and hisnherenly neoliberal
program. However, in identifying the absurdity of the contemporary detrosyaten in the
US, he was well aware that both options were worse, and a choice for Trump would at least
necessitate the mobilization of the left wing counterfqredsle a Clinton presidency would
only signify maintenance of the status aqpimeoliberal capitsmwi t h a o6 human f ac
( Gi ¢ e k His raply that he would therefore choose Trump over Clinton led
commentators to wrongly assume his support for Trump, whereas it was merely indicative of
the absurdity underpinning the choice between Clinton and @:ramat is needed is a radical
alternative, a third way that enables us to thepamalyzeand imagine possible alternatives
out of abs ur dTo toyso, it iSneededkq iderdtify &nél ynderstand the process of



hypernormalization, and in pagtilar its ideological underpinnings. We will use ideology in

Gi gekian terminology as a fantasy constructi
Ideology therefore does not offer an escape from reality, but reality(itEebeeck et al.,

2020) In this sense, absurdity functions as either a fantasy itself, or as the traumatic kernel

that cannot be symbolized, and for which ideology offers an escape. In Chapter 3, we will

explore in deptlsuchideological underpinnings of absurdity and hymemalization.

The necessity of linking absurdity and hypernormalization to ideologyag a a n d 6
concepis rooted in the fundamental elements of absurdity itself. Absurdity may have some
more mundane connotations, in the (individual) experience tdaisin to be absurd. For
instance, Nagel (1971) uses the example of someone being knighteti@sebants fall
down to identify an absurd situation, includitig feelings oemotions such as shame, guilt
and embarrassmer@n an equal measure, Beckethimiatizes about timelessness and lack of
ploti n a worl d where two tramps are caught up
knew would appear to save them from their bewilderment and despekédiwaver, it is not
merely these type of absurditi@e will discuss in this book. While such absurdinigight
have profound emotional, and perhaps even traumatic, conseqtmmmesndividua) they
are different from the absurdities we aim to analyze herainvdo understana@hensocial
practicesareabsurd, andhencerefrain fromin-depthdiscussing individual examples of
experienced absurdity, even though social practices can be individually perceived to be
absurd While wewill not precisely defie absurdity and thereby narrovgipotential social
practices to be absurd only if they meet the narrow requirements of the definitiset, ove
to observe, describe, and analyze absurdities in society and workplaces as they unfold before
usi in trying to understand how practicesabesaur d from an observeros
6l ighté conceptualization of absurdity invol
the type of absurdities we aim to study. Our central analysis of absurdity entails the nature of
absurdity agragic and asnotinnocent

First, absurdity igragic, as it violates and impedes the dignity of one or more
individuals, and in extension, could also violate the dignity of our planet (Bal, 2087¢e, a
defining feature of the absurdities we analyze in this book is that they cause harm, and thus
are tragic; the impossible paradox of different logics which are operating simultaneously, each
of its own with its rationality and purpose, becomes iggiale as it presents itself as an
impossible choice between two evils: if it would have been easy to choose one over the other
in lieu of its preference for the protection of the dignity of those involved (not just people, but
in extension considering thvery planet of our existence) would have been a mere case of
harmfulness towards individualBhe tragic nature of absurdity also requires a minimum of
dignity: the experience of concentration camps in WWII cannot be merely called absurd or
tragic, adt entailed a situation of dissolution of dignity altogether, and represents something
that is 6simply too t &fGidveél, tdiodhersvergsy 211 hi s
describing some of our (historical) social practices, such as the ¢@tmencamps, as
absurd does not produce a deep grounding; it is that which extends beyond absurdity,
something which is too terrible to witness, where our current analysis ceases to be
meaningful, and therefore the inherent limitations of absurdity dimibcknowledged.

Nonetheless, it is the case that an initially absurd situation which has tragic effects in terms of
human dignity may spiral into violence and human suffering that extends beyond absurdity, as
many wars have shown, including the receat i the Ukraine, whereby the initial absurdity

of the Russian invasion quickly escalated into sheer violence and human suffering.

In contrasto absurdity as the impossible paradox, other fornpmcddoxdenotea
situation in whiclthe existence dd ension between logidgs central(Putnam et al., 2016),
but whichdoes not necessarily have to be harnftuljnstance when it is merely about
competing logics which contradict each other when functioning simultaneously. Therefore, in



further precising Leis (2000), not every paradox is absurd, and it is only when we are
confronted with an impossible paradox that absurdity arises. It is in the impossibility of the
paradox, or the impossibility to choose one logic over the ¢¢hgrthe dominant Western

logic of capitalism over welfarismyvhile both have to be firmly rejected, that harm is

created. Therefore, the tragic nature of absurdity becomes fully manifestimalysisof its

kind of paradoxical nature. While there is fundamentally no better choice, as both options are
worse, its tragic nature is fully revealed: ultimately suffering, hurt, and pain are inherent to
such absurdities. In the exampleout global inequalitynentioned above in the introduction,

it is not merely thatrmextremelysmall group of men accumulaterediblewealth(and thus

power) but it is absurd because their wealth is generated through exploitation of the most
vulnerable people on the planefio must suffer for the benefit of the femivileged onesTo

take the analysis one step further here: absurdity arises here not just in the difference between
the powerful rich vs. the exploited masses, but because of the impossible paradox
underpinningnequality: while those very few individuals who accumulate extraordinary

power and wealth do so because tbay it is also because they gmaised for doing so by

the publicand sometimes absurdly by those who have been exploited by the very privileged
few. Obscene wealth is himoked down at, but perceived as an act of heroldma.tales have

been told in Nigeria where some state governors are lauded by abjectly poor masses for
havingstolemi | | i ons of dol |l ar s f r o onthbusingrandbteed e r a |
fundamental dayo-day services.

These men arpraised for their entrepreneurial leadership, and portrayed to be heroes
of our time. For instance, Elon Musk is not simply a successful lucky man who was able to
profit from sellinghis IT-company, and thereby expand his empire and become the wealthiest
man on the planet, but he is as®en as a hero who symbolizes the ideal neoliberal
entrepreneurial attitudd.ames | bori, the former governor o
1999 and 2007 who stole hundreds of millions of pounds whilst in office and used his illicit
gains to buy property in the West and the Middle East was being praised in his homeland
despite ing found guilty by a London court and sentenced to 13 years for Haude, the
impossible choice that people are confronted with is nothing less than the choice between
acceptance of rising inequalities with its inherent destructive effects on thtbsebattom of
the income pyramidandthe choiceof the necessity of confrontation with the very nature of
contemporary society that led to these inequalities. While the former seems to be the choice
that hago be dealt with (i.e., unmasigp e o p | cepling attutstowards exploitation of
the poorest on the planet), it is the latter that seems to be the proper difficult task, as it does
not merely refer to the tragic nature of absurdity, but also to the potentially dangerous nature
of unmasking absdity. This dangerous nature of absurdity legitimizes its normalization, as
unmaskingabsurdity might expose the harmful nature of it, and, in Lacanian terminology,
exposes the gap between the Symbolic and the Real (Eyers, 2012).

Absurdity is of interesttherefore, as it is never innocent, and has an inherently
explosive potentialThis is the second defining feature of absurdity we are interested in in this
book. Henceeven thouglthe example ofhe person who is knighted and whose pants fall
down (Nagé 1971), may seem arbitrary and, while absurd, not tragic per se, there is always
the possibility of an explosive potential. For instance, in this case, the pants falling down
expose the masquerade behind the social practice, the meaninglessnesg of theiray
knightedi it is in this example where the classic case of the naked emperor is reversed: not
the emperor is naked, but the humble individual, perhaps knighted for bravery or for long
term commitment to aocietalcause, is the one who stangked in front of the audience.
Therefore, this example directly refers to the naked empemovernoy reflecting the
ultimate lesson from the naked empeayogovernor it was nevermerelyaboutthe childor a
court of lawexposing that the emperor is nakbdt it was aboutthe people who merely take



for granted the structure of society and leadership (i.e., a leader can only be the leader because
the people treat hérim as such)and thust is the people themselveswhor e 6 naked 6, a
thus even in a moment of honorable dignéyg(, Bayefsky, 2013), remain themselves in
relation to the queen who has the right to knight the individual, thereby accepting themselves
in theirinferior positionvis-a-vis the queenAfter al, it is shame and embarrassment one
experiences in this moment, a shame that coincides with the shame of being in this position of
Obeing knightedd by an authority thatycan on
and the knighthoodself an honor that has no meaning other than that of its very social
constructionMor eover, the shame al so extends to the
repul sion/fascination with the spectacled (G
whole scene. Hemg the question also pertains to what kind of absurdity is exposed in such
situation, and whose shame is actually experienced here.

Hence, absurdity is never innocent, as also the abundance of absurd art and fiction
show While art and fiction are abouagicularistic truths (Bruner, 1986), mdividual,
personalizedruths thattouldbe rather than whas, they are informative of the state of the
world, and often, through absurd humor, expose the functioning of society, social practice and
workplaces. It is through such examples of absurdism in art and fiction that the potentially
dangerous nature is revedi® an extent it becomes readily accessible to the individual. For
instance, Kaf kads wor k s habswdnaturb & bureaubracy, e nt un
thereby elucidang theabsurdity of bureaucracy in a way not easily achieved through
informationor academic knowledge exchargjenei as it reaches its readership through
emotion and feeling, it accomplishes what-fietion has difficulty to achieve. Henc#g,
absurdity is about the tragic impossible paradox, which has to be concealed and normalized
order tobe mairtiained and preserved, there is always an inherently dangerous potential if
unmasked. Therefore, absurd art and fiction may play a dual role, in both bringing absurdity
to the fore (thereby unmasking absurd social practices), but sanhe time legitimizing the
status quo by bringing absurdity into the dimension of the arts. In classic liberal terminology,
economy and culture can be distinguished in two separate dimensions: while the economy
serves as the mechanism that ensures hummaivauthrough offering a capitalist market to
arrange and distribute goods and services), culture is then distinguished as that which makes
life human, and where individuals try to fill the void that is left in capitalist exploitation and
meaninglessnesélong these terms, absurd art as cultural manifestation can as easily be
disregarded as belongingttmatseparate dimension, which at its premium is able to express
that o6what makes us humandé, but which noneth
rulings of the marketNonetheless, it is interesting how across neoliberal regenels,
especially its authoritarian derivativassis the humanities faculties at universities and the arts
in general that are often attacked and marginalized through egposuro t he o6r ul es 6
neoliberal market (i.e., survive economically, or disappear altogetrespmetimes directly
suppressedrhe inconsistency afenialof arts as being able to express something meaningful
about the sphere of the economy, whilehatdame time reducing its potential impact through
marginalization, and at timesheeroppression, is another indication of the potentially
dangerous o&bsurdity. If art and fictiosimilar to the Theatre of the Absurdn Bec ket t 6s
time have the possibility to expose absurdities of social practice, it either needs to be
marginalized (while publicly disavowed) or squeezed into capitalist logic, thereby
compromising on its inherent meaning (i.e., that art should existdeof the domairof
economic logic)Hence, the very existence of absurd art and fiction indicate the potentially
dangerous nature of absurdigomething that will be analyzed in greater depth later on in the
book.

In sum, the tragic and dangerous nature of absurdityt&ndrmalization play a
complex role in contemporary societyhereby it is nojusta matter of a hidden nature of
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absurdity, which is in need of exposure, such that society can create a more straightforward
relationship between enunciation and pradiiee, that public discourse is an accurate
reflection of dédactual d soci al practice) . I n
absurd practiceis continuously surfacing, showintg tragic and dangerous potential. It is

therefore relevant tstudy its normalization, or the process througtich absurdities are

taken for granted, accepted, wherd@Byragicnature isconcealedlt is therefore that a

complex dynamic has to be understood, whereby absurdities are problematized and

sometimes evehy those who were principally involved in creating these absurdities (e.g., the
World Economic Forum2022a d dr essi ng and oOfi xi roglieUY!| obal
tal king about o6f i X butagthe sameditea continuesto exist,tards t r o p h e
activelynormalized. The following book will address these dynamics in greater detail, and
present various case studies in which absurdities and hypernormalization are discussed,
analyzed and explored in greatletail.Yet, before presenting the theoretical chapters (2 and

3, in which we discuss the theoretical foundations of absurdity, hypernormalization and the

role of ideology in understanding them, we will now turn to the manifestation of absurdity in
thevaried academic disciplines as well as in fiction. This will elucidate in greater detail the
nature of how absurdity is discussed in the academic literatures (e.g., in philosophy and
organization studies), as well as in fiction. Through presenting thesexhaustive examples

of absurdity, we are able to frame our subsequent work in the book accordingly, taking into
account the work that has been done before, and supporting the theoretical anchoring of this
book.

Absurdity in Philosophy

Absurdity is digussed in a variety of social sciences and discipliEg= though
generally, absurdity has remained somewhat absent from philosophical disgubgianare
a few philosophers who have discussed absurilibst notablyKierkegaard and
existentialist Abert Camus spoke directly about the absurdity of life, and therafeod
relevance in laying the groundwork for our conceptualization and use of absurdity in this
bookCamus discussed explicitly theSabgphdbeby ¢
(1942). Essentially, this essay from Camus i
and whether a life without the belief in an afterworld can still be meaningful. If life is all there
is for human beings, and when it ceases with deaihld there be any meaning to life itself?
It is here that Camus introduces the absurdity of life, or the idea that human beings live their
lives without being or becoming aware of this absurdity of the inherent meaninglessness of
life, given the absenaaf an afterlife.Yet, people do not commit suicide when discovering the
meaninglessness of life, and hence, there is a more complex process unfolding in humans.
Camus argues thatimans have difficulty understanding the full complexity of the world, and
atthe same time, are confronted with the disinterest of the world towards the human being. It
is therefore that people often turn to (some form of) religion, in order to gain a sense of
control over oneb6s own | i f e awistenteloreearthnher ent
justasthetwotrampsn Beckett 6s Gdastad their hoges for a betteGlibedooat 6
0Godot 6 they never saw

Camus proposes as a way out of this conundrum that one should embrace or transcend
absurdity (Blomme, 2013; Mintfy 2008). This entails that humans would consciously
overcome the absurdity of the paradox betwee
complex world, through |l iving oneds | ife wit
(Blomme, 2013)This caild be achieved, for instance, throubk creative adiike art, which
transcends the absurdity of lifdf)is in this embracing of absurdity, according to Camus, that
absurdity is transcended; when one finds meaning of life through creation otthe antyre
absurd it will seem to lose this very life. Suicide is out of question when one has found such
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meaning, and therefore, it is through this kind of reversal that one may escape out of the

deadlock of meaninglessness. Nonetheless, such transceatsnicerolves an act of

rebellion and revolt (Blomme, 2013 other words, breaking out of the deadloclle$urd

life through embracing it, also involves an act of rebellion, a going against the reifying of a
particular meaning system (Hawkins, 2018),ior der t o break through t
paradox06 (Hawki ns, 2019). This might also ex
and normalization, as absurdity manifests itself through the confrontation between a human

being and the world, betweenima n bei ngsdé need for consisten:
randomness of the world. Yet, to avoid this confrontation, absurdity is normahziis

vein, Hawkins (2019) refer s tcauldbemeefiing musi an
moment out of the deadlock.

The absurd momeimd a moment when the void is opened up, and when an individual
asks the o6whyd of a meisatihis goment that anerrealiz€sahmu s, 1
arbitrary nature of t hiavigtbe indiffeheacorssiescenftiei t y o f
world. It is not surprising that such moments are related to strong feelings of anxiety, stress,
desperation andopelessnedsutthey camlsobe related tamazement and wondand a
timeless eternity of possibilitiet may also be linked with a total loss of hope, something
that not necessarily has to be perceived @sg at i v e ( This fgetiig mayadhily 7 )
open up ways to the earlier mentioned rebellion against hegemonic meaning systems, but also
a rebellion against the absurd nature of life itself. This involves a rejecteertainties and
thus an embracing of absurdity its@lhe question, howevegis to what extent individuals
allow themselves this absurd momenatbually happem their lives, and to what extent
there is an internalized pressagainstthis absurd moment, this moment of realization of the
absurdity of allIf an (implicit) expectation of anxietgirousal cealigns the absurd moment, it
is also not surprising that individuals protect themselves through disavowal, or a denial of
absurdity It is in this sense, that absurdity is always contrasted (Nagel, E&74 hinary
distinction between absuribrmal, between abswrdeaning, between absuratio.

Therefore, absurdity seems to be about not just a paradox (i.e., the conflict between two or

more logics), but about the impossible choice people are confroittedsran inherent aspect

of human lifelt was Camus who was well aware of this, and while finding resolution to the
absurdity deadlock through proposing embracing absurdity through creation and art, it also

has to be acknowledged that this might bediist, presupposing a creative potentral

everyhuman beingnotwithstanding the difficult of defining creativitydr an assumption that

the absurdity paradox would be more common among those human beings with creative
potential, or those who can imagia way out of absurdityn other words, what doesréally
havetosagpbout the | ives of oO0ordi nayraydalpetthe!l ed i n
absurdity of social practicedNe will explore this in greater detail later on in the book.

Literary, Art and Fiction based Absurdity

As alluded to beforetf is perhaps in fictiondramaand art that absurdity has received
the greatest attention. If we follow Camus in his obsematabout the fundamental
meaninglessness of the world and the vain attempt of humanity to postulate meaning in
absurdity without properly embracing it, rebelling against it, it can also be stated that in art,
the greatest attempts can be found agaimstational human being, and against the
perspective of rational existenddter all, it is art dramaand fiction which provide the space
to move beyond the rational, and to distance itself from the objectivedgeah, and
purposeful nature of conterogary existence, or at least in the form it desires to present itself
to the modern human being. Even in the context of the examples presented earlier in this
chapter, including wealth inequalities and climate change, there is still a dominant notion of
goakd r i ven, purposef ul action (e.g., ,whgh obal e
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ignores or denies the absurd nature of the problems themselves, and the impossibility to solve
such challenges via ways that do not address the despszdehind the problems. It is art
and fiction that may expose such hidden manifestations, but also more directly, the absurd
nature of contemporary life and practices.

The absurdist fiction referred to as the Theatre of the Absurd (Esslin, 1960) followed
Camusian philosophy, and included works of lonesco and Samuel Beckett. Theseglays
absurd as they deviate from logical syllogism, and where its outcomes are always unknown.
For the spectators, it is not so much about asking themselves whether aagbegved (e.g.,
whet her Godot arrives in Beckettods OWaiting
play, but whether the next event will aid to their understanding of what is happening and what
its meaning is (Esslin, 1960 this sense, it iproperly absurd, as in the absence of logic and
rationality, meaning must be found given the constraints of the complexity of what is there,
and the void of a world empty of sense (Starkey et al., 2@810interesting perspective was
offered by artist Stéing Melcher (2022), who problematized the mdtaminated focus of the
Theatre of Absurdity writings from Esslin (1960) as well as Camusian writings on absurdity,
which consistently tal ks aidaoexperiende excldsigeb s ur d m
meniwhi |l e the absurdity of gender constructio
women)remainssomething to be taken into account when further exploring absurdity.

There arevariousexamples of absurdity in (modern) fiction. Another prime example
of absurdity manifesting in literature concerns the work of Kafkanz Kafka elucidated the
absurd nature of modernity, and especially the absurd effects of bureaucracy on people. Itis in
his novels such as THeial and The Castle, absurdity reveals itself in the anonymous nature
of the modern organization, wharglividuals battle with faceless bureaucracy, being pushed
around and caught wup in absurdabyri Kahbathhere
bureaucracy can become (Clegg et al., 20débka perhaps in this sense also foregrounds
Camus, with his exposure of the meaninglessness his protagonists experience in relation to the
silence and indifference of the world (the legal systieengovernment)Each of his novels
are absurd, as they unmask this gap, something which Camus would more fully develop in his
wor k ar ound atwskuemdingioignant, Krakf skl afters used in organization
studies to understand the contengpgmature of organizations (e.g., Clegg et al., 2016; Nisar
& Masood, 2Q0). Moreover, the term 6Kafkaesqued has
contradictive, ironic and full of despair (Clegg et al., 20Ii6jhe remainder of this book we
will present moe examples from fiction to highlight the nature of absurdity in our society and
how it unfolds for individuals and in workplaces.

Complementary Perspectives on Absurdity and its Normalization

While absurdity has been discussed in philosophy and arts/fiction, it has been
somewhat absent in other fields. For instance, it is striking that (perceptions of) absurdity are
absent from discussions in psychological research, so it remains rather bpacioe
understand psychologically tiheman experiencef absurdity. Perhaps closest to discussing
absurdity is the psychoanalytic framework as used by philosophewd,L acan a.nd Gi ge
In identifying the great paradoxes of human life, psychoanalysigallays been close to
identification of the absurditieend irrational dimensionsf human life, and therefore
provides a relevant insight into the nature, manifestation and consequeabsarafsocial
practices. Whilgpsychoanalysis has experiencedacpss ofndividualizationwith the
tendency to use psychoanalytic therapy for individual adaptation to society-thkesbnew
Revisionist Freudian school; Marcusebh) it is important to understand that originally,
Freud was concerned with soat@ticumstances, for instance as evidenced irdQiwglization
and its Disconten&Freud,1930). While not speaking directly about the absurdity of social
practices/civilization, Freud did point to the alienating force behind civilization, and the



13

creation of a feeling of discontentfibehagehas a result of the realization of the illusionary
nature of religiori or the shattering of existentialist certainties in humanllife.here, that

Freud also foregrounds what Camus would speak of later in the se¢hsexistentialist

crisisf ol | owi ng the meaninglessness of human | i f
of psychoanalytic traditions for the understanding ofiatisy and its normalization are

profound, and will be particularly discussed in Chapter 3, where we will discuss the

ideological underpinnings of absurdity and hypernormalization. As alluded to before,

absurdity may function as a fantasy, and therefasgdéep links with psychology, even

though contemporary (mainstream) psychology tends to disavow the role of fantasy in its
hegemonic theorizingt is our task, therefore, to recapture and revalue the psychology of
fantasy to understanghyabsurdity is 8 hard to unmask due to its perpetual normalization. It

i s phil oswhpddaéto co@emparaky psychological academic wioyloffering the
possibility ofcriticalizing existing dominant notions in psychology, such as the focus on
attitudes, cognition and automatic processes to explain human behavior. It is time, therefore,
to offer complementary perspectiiesenrich the psychology of absurdity. In so doing, we

will not just borrow from philosophy and the arts, but also from other fields, including
anthropology and history, both of which have discusseatipth the absurdities of historical
events and practices. I n particul artandd exei Y
our conceptualization of hypernormalization, as it was his anthropological study of late Soviet
Union which spurred the coinage of the term hypernormalization. While Yurchak did not

speak directly of an absurdity of the late Soviet Uniba,presace of absurditgan be

inferred from not only his work, but also framstorical accounts anzbllective memory.

Strikingly pictured in the tseries Chernobyl, it can be observed how the Soviet Union had
entered a allencompassingtate of absurdity, wén during the collapse of the nuclear

reactor, the first attempts were aimed at nullifying the actual event, until the nuclear disaster
was noticed by Swedish radars, and the traumatic reality could no longer be hidden by
authoritative discourse (i.e., didodenial of a nuclear disastefhis image would represent

much of the pos§talin Soviet Union, in which reality and authoritative discourse (i.e., the
discourse allowed under the Communist regime) became increasingly detached from each
other. This gapepresented the absurdity of the system itself, as well as life in the Soviet

Union. The relevance of the Chernobyl disaster has remained for decades, not merely in
relation to the late Soviet Union, but as a legacy of this past, haunting both Rusaiag Ukr

and Europe, as evidenced in the recent Ukrainewlagre the remaindeof the power plant

poses another nuclear threat to the entire European continesigrecisely in this way that
absurdities of the past seemsluhablétaascape itdfdrreer 6 mo d
predicaments. It is therefore also appropriate to assume it safe to link our conceptualization
and use of absurdity with the process of hypernormalization as discussed by Yurchak, as what
his work referred to in terms of pgrnormalization (i.e., the active normalization of

authoritative language which was impotent in describing reality, creating a gap between
discourse and what was actually going on), could be easily conceptualized as an act of
absurdity itself. It is an anating experience to observe state propaganda in authoritarian
regimes (e.g., dancing girls on Chinese television, singing people on green grass on
Myanmakese television), primarily because of its inherent absurdist features: what is shown is
so distincly different from reality as it can be observed directly outsidléhe streets in the
respective countrie¥Ve are confronted here with the conspicuous gap between authoritative
discourse and visible practices or perceived reality. The question heiagptrtaow this can

be explained: why does this explicit gap exist so openly, and what is achieved by maintaining
the gap rather than more actively describing social reality as experienced by the people?
While not referring explicitly to such terminology,ur chak 6 s anal ysi s of h\
confronts the reader with the inherent absurdities existing in the (late) Soviet Union
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especially as these absurdities are continuously concealed to some extent, thereby obscuring
its tragic and dangerous natureiHce, Yur chakdos wor k wil |l be
analysis of how absurdity is normalized in contemporary society and work@ackisow

these questions can be answered.

Outline of the Book

This book is structured as follows: while this first chapter aims to introduce the main
concepts and ideas behind the book, the subsequent two chapters will serve to understand in
greater depth, the meanings, manifestations and underpinnings of absudity a
hypernormalization in contemporary society and workplacaapter 2 offers a theoretical
exploration of the concept of absurdity, building on the aforementioned theoretical
approaches from philosophy, literature, and psycholgydiscuss what absutglis, how it
can be framed in relation to existing concepts (e.g., paradox), and it is not (e.g., comparing
with literatures on stupidity, bullshit, alienation, and strange capitalidoreover, it will
discuss irdepth the role of ormalization of absulity, which we refer to as
hypernormalization (Yurchak, 2003jypernormalization concerns how absurdity is
normalized and taken for granted. Hypernormalization has both collective and individual
features and is therefore in need of greater understamdtagms of how it emerges, unfolds,
and is maintained over time. Chapter 3 follows this, by discussing the ideological
underpinnings of absurdity and hypernormalizatiowill discuss the role of fantasy in
understanding absurdity and its normalizatiamg explores the fantasmatic, ideological
nature of the core concepts of this book. In so doing, the chapter will elucidate not only the
ways through which maintenance of absurdity can be understood, but also the ways through
which absurdity can be conted{ and hypernormalization can be addressed.

The subsequent chapaer8 all present case studies on absurdity and
hypernormalization and showcasedepth the manifestations of absurdity and
hypernormalization in the contextsiogequalities irthe workplace (Mendy), literary analysis
to understand absurdities in the palslector(Kordowicz), race relationships in the workplace
(Hack-Polay), the impunity of organizational and political leaders (Brookes), and climate
inertia(Bal). Each of these chapters discuss how absurdities manifest in these contexts, how
they are maitained, and how they could be addressed. In summarizing and learning from
these case studies, Chapter 9 discusses possible ways out of absurdity and
hypernormalization, and pressiatframework based dour stages, including
problematimg, resising, imagining, and transforming. Various examples are presented for
each of these strategies and discussed to what extent they could be considered more and less
effective in addressing absurdity. The final chapter will summarize the book and will discuss
all elerrents not previously discussed
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Foundation: a Multidisciplinary Review of Absurdity and
Hypernormalization

Matthijs Bal, Andy Brookes, Dieu Hack-Polay, Maria Kordowicz, & John Mendy

Abstract

This chapter discusses the theoretical foundations of absurdibntemporary society and
workplaces. Absurdity arises from the absence of rationality, where observed practices
paradoxically veer away from official discourse and institutional rhetdftecdiscuss the
definitions, dimensions and foundations of abgsyrdind integrate it into an understanding of
absurdity in relation to the normal, abnormal, and hypernormal. By discussing what absurdity
is not, we also highlight how it is related to neighboring concepts. Moredsendity does

not exist in a vacuumu is penetrated by and hypernormalized through internalized societal
ideologies. Hypernormalization, or the normalization of absurdity, was originally coined by
Russiarborn anthropologist Yurchak (2003, 2005) to understand the split between
ideological dscourse and practice in the last decades of the Soviet Union. We extend the
understanding of hypernormalization to describe how contemporary absurdities are
normalized. Moreover, we explain how hypernormalization unfolds at collesteestal or
organiational,level.
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Introduction

In the previous leapter, we introduced the topic of the book, and demonstrated how we are

not merely living in absurd times as denoted by the great absurdity of the destruction of our

pl anet for economic profit, but thatermsii fe it
while meaningless in the inevitability of death, the absurdity of life manifests itself through

our pretension of meaning in our activities, a predicament which, according to Camus, can be
escaped through embracing absurdity and engaging in eeatis. While the previous

chapter bridges the understanding of absurdity as a social phenomenon (i.e., the absurdity of
destruction of our planet for economic profi
as an individuallyexperienced phenomen (i.e., Camusian absurdity of life itself in its

experienced meaninglessness), this chapter will further bring the social and individual

together in the exploration of absurdity in social practice. We will focus on the maintenance

of absurdity through & normalization into the takeor-granted assumptions in society,

which may be addressed (e.g., it is striking how inequality is widely addressed as a

problematic feature of contemporary society), but never adequately enough to properly

change social citanstances (inequalities remain on the rise; Oxfam Novib, 2022). In this

chapter, we will therefore further unpack the meanings and manifestations of absurdity, as

well as introducing the concept of hypernormalization to understand how absurdity is

normalizd and maintained as a social phenomenon whose meaningfulness or

meaninglessness may be experienced individually.

We will also differentiate absurdity from conceptually related phenomena, such as paradox
(Lewis, 2000), stupidity (Alvesson & Spicer, 20B3ulsen, 2017), bullshit management or

jobs (Graeber, 2018; McCarthy et al., 2020; Spicer, 2020)tpghkt(Foroughi et al., 2020),

nonsense (Tourish, 2020), alienation (Kociatkiewicz et al., 2021), and strange capitalism
(Cederstron& Fleming 2012). Whilst all of these concepts describe phenomena that engage

with absurd features of contemporary society and workplaces, they do not directly engage

with absurdity nor explore the meanings of absurdity in relation to these concepts. Absurdity
assumesadistnct i on bet ween that what can be consi
be 6abnormal 86 and o6absurddé. It is therefore
2003; May & Finch, 2009) comes into play in the process of understanding ahSéHoiitsy
normalization theory usually refrains from directly discussing the distinctions between
functional nor mali zation (i .e., projecting a
dysfunctional normali zati oinci(entg.f, unwhteirceniimg
prevails), such theory describes well how social practices become institutionalized and

integrated into daily human functioning. However, in contrast to these literatures, we will

argue that in principle every process of nali@ation entails the possibility of

hypernormalization, as the processes that are described under normalization (e.g.,
institutionalization, socialization; Ashforth et al., 2007; May & Finch, 2009), are perhaps too
easily adopted in the process by whicimtan beings normalize absurdity. It is precisely the

blurring distinction between what is considered to be normal and abnormal that is core to the
process of normalization. In this chapter, we will unpack such distinctions between the

blurred boundaries aformalization and abnormalization to more closely describe absurdity.

Absurdity

Absurdity isdefinedy t he Oxford Dictionary as oOagai
i ncongruous, unreasonabl e, or illogical é (OXx
originates from the Latin term O-affuseyr dusod, w

discordant, awkward, unalized, ridiculous or inappropriate. Hence, the variety of meanings
of absurdity are broarhnging, and it remains complex to present a strict definition of when
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something can be denoted as absurd, and thus what is not considered as absurd. While we
havedescribed the features of absurdity (i.e., tragic and dangerous) in the previous chapter,
these do not precisely differentiate between what is absurd and what is not. For instance, there
may be practices which are tragic and dangerous, but which aréelesstnot necessarily
absurd. In conceptual terms, the tragic and dangerous nature of absurdity refers to the
necessaryetinsufficientaspects of defining absurdity: they are inherently part of the types of
absurdity we describe in this book, and therefare necessary to integrate into our
conceptualization. Yet, they are also insufficient in fully describing the absurdities we are
interested in. To be able to work with a clearer definition of absurdity in the current book, we
will discuss two importamaspects of how absurdity can be understood.

First, and in line with the dictionary definition, absurdity denotes something that is
considered in contrast to logic and reasdangside its feature of inappropriateness
Absurdity assumes the coexisterdéenultiple logics which jointly form an impossible
paradox, leading to a result that can no longer be explained rationally. For instance, to quote a
Kafkaesque example, bureaucracy is implemented in organizations to achieve fairness and
consistency in @anizational practices, a logic which comes to contradict the logic of
professional or human autonomy or celebrating individual differences in diversity. The result
may become absurd when individuals are no longer able to fulfill their job roles comgistent
and with fairness and may sometimes be victims of the same bureaucratic system that was
purportedly designed to promote workplace effectiveness and greater efficiency. It is a case of
contradicting logics, each of its own reasonable, but jointly cigeatasurdity in its
irrationality and lack of adaptability. The impossible paradox is present in this example
through the mutual dependence of both logitc®ach other: while bureaucracy aims to
provide consistency and fairness (and thus the right fovidhdils to be treated as equals),
professional autonomy relies on the inherent dignity of the individual, and the possibility for
individuals to enact upon oneds agency (Rose
inherent attractiveness of thatler option that should prevail, where a rather naive preference
for the professional autonomy beyond all else is expected to solve the limitations of

bureaucracy. However, as the O6trulydé anarchi
bureaucracy unfolds irelying entirely upon professional autonomy and participation, as
principles of voice (i.e., for each member t

organizational practices) become absurd in an overly bureaucratized translation of deliberat
democracy into hours of meetings where every individual should have the possibility to
express oneself, and in so doing, stifle decision making processes in favor of individual
expression (see e.g., Graeber, 2013). Thus, bureaucracy carries an irisenatityaas it
proliferates the very problems it intends to solve.

In other words, if each individual is to be respected in their autonomy, a fair and consistent
process is needed to ensure so. Another option, whereby individuals purely rely upon their
own professional autonomy to make decisions is also an impossible choice, as organizations
are, by definition, spaces of and for collaboration. However, moving beyond the usual
bureaucracyautonomy paradox, which is a feature of modern organizations, ka &lab

showed a century ago, absurdity resides in the impossibility of the space in which a
productive resolution can be found. Hence, the tragic nature of the impossible paradox stays
perpetually close to the paradox itself, as shown by the real daragevithin the space of

the absurd paradox. Tieappropriatenature of absurdity (see definition above) is not merely
an inherent feature but more likely to be an understatement of the tragic potential
underpinning absurdity, as the inappropriateness@ébpractices systematically undermine

the dignity of individuals (see the example in the introduction of C1, where due to
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bureaucracy, a mother is prohibited to buy grocery shopping for her daughter on welfare
benefits).

A second dimension relevantttee understanding of what absurdity is, does not only
refer to the coexistence of multiple, competing logics leading up to an impossible paradox,
but the discrepancy between pretense and reality (Mintoff, 2008; Nagel, 1971). It is in this
discrepancy thabsurdity emerges. In light of our interest in absurd social practice, it is the
discrepancy between public enunciation (i.e., public discourse; De Cleen et al., 2021) and
everyday human reality that is of particular interest. Such discrepancy betweeratomnin
and practice may also be understood as @nfpossible) paradox: we witness the
contradicting of a logic of public enunciation/propaganda for the statosvith the logic of
actual manifestation, or that what can be witnessed through the pydaliche earlier
introduced Alexei Yurchak (2003, 2005), who studied the latades of the Soviet Union,
focused on the discrepancy between official, authoritative discourse (e.g., state propaganda,
media, culture expression and symbols) and the livdiiyre&citizens in the Soviet Union.

This discrepancy manifested as absurdity, where ultimately logic was entirely absent (as
famously shown in the Chernobyl disaster, where the first response by the authorities to cover

up the explosion provedtobeasca of an absence of | ogic that
absurdity). Another example concerns governmental (or multinational organizational) inertia
towards climate change visvis the proclaimed commitment by governments (or

multinational organizatios) and the responses from both levels have become absurd. This
absurdity manifests more and more as the widening gap between public discourse and reality,
whereby discourse becomes more and more empty and meaningless, dissociated from a

human reality, whih is increasingly opposed to the discourse itself. For instance, oil giant
Shell s i nvestments in green energy constitu
and they fail to even meet their own green targets (The Guardian, 2020). Despite th

proclaimed commitment, the discourse created by Shell renders itself meaningless, while
discourse becomes absurd, acting only as PR stunts and being entirely disengaged from reality
(see alsdlihdorn, 2017; Brown, 2036Absurdity also manifests itself through the growing

gap between public enunciation and reality, through which public trust in politics, governance

and leadership is crumbling.

Authoritative discourse (hence discourse created by governments or doamdant

elite groups in society; Yurchak, 2005) is by definition aimed at absolutism, or an all
encompassing vision on reality. Such discourse is always limited to the extent it can describe
reality, and hence, there is a perpetual gap between discourssabtyd That which is
considered to be 6real 6 can never be fully d
discrepancy only widens the discoursality gap over time. Nonetheless, the powerful
appeal of authoritative discourse always has both symaatigperformative effects: even
when authoritative discourse lacks the possibility of describing actual practices, it may always
have an appealing effect on the individual and groups of people in proposing the ideal state.
At the same time, it may also hgwerformative effects, as appealing, persuasive authoritative
discourse always entails the possibility of affecting actual social practices themselves, even
when the gap itself remains intactly widened. It is also the absurdity of this perpetual gap in
which meaning can be found (Davis, 2011). We will discuss this latbpth.

Finally, the question pertains why absurdity is perceived as such, or why the gap
between discourse and perceived practice in society and workplaces is perceived as absurd. In
cortrast, the relevant question here also pertains to why people (individually or as collectives)
donotperceive social practices as absurd, and why they are likely to take them for granted.
One primary explanation refers to the inherent nature of absaghasst logic, or being
illogical. Modern neoliberatapitalist society is built on the principles of the Enlightenment,
where rationality and thekomo economicuare centra{(Bal & Ddci, 2018).Such dominant
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rational thought as the foundation for our @nporary society also stretches to the sciences,
where society and workplaces are primarily understood through a rational perspehtlee.
human behavior is widely understood as irrationa§ #till conceived that human behavior in
the workplace is epected to be conducted and thereby can be understood rationally. The
absurd, however, violates this very principle, and shows that (collective) human behavior is
all but rational, and to a greater extent driven by the illogical, the absurd. Hencegiieferth
needed to further unpack the nature and manifestation of absurdity.

Dimensions of the absurd

How does the absurdanifest itself? While Camus describes the absurdity of life
itself, the question pertains to how absurd social practice manifests and unfolds. First,
absurdity manifests itself both individually and collectively. The earlier mentioned example
byNagel(1921) of onebés pants falling down whil e
of absurdity, manifesting in terms of individual absurdity. While, as alluded to before,
implications may be more widespread, it nonetheless refers to an individual caserditgab
Yet, absurdity may also manifest collectively, as referred to earlier in the examples about
bureaucracy, in which it is precisaipt onlythe irdividual experience of absurdity that
matters, but the collective manifestation, in which entire argdions or societies are
hijacked by and thereby comport themselves in absurdity.

Secondly, absurdity can legperiencedboth individually and collectively. An
individual may have a profound (Camusian) experience of absurdity, which nonetheless does
nothave to be shared by othérg may even create a situation of estrangement (Pfaller,
2012), where an individual suddenly perceives the absurdity of it all, which is then amplified
by an empathic lack by others, who may not share the absurd experigroeess of
hypernormalization is effective here, which we will discuss in greater extent later in this
chapter. Individual experience of absurdity may create either wonder or amazement but also
anxiety. This may be a moment where an individual suddenyy ssehe wor | d d6as i
in all its absurdity, creating a moment of mixed emotions in which the world is perceived
differently. Yet, as absurdity of social practice is not limited to individual experience, but
systemic, it would also be experiencedlectively. In this case, absurdity refers to a shared
experience among a group of individuals, in which recognition of a social practice as
abnormal is central to societal functioning. It is here that a process of hypernormalization is
likely to unfold,in which a social practice is taken for granted, normalized, and subsequently
resistance to the hypernormalized st@it@ffairs becomes delegitimized.

Foundations of Absurdity

Central to the understandin§absurdity is a gap, a void between eithertadicting logics,

the dissolution of logic itself, or the gap between rhetoric and reality. It is not a case of
6solvingé this gap, through which absurdity
continuously embedded within this gap, and it ihis gap that some meaning can be found.

Yet, we are in need of greater understanding of what this gap actually means and signifies in
unpacking absurdity. It implies a distinction between two opposites, two fundamentally
dissociated ideas, that createstaasion of absurdity. What are these opposites? Graphically,

we can start to understand the complexity of expressions around absurdity through its inherent
comparison with the o6normal 6, or that which
structurel around a sense of normality, including the countless norms that make up society.

This provides a first insight into the discovery of absurdity. When Camus argues that life

itself is absurd, it is also that this absurdity is perpetually concealed. Camasked this

absurdity, indicating that the absurdity was not readily visible, but normalized. As Camus
argued, people live their lives and act as if their lives are inherently meaningful (i.e. deprived
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of the absurd). It is therefore understood that tisual nature is hidden, not readily visible to
the ignorant individual. Hence, this means that absurdity isveitiim andexternalto
normality. On the one hand, absurdity exisithin normality, as the notion of normality
constitutes an impossible paradox in itself. This paradox of normality reveals that normality
itself is constructed, and that absurdity always resides within notions of normality. On the
other hand, absurdity is alsaternalto normality, when logic dissolves itself, and when the
impotence of normality is fully revealed when everything else disintegrates. Nonetheless, it
remains important to distinguish among the various terms to be used in theorizing upon
absurdity ad hypernormalization. This can be done through discussing the normal, the
abnormal, absurdity, and the hypernormal.
The O6Nor mal o
Every deviation (absurd, abnormal, hypernormal) is considered in relation to a particular
norm, that has been developed avwere, partly emerged spontaneously, and strengthened
over time (Leyerzapf et al., 2018; May & Finch, 2009). It is worthwhile to study this norm, as
our interest is into the deviation of the norm. Restricting our analysis to the Western world, it
canbesit ed that the dominant iidea of tdags 6nor m:
experience of privilege. This projected normal is wigaching, and encompasses most of the
historical developments of the last-80 years in the Western world. Fostiance, the notion
of the End of History by Fukuyama entailed the belief that societies globally were likely to
move towards a form of | iberal democracy as
notion of liberal democracy seemed to be the evolutiodanyinant form to which societies
would evolve. Notwithstanding the limitation of the argument itself (e.g., the rise of
authoritarian populism as the other side of the coin of neoliberal democracy), it projected a
norm of what could be considered civilizegppropriate and best for humankind. It thereby
denied the inherent absurdity of life itself, but instead actively contributed to a notion of
normality. It is still very much the case that in many Western countries, liberal democratic
political parties poject themselves as the voice of reason, sometimes even voiced as the
possibility of an goolitical, technocratic government that would enact the liberal democratic
ideal of individual liberty (Nandy, 2019; Pappas, 2019). In this, there is a strong pash fo
sense of normality, one which should be perceived as the norm, of sloaultbe. While
such ideas are meanwhile exposed as fantasies (e.g., Petersen, 2007; Su, 2015), they still
function as structuring society and the grand challenges of todayelliberal democratic
normality, people are supposed to be in control of themselves and of society. Consequently,
societal issues can be controlled and solved through liberal decision making. For instance,
climate change is still widely perceived as sdnrgg that can be monitored, controlled, and
remediated through technological fixes (e.g., through reducing carbon emissions, or through
offsetting carbon footprint). Accordingly, work in a liberal democratic normality is projected
to offer stability, secuty, is supported by the government, and is subject to moderate taxation
in order to ensure smooth and efficient functioning of society. It is this projected image of
normality, of the neoliberal capitalist lifestyle that has become a global ideal, sggread
the world, where countries and individuals are profoundly influencedqoleaially) of this
idea of desired normality, a consumerist lifestyle, which can be effectively combined with
concern for the planet (e.g., vegan diets as lifestyle chowdg absurdity can be disavowed
as it is perpetually concealed when people are caught up in notions of normality.

However, normality is unlike a natural state, and has to be continuously crafted,
socially and relationally confirmed and is in perpetuwaiger of contestation. Normality is
constructed, and therefore the cracks in normality shed light upon the abnormal features in
society. It is well established that people have a preference for normality, order and symmetry
(Bertamini& Makin, 2014; Huanget al., 2018). Hence, deviations from normality are often
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perceived to be anxiety arousing, something that warrants special attention from the

individual. It is therefore not surprising to observe that a mechanism to withstand abnormality
becomes internaed, a process of automatic blocking of the deviation from normality. This

may unfold at different levels and stages. For instance, in encountering a deviation from

normality, one can either look away, ignore the very abnormal, or use attribution teshnique

to prevent the abnormal from getting too close to the individual. As an example, in

encountering a begging homeless person, an individual can literally look the other way, move
away from the homeless person, or give the homeless person some monelattertbase,

the abnormality (i.e., the deviation from th
life and basic needs) can be disavowed through blaming the homeless person for their
predicament; the result of having become homeless is adtilbo the failure of the individual

to ensure oneds own survival (Bal et al ., 20
be retained through absurdity by disavowing the structural eleméhts liberal democracy

that has caused the rise of horssleess, poverty and inequality. Therefore, a possible

conclusion that it is the very structures of society that cause the rise of homelessness is not

even appearing in the automatic response to blame individuals for their predicament. Such
strength has theotion of normality that any observed deviation can be reasoned away in

favor of maintenance of the statggo of the structure and manifestation of normality.

The Abnormal

Nonet heless, the O6discoveryd of e soci al
possibility for the problematization of the concept of normality. Therefore, abnormal exists in
the space between normal, absurd, and hypernormal and indicates the gap or the void that
cannot be easily reached or grasped. It is here that an indivicafiented with the
complexity of existence, and thus the notion that the abnormal inherently exists within and
outside the normal: it is only because of the abnormal that the normal can exist. Normality,
therefore, exists by virtue of setting a normdifferentiate between what is right, that what is
acceptable within the constraints of normality, while at the same éxokjdingthat what is
considered to be abnormal, or deviating from the norm. Normality and abnormality also
foreground the concept of authenticity. With the notion of normality, in particular when such
normalization is projected through hegemonic forces in sodhetye is an implicit
understanding of an authentic core that makes up a group of people jointly identifying (e.g., as
a nation, a people, or a race). Any kind of abnormality is not only a deviation from the norm,
of what one should be, but also a deviatimm authenticity, from what is considered to be
the root of oneds existence, some kind of wun
xenophobia, othering and scapegoating all function through the creation efazuad in
outgroup, the first one cahtuting the essence of normality and a myth of authenticity and the
latter highlighting that what is not. This assumed sense of authenticity also functions as a
mythologized inner core of a group of people that defines the essence of their group
belongirgness. For instance, during the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, many Ukrainian
refugees were welcomed by European countries, and people were offering spare rooms in
their houses to accommodate (white) Ukrainian refugees. It was noted here how these
Ukr ai ni an refugees were regarded as 6éone of U
attitude was present towards Syrian, Iraqi, Afghan and African refugees in the preceding
decade, especially visible through Western media coverage. The primarily whitatioopof
Ukraine was considered part of the European authentic population-@heuin), and thus
treated with human dignity, while this dignity was not bestowed upon the/hiba refugees
(including nonwhite refugees from Ukrairiethe outgroup). Hewe, a notion of authenticity
may underpin what and who are considered Ono
people. Authenticity also indicates an internalized normalization within the individual, or a
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notion of an authentic core within the imdiual that makes up the person itself, defines who
the person really is. It assumes a basis on which the individual stands in the world, and
something that can be returned to if an individual feels lost, alienated or is treated with less
dignity.

Much less considered, however, is the possibility of the absence of authenticity, and
thus the need both for groups and individuals within society to define an authentic core
through exclusionary terms, or through what a group or an individoat.i&s with the
Ukrainian example, it is not so much that there is a proper European authentic self or identity,
but it becomes fAauthenticodo throumthobéfiom negat
the MiddleEast, Africa, or Asia. This normalizes a wealdag attitude towards the Ukrainian
refugees, while only months previously, there was never such an attitude towards Afghani
people who had risked their lives in collaborating with allied forces in Afghanistan, and who
were forced to flee when the Talibagized power when the American army retreated. In
sum, normality is a constructed entity, often linked with an assumption anchoring in a notion
of authenticity, but also becoming an imposed normative by a domingraup in its
projected structuring ofogial practices into a particular order of what is considered normal
vs. abnormal.

While abnormal could be considered a deviation from normality, a social practice that
is absurd differentiates from normality in the dimensions described before. Absurdity
differentiates from normality in exposing its i) tragic and dangerous nature, ii) its illogical,
inappropriate and awkward nature, and iii) gap between pretense and reality. Hence, while
abnormal refers to any deviation from normality, the absurd expiss#fstihrough the
combination of these factors. Absurdity also differentiates itself from abnormality, such that it
actively transforms a notion of normality itself. While the abnormal could be considered a
mirror image of normality, showing its functiogjras normalizing that what ought to be
differentiated from its exclusionary opposite, the absurd functions more as a magnifying lens,
interrogating not just normality generally, but through highlighting the void within normality,
the gap that was alwaysgsent in normality itself. The mirror image of absurdity is therefore
not normality, but the hypernormal.

The Hypernormal

The hypernormal reflects the exposure of absurdity and refers to that what is
continuously concealed and takiem-granted. Therefar, absurdity exposes the inherent
emptiness of normality itself (which is ideo
For instance, absurdity shows the emptiness of a European identity, and therefore moves
beyond the normadbnormal distineon (e.g., Europeaion-European to distinguish
between refugees who are welcome and not) into the interrogation of normality itself,
exposing the inherent meaningless of normality. It is then here that we can start to observe the
hypernormal: this arisess a social practice that is not merely normalized as part of social
functioning, but when such social practice has become absurd and is concealed and hidden.
The hypernormal is in continuous development, change and fluctuation, through which it is
betterto speak to hypernormalization as a process rather than a more static hypernormal
entity. The hypernormal refers to the covering up of meaninglessness or maleficent,
exclusionary intent of normalization processes. The hyper refers to the intensificatien of
process of normalization, whereby an invisible threshold is passed by a dominant/hegemonic
group, and whereby normalization disintegrates into absurdity. For instance, while the
welcoming and hospitable attitude towards Ukrainian refugees could deveet as an
appropriate and proper way to engage, it also amplified the underlying hyperinatmvak
precisely this attitude that had been lacking for many years when onkuropean refugees
knocked on the doors of Europe after having taken unirabtgirisks to get there. This also
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aggravated the undignified treatment of fieuropean refugees in exemplifying the existence

of alternatives modes of opening up towards the rest of the world. The hypernormal also
manifested when during the Ukrainian wiatevision news and talk shows are crowded with

military experts and military historians who spokedepth about the Russian military
strategy and progress, thereby too often i mp
proposed lack of rationaliy i n Putinds strategic decision n
enormous human suffering as afnpduct of war, rather than the ethically only justifiable

topic of discussion. Any kind of debate about military strategy could only be structured

around the human suffering if not existing as a hypernormality. In this case, the Russian

invasion into Ukraine represented a pure act of absurdity, where logic had dissolved

altogether (but quickly transcending absurdity through the enormous suffering of the

Ukranian people). Even though some parts of the invasion could be linked to military strategy
textbooks, this did not exclude in any way the rather absurd nature of the invasion itself.

What Absurdity is not

To beable to have a meaningful contribution of the analysis of absurdity to the
literatures in organization studies and work psychology, it is necessary to differentiate
absurdity from related, existing concepts. Perhaps most directly related to the concept of
absurdity igparadoxor contradiction (Lewis, 2000; Putnam et al., 2016). It was Lewis (2000)
who defined paradox as O6el ements that seem |
simultaneousl!l yo. | s absur di t yherdashiohableng mor e t
concept in contemporary organization studies (Putnam et al., 2016; Schad et al., 2016)? As
alluded to previously, absurdity exterosyondparadox, and therefore, in contrast to Lewis
(2000), we do not maintain that every paradox is absuglipport, it is notable how in
subsequent work, it is not unanimously agreed upon that every paradox is absurd; while Schad
et al. (2016) do not refer explicitly to the absurdity of paradox, it is still present in Putnam et
al . 6s ( 2016) sapprarikg in(the samé isspeadfpAeademy of Management
Annals). While paradoxes may be absurd or have absurd outcomes (Putnam et al., 2016), they
are not by definition absurd. For instance, the overview on the manifestations and variations
of paradoxes bgchad et al. (2016) present a range of paradoxes, many of which are not
necessarily absurd, such as a o0l earning para
generated from old knowledge, otherwise it would not be new. While it is possible to locate
absurdities within such paradoxes, it may also be too restrictive to assume paradoxes to
merely exist within the space of absurdity (i.e., being illogical, inappropriate, indicated
through a gap between rhetoric and reality, and in the context of thistming tragic and
dangerous). Earlier, we have refined the relationship between absurdity and paradox through
establishing that absurdity arises from ithgossibleparadox, that is, where it is not merely
about two or more reasonable logics creatingresliction and tension when joined together,
but where logic dissolves altogether, and where none of the separate logics seems to be placed
within a frame of rationality. Hence, absurdity always existgondparadox, it always
transcendsitintoadeederay er of humanés existence in thi

Absurdity is also not stupid (Alvesson & Spicer, 2012; Paulsen, 2017). For some
years, a strand of literature has emerged around functional stupidity in organizations. While
stupidity is described as the inahjlidr unwillingness of people to mobilize their cognitive
resources and intelligence, it touches upon theratonal nature of absurdity (Alvesson &
Spicer, 2012). Stupidity refers to a situation where people refrain from reflection,
justi fi chasttisomt,i voe roesausoni ngé, and its concep:
judgment of a situation or a person assraart but stupid. While stupidity does neither
engage with the level of appropriateness or ethics as much as absurdity does (e.g., Alvesson
and Spicer, 2012, ignore the question of stupidity in the context of ethics), nor does it engage
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with the gap between rhetoric and reality, it therefore speaks of a fundamentally different
concept as absurdity (if it speaks about a meaningful concept gnyMareover, the term
and description of stupidity assumes frationality to be stupid, which is rather
uninformative both theoretically and conceptually. Using the concept of stupidity assumes
being 6smartdéd as the desiursaeb |des noaprptods i2tde t(i Anevs
2012 seminar paper on stupidity, posing stup
Absurdity, however, elucidates the limitation of such approach by showing that there is no
desirable opposite that creates orddiciehcy and optimal functioning instead absurdity
highlights the importance of acknowledging the impossible paradwoare is simply no
6smarto alternative that could be | ocated as
the tragic consequensef absurdity itself.

Moreover, recently, a strand of literature has emerged around the concept of bullshit
management, bullshit jobs (Graeber, 2018; McCarthy et al., 2020; Spicer, 2020), and
nonsense (Tourish, 2020). All of such terms refer to the mgl@ssness of contemporary
practices in society, organizational life, and academia. Such empty practices are indicative of
our time, and refer to a rather vulgar description of what is happening in society and
workplaces (not coincidentally coined by pieéged white men in a provocative mood). It is
al so related t-bruohke eiraé, ofntwki 6posake news
not just of society and public discourse, but as a tool for power. For instance, the deliberate
strategy by Rusa to feed the world a wide variety of fake news, propaganda, and mixed
messages, not only confuses the public, but is also an effective tool home and abroad to gather
support for the invading leaders. These terms refer to a disinterest in truth, and esusd
be understood as absurdities of our contemporary era. However, it is also important to
emphasize that while fake news and bullshit practices belong to the space of absurdity, of
impossible paradoxes (e.g., against the Russian fake news propagem# just a matter
of relying upon free Western media), it is also important to acknowledge the lack of
O0reasonablieagaalitnesrtn aftaikveenews, there is no Of ¢
should be preferred above the fake news/congptteory. While on the one hand, fake news
is nothing new, and has always been existing and strategically used by states, governments,
and companies, on the other hand, the opposition faketnetluss unhelpful as the dominant
emphasis in many (Westermlount ri es on 6the truthd ignores
are (but not in a poshodern sense that all truths are equal), and therefore, an absemdity
helps to overcome such limited binary distinction. If fake news has become absurd,ré is mo
appropriate to locate an escape out of this-pasth era through a radical alternatigi( g e k
2009), rather than merely proposing the opposite of fake news (a Western hegemonic,
neoliberal version of the truth) as a globally generalizable solut@rinktance, McCarthy et
al. (2020) propose O6critical thinkingdé as a
it not precisely the case that conspiracy thinkers start as critical thinkers, reflecting critically
on societal practices, before s$itag to see patterns among events and practices that lead up to
potentially absurd conspiracy theories? It is unlikely to maintain that critical thinking works
as a panacea against fake news, while it may actually be an important indicator for the rise of
such. It is, however, interesting how according to Tourish (2020), academia and management
research has also been penetrated by nonsens
of metaphor, wit or ironyd (p. nlodpkdethanThe phe
assumed, and also present in academic research. It remains interesting to analyze how
absurdity has also manifested in academia and academic research, and Tourish (2020)
presents some interesting examples of studies that are meaningless.

Finally, absurdity also touches upon concepts such as alienation (Kociatkiewicz et al.,
2021), and strange capitalis@dderstron& Fleming 2012). While alienation or the feeling
of estrangement may result from the lack of control over the mean of pradunciMarxist
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terminology, it also involves a lack of meaning, exploitation and a fragmented sense of
identity and social relationships (Kociatkiewicz et al., 2021). However, alienation may be the
resultof experenced absurdity at work, while alienation as such is not an absurd experience
itself i in contrast, feelings of alienation are both traumatic and instrumental as they inform

an individual of the necessity of action, as they signify exploitation, discgrafat lack of
meaning in oneos | ife and work. This may al s
capitalism, or the inherent estranging effects of capitalism in its exploitative nature. These
concepts are therefore helpful in identifying the links leetvabsurdity of social practices

with the sociepolitical-economic structures surrounding these practices. On the one hand,
absurdity could be better understood when these structures are taken into account (e.g., Bal &
Déci, 2018), while on the other hgrabsurdity is also unfolding because of the political
economic structures, and the inherently estranging nature of capitalism.

Absurdity Normalized: Introducing Hypernormalization
Absurdity of social practices are by nature tragid posing danger toxésting
structures. Absurdity is always threatening, as it tends to undermine that what may seem the
fabric of society, that which holds it all together. Absurdity creates a feeling of discomfort, or
being out of oneds c¢ o mfeelandact Absued artandl humaoraree r t a i
as alluded to previously, inherently dangerous, as they expose that what is perpetually
concealed. With a smile, a deeply traumatic social practice may be revealed in a piece of
absurd humor. It is therefore not susprg to observe how absurdityasto be concealed,
normalized, taken for granted. Normalization is therefore inherently connected to absurdity.
Starkey and colleagues (2019) argue that the absurd is an invitation to find meaning in
a world with no senseHence, it is about a process of finding meaning in the abstrd (
Esslin, 1960). This is imperative as the absurd also indicates the dissolution of the rational
human being and rational structures. Hence, the absurd stands in contrast to the notion of
@@ntological securitydé, or the necessity of ¢
(Mitzen, 2006). Ontological security offers stability, identity and a sense of security, which
can be threatened by absurdity. It is therefore that absurdity evpkesess of
normalization; through this, the absurd can be regarded as taken for granted, as neutral in
itself. We refer to this process as hypernormalization (Yurchak, 2003, 2005).

Theoretical Background of Hypernormalization

Hypernormalization was coined by the Rusdmann anthropologist Alexei Yurchak
(2003, 2005). Yurchak investigated the paradoxes in Soviet society that contributed to the
sudden collapse of the Soviet system in the late 1980s (Yurchak, 2003; 2005), and in
particular the paradox of eternity and stagnation which was central to life in the Soviet Union.
On the one hand, the Soviet Union seemed to exhibit eternal existence, while on the other
hand, quality of life and the system itself were stagnating. Théa dé&talin in 1953 created
a discursive vacuum, as no longer the supreme Master lived who could authorize public
discourse. In response, the ruling elite decided to stick tautim®ritativediscourse allowed
during the Stalin era. Consequently, ideotadjrepresentations (such as media expressions,
rituals and formal structures) were perfectly replicated over time (Yurchak,,20@8)that
they became heteronyms, or contextependentFor instance, the writing of the articles for
the newspaper Pravdasolved a very close monitoring and hyperfocus on reproducing the
discourse as allowed under Stalin (Yurchak, 200b& effect of this ideological reproduction
of texts and cultural symbols was that their literal meaning became increasingly dissociated
from their O6real 6 constative meaning. This r
society and practices were maintaifgcthe rulersand as such ideological enunciations
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represented 6objective truthso (Mextssandak, 200
symbols became an end in themselves and incr
The rising discrepancy between authoritative discourse and really existing practices

led to a hypernormalization of language: texts and symbols became abthed inability to
describe soci al reality, but were yet treate
ideological enunciation was incapable to describe social reality, it became separated from
ideological rule (Yurchak, 2005). In other words ftostStalin Soviet regime was constantly
dealing with the crisis of legitimacy, as ideological representations (e.g., liberation of the
individual, critical thinking) were dissociated from everyday experience under ideological
rule of the state. Yet, thihypernormalization of language and cultural symbols provided
uniformity and predictability, hence engendering ontological security for state and citizens
(Croft, 201 2; Mi t zen, 2006) . Ontol ogi cal sec
whod e [é] in order to realize a sense of agen
stability, identity and a sense of oneself, which was imperative in the uncertain times of the
Soviet system. Yet, this clinging on to ontological security in the ¢idiypernormalization
also created a new vacuum of meaning, in which language could never be understood
properly, and always entailed a multitude of possible constative medainusople, its
ambiguity serving to maintain the status quo
As any devidabn from the existing permitted discourse could potentially form a threat
to the system, it became frozen and fixed to what Stalin had approved of during his reign.
However, while reality develaul this frozen discourse became less and less able toeaptur
and regulate reality and what happened in society. This spurred absurdist effects, whereby
official discourse became more and more detached from reality, and whereby individuals had
to find pragmatic ways to deal with this gap (i.e., understand thatabffiiscourse was not to
be taken literally, and that underneath it, unwritten rules dictated how social practice was
regulated). Yet, this frozen discourse provided the ruling elites almost 40 years (a perception)
of control over their gigantic Sovietegmi r e ( 6unt i | it was no moreb
To survive in posStalin Soviet Union, an individual needed a level of pragmatism to
be able to understand the performative nature of ideological messages and the space which
was open for a variationofcoast i ve meani ngs of ideology. Yur
shows that a binary split between public ideological display and private beliefs was too
simplistic. In reality peoplewere continuously intertwined and were both engaged in the
performative andonstative dimension of ideologyence, on the one hand, people were
forced to engage in the Soviet performative rituals, such as attending Party meetings and
playing oneds role in such meetings. On the
authorigtive discourse in a constructive manner, and not tda&e literal, but find a way
through which discourse could be translated into the practice of everyday life in the Soviet
Union. However, this does not mean tipgopleprivately disengaged from Conumist ideals,
while being involved in the performative dimension of the reproduction of form. In contrast,
because i deol ogi cal enunciation became incre
the space for new meanings. Hence, individuals were fctoaking for creative
reinterpretation of Communist ideals (such as liberation, social welfare and collectivity of
bel onging) into new meanings that were Onot
authoritative di scour s edhinyolVad ancekphck ygancRolir@5, p. 1
of the constative dimension of authoritative discourse, whilst filling this with new baffom
generated meanings. Thereby, people often maintained their beliefs, and they found a
pragmatic way of translating ideologidanguage to everyday contexts (Yurchak, 2003).

Hypernormalization in Contemporary Society
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It has been argued that hypernormalization was not just a feature of the Soviet Union
but is also manifest in contemporary society (Bal, 2017; Nicholls, 2BEcently, the term
has been popularized through the d®(@0enent ary
Bal, 2017; Nicholls, 2017), in which the argument is put forth that in thepadisical
present, public opinion is manipulated to believe that politics today is normal and that there is
no alternative, thr oug leptabsuidides ofthe doreempouatyl i c 6 i
world (Nicholls, 2017). Hence, the documentary forms the bridge between contemporary
understanding and conceptualization of hypernormalization and the original use of the term
by Yurchak. However, as noted by Nicholl91Z), the documentary also makes the mistake
of perpetuating the binary split between public display and private beliefs, the very object that
Yurchakodés work criticizes.

Nonetheless, there are important parallels between hypernormalization in the Soviet
Union and contemporary society. While authoritative discourse in Western society is-not top
down controlled to the extent as was the case in the Soviet Union, we can observe a similar
process. Absurdities of contemporary society, such as bureaucracy Jitresyuhering and
racism are also subject to an ever increasing discrepancy between public discourse and actual
manifestation. Presently, we can observe how this increasing discrepancy becomes more and
more absurd (e.g., the absurdity of eight men ogasmmuch wealth as the poorest half of
the global population; Oxfam Novib, 2022). It also takes more and more psychological energy
for individuals to co pe with this discrepancy and manage their reality. It is therefore that the
legitimacy of discourse isrtumbling, through which the absurd can be recognized and
problematized. A prominent difference between the Soviet Union and present Western society
which should be acknowledged is the freedom of expression, through which it is possible to
problematize esting absurdities of our society. However, it is also shown that this is
insufficient to actually elicit social change, and more is needed to change social
circumstances.

We argue that absurdity in Western society is also perpetually hypernormalieed, ev
when the dysfunctional features of absurdity become more and more visible at the level of
public discourse. Hence, hypernormalization has inherent dynamic capability to shape itself
aligning with public discourse. While hypernormalization of languagegesd to maintain
ideological rule in the Soviet Union, in contemporary society, this hypernormalization serves
a similar maintenance of the status quo, and a delegitimization of radical change (Bal &
Brookes, 2022). Such hypernormalization manifestsemthsibility of and the de
problematization of absurdity in society: one the one hand, absurdity remains invisible in the
taken for granted nature of existing societal structures and practices. On the other hand, in the
face of appearing absurdities (¢ $faggering income inequalities, environmental collapse),
seriouslooking politicians are able to project such absurdities as technical problems, that can
be fixed and controlled. The notion of business leaders or politicians being no longer in
control epresents the surfacing of absurdity to the level of public discourse, and it is
unsurprising to rarely witness such evénis the explosive potential of unmasking absurdity,
it is not surprising to observe hegemonic actors in society trying to pergymaddic image of
being in control, not allowing oneself to be hijacked by absurdity. To do so requires a process
of perpetual hypernormalization, of keeping hidden that what cannot be revealed.

Hypernormalization moves beyond Normalization

There is well established literature on normalization in organizational settings. This
literature is informative for our understanding of hypernormalization, and our
conceptualization moves significantly beyond the more trite observations underpinning
normalization. While normalization theory assumes a process of institutionalization of social
practices, it hardly engages with the term i
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crucially part of normalization. While there are certainly functionahelgts in normalization
of practices and rituals for stability and predictability, we also observe a blurring of the
distinction between normalization and hypernormalization. In other words, it is increasingly
difficult to assess whether a practice is ndined as a result of democratic, conseAsased
approaches, or whether it is hypernormalized through hegemonic actors influencing public
discourse, or internalized through ideological fantasy. Hence, normalization may always carry
the potential of hypermmalization, in its inability to engage with the concept of normality
itself.

Yet, hypernormalization is different from normalization (Ashfo&ttKreiner, 2002;
Ashforth et al., 2007; May and Finch, 2009). Normalization can be defined as the
Ai nstitutionali zed processes by which extrao
or di nar y & KfeiAes, BO02) p.215). Normalization occurs throogthsocial life, and
serves the purpose of adaptation to unfamiliar circumstances and making practices routine
elements of everyday life (Ma% Finch, 2009). Normalization of practices and rituals may
boost predictability and therefore perceptions of atpra being accepted and not
problematic. Yet, while normalization describes how social practices emerge and are adopted
into widely accepted norms, they do not necessarily have to be illogical, inappropriate or
discrepant from proclamation. Moreover, vehihey share similarities with
hypernormalization, and in certain cases may have positive effects for individuals and groups,
they do not explain the absurdist underpinnings of hypernormalization.

Hypernormalization differentiates itself from normalizatia two essential ways.

First, where normalization may have positive effects for setting a norm that creates
predictability of expected behaviors (M&yFinch, 2009), hypernormalization creates a norm

of the absurd becoming accepted into expected beladypiatterns. While there is no clear

logical argument for maintenance of a certain practice, it can still be observed how a social
practice that is absurd emerges and is maintained. In contrast to normalization,
hypernormalization departs from the positafrabsurdity whoseemergence and maintenance
transcend beyond rationality.is also notable in normalization theory (May & Finch, 2009)
how the process of normalization is described as a primarily, or even purely, cognitive
process, that is guided thugh a (conceptual) model, in which coherent, meaningful qualities
of social practices are perceived to spur a process of collective engagement, collective action,
and reflective monitoring. It is striking how normalization in such models is proposed to
unfold as a primarily rational process, in which the illogicality of practices is absent, as if only
rational practices become normalized. Our current conceptualization of hypernormalization
may respond to such lack in previous work.

Second, key to hypernoatization is the discrepancy between official or enunciated
communication and reality, whereas this notion is absent in normalization conceptualizations.
This discrepancy is central and opens up the way for interpretations of hypernormalization as
ideologc a | (see e.g., Yurchak, 2005; Gi gek, 2018
institutionalization of rational practices, but about how the invisible order creates the
possibility for the emergence of hypernormalized practices in society (Yurdhdk,22; Gi gek,
1989, 2001). Another defining feature of hypernormalizatioréwis normalization is that
the functionality of the latter in maintaining the status quo (Ash&rkreiner, 2002) entails
the possibility of a level of humaneness in protecpagple through behavioral norms.
Hypernormalization, however, is increasingly dissociated from functionality in protecting the
humanity of those who are subjected to it, such as the hypernormalization in Soviet Union
showed, whereby society slowly disintagdeventually leading tthe Fall of Wall in 1989.

Effects of Hypernormalization
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Hypernormalization fulfills multiple functions, such as predictability and stability in
society even when its detrimental.Feeffects be
instance, while thypemnormalization and institutionalization of white supremacy in the US
(Shor, 2020) has deeply affected Bl ack peopl
stability to white citizens. It is important to understand the deriies and dynamics
underpinning the normalization of the absurd in society as it does not only play an essential
part in the translation of ideology into practice; it also has various detrimental effects for
individuals and society at large. It can iserved how absurdities (such as the Trump
presidencyn the U paval the way for a revival of misogyny and racism in society
(Lajevardi& Oskooii, 2018; Shor, 2020). Moreover, normalization of absurdity undermines
democracythe redistribution of powebptthe peopleand the possibilities of a society that
protects vulnerable people as well as the planet more widely (Bal, 2017). In other words,
while absurdity produces systemic suffering of people and the planet, hypernormalization
delegitimizes claims fothe systemic causes of suffering. It is therefore needed to understand
in-depthhow hypernormalization functions.

Dynamics of Hypernormalization at Collective Level

Hypernormalization refers to a process through which the absurd becomes normalized
in society and in workplaces. Hypernormalized practiesrgeeither spontaneously in
response to societal pressures, or are orchestrated by powerful groups in searchasfato
(Yurchak, 2003, 2005). Mostly, however, it is the combination of factors that explains the
emergence of hypernormalization, whereby absurdity results as an initial byproduct of
societal action, which turns out to be functional in some way, andirgained in society.
The motivation behind initiating hypernormalization may be a need for predictability and
ontological security (Ashfort& Kreiner, 2002; Mitzen, 2006), which is similar to what
happens under normalization. Hypernormalization dynao@nse understood at both
collective and individual levs]the first being discussed now, and the individual in the
subsequent chapter in which we will discuss the ideology and internalization behind
hypernormalization

Four mechanisms underpin the coliee normalization of absurdity in society and
workplaces: institutionalization, rationalization, creation of a lack of alternative (Bal, 2017;
Nicholls, 2017), and socialization (Ashfo&hAnand, 2003; Mag Finch, 2009).
Institutionalization, or the rdinization of practices (Ashfortk Anand, 2003; May Finch,
2009), plays a key role in hypernormalization. When the absurd becomes embedded into daily
practices and established as part of shared memory (AsBfdgkttand, 2003), it becomes
institutionalizd and becomes part of the normal behaviors which are expected of citizens. In
this instance, collective memory projects expected norms upon individuals, and legitimizes
absurdity as o6how things are donedtobheNhen abs
guestioned openly, through which it is further institutionalized into normative behavior.
Routinizing also contributes to greater efficiency, as individuals have to devote less energy
into questioning why and how they ought to behave. Moreover, @éegbme desensitized
after repeated exposure to absurdity, and their responses to the stimulus weakens, and
ultimately individuals become mindless towards absurdity.

Furthermore, rationalizatioof absurdity occurs when social practices are perceived to
be 6just how things aredéd and thus entirely n
aimed at neutralizing claims for contestation of a hypernormalized practice and its inherent
ambiguities, and at the same time, making compliance with aqaactsystem desirable.
Ashforth and Anand (2003) identified various types of rationalization, including legality (that
a practice is not illegal), denial of individual or collective responsibility, and denial of injury
or victimhood. Rationalization octsiprimarily in the first stages of hypernormalization,
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where a practice or system is still questioned byiroutsiders. Rationalization enables
members to defend themselves and others to critiffbée absurdity is about the irrational
(Starkey et a).2019), rationalization effectively functions as a masking of the unspoken,
ideol ogical underpinnings of absurd practice
Rationalization is an important aspect, as it directly confronts with the possibility of
absudity-denial; through rationalization, hegemonic actors in society can portray practices as
entirely normal, or merely enough, thereby effectively denying the very existence of
absurdity, or mitigating the seriousness of a practice. For instance, thesthscabout and
implementation of gender quota serve as an effective tool to deny the absurdity of gender
inequalities in society. Through positioning the necessity of for instance 30% women on
corporate boards, it is possibleltothdeny the existence of the absurdity of gender
inequality,andportray effective action against gender inequalities while presenting it as a
problem that can be solved through technical fixes (i.e., quota that can be monitored, assessed,
implemented). Thecual absurdity underlying the very need for quota to remedy gender
inequality is obfuscated through the emphasis on the measures themselves and the discussion
whether a certain percentage would be enough. Again, we find the notion that monitoring and
contolling reality offer credible, technical, solutions to absurd problems in society.

Another importantvay through which absurdity is rationalized, is through the creation
of a lack of alternative (Bal, 2017). Absurdity becomes further normalized thrbegh t
constitution of hegemonic belief in a lack of alternative (Fine & Sabmb, 2017).
Additionally, the veryaim of hypernormalization is to create a lack of alternative (Bal, 2017).
Hence, this lack also serves as the ultimate goal, through which ipsufdrther
strengthened. Central is the notion that individuals cease to imagine anything else than the
current state of affairs. People may become
such as instances of racism and misogyny. Subsequamitgcess unfolds whereby such
practices are postulated as the dédnew nor mal 6
everyday life. Compliance with such norms not only creates legitimacy of such practices, but
also makes the individual more stronged to the system, thereby amplifying the lack of
alternative While the Soviet Union rulers feared the population to be seduced by Western
freedom in capitalism, the lack of alternative seems much more pervasive in contemporary
neoliberal society. lis in this very society that hypernormalization is even more strongly
supported in the very lack of perceived alternative, the disillusionment in socialism and
communism, and the lost notion of social democracy that created the very conditions for
neolibealism to flourish from the 1970s onwards.

Finally, socialization enables hypernormalization to become fully institutionalized
over time (Ashforti& Anand, 2003). When newcom€esg., younger generationsie
socialized(or enculturatedinto perceivingabsurdity as normal and expected, they may fail to
acknowledge that a certain practice is O6absu
favorable views of an absurd practice, ei the
attitudes and standingr because it appeals to an ideological belief in a system and becomes
internalized (Jost et al., 201 Hocialization occurs in every context, and allows societies and
organizations to shift discourses over time. For instance, during theB08Meagan
presidencyn the US the top tax bracket was 70%, whereas duigently35% in the US
(Vox, 2019). Theenculturatiors hi ft i n societal discourse to
has also been referred to as the shifting Overton Window (Beck, 20#PDVerton Window
identifies the discourse in society that can be considered normal and acceptable, and this
6wi ndowbé can shift o vremalizatiomdlenceavshileanthe 89501 t o f
the top tax bracket was 70%, the Overton Window hasged during the last decades such
that 35% is the dédnew normal 6, thereby facild.
(and increasingly low taxes for the ricfihis has been made possible through the
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socialization of new generations into n@limation of lower tax rates, and consequentially

everrising income inequality, even though it is now widely established that inanthe

associated forms @fiequality is rising (Partington, 201%ocialization into

hypernormalizatioralso influencenewc o mer s6 abi |l i ti es and moti va
absurd practices, who will be more likely to be compliBntonjunction with the notion of a

lack of alternatives, hypernormalization becomes a seemingly perpetual state. This is also
presentinYurch k 6s di scussions (2003), where it was
forever, unti.l it was no mored. The percepti
based on the notion of the hypernormalization of the illogical through the acceptance of

absudity as the state of normality, thereby projecting the absurd as théastieg standard

which was supported t hintbeygrpetua reaauctoniai ct i on of
ideological symbols (propaganda, newspapers, cultural symbols), absurditgtivas b

normalized (i.e., the inherent meaninglessness of ideological symbols became invisible in

their continuous reproduction, through which people were desensitized to their

meaninglessness), and presenting itself at the front stage (i.e., with the aisibgtgyeen

public discourse and actual manifestation, such-gsirg gap could not be concealed

forever). Hence, hypernormalization is always only partially effective, as it is in continuous

need of approval and reinforcement, which are easier to adghiauhoritarian and

hegemonic states (such as the Soviet Union) than in Western countries with freedom of press
and free will. Nonetheless, an important aspect of hypernormalization concerns psychological
internalization, a topic that we will addresgdiepth in the subsequent chapter.



34

References

Al vesson, M. , & Spicer, A. (201 2J)ournalf St upi di
Management Studie49(7), 11941220.

Ashforth, B. E., & Anand, V. (2003). The normalization of corruption in organizations.
Research in Organizational Behavj@5, 1-52.

Ashforth, B. E., & Kreiner, G. E. (2002). Normalizing emotion in organizations: Making the
extraordinary seem ordinafduman Resource Management Reyie®(2), 215235.

Ashforth, B. E., Kreiner, G. E., Clark, M. A., & Fugate, M. (2007). Normalizing dirty work:
Managerial tactics for countering occupational taktademy of Management
Journal 50(1), 149174.

Bal, M. (2017) Dignity in the Workplace: New Theoretical Perspectivansterdam:

Springer.

Bal, P. M., Brokerhof, I., & Déci, E. (2021 ow Does Fiction Inform Working Lives?: An
Exploration of Empathy and Social Sustainabilityernational Journal of Public
Sociology and Sociotherapy (IJPSH)LL), 1-11.

Bal, M., & Brookes, A. (2022). How Sustainable Is Human Resource Management Really?
An Argument for Radical Sustainabilitgustainability 14(7), 4219.

Bal, P. M., & Déci, E. (2018Neoliberal ideology in wrk and organizational psychology.
European Journal of Work and Organizational Psycho]@3{5), 536548.

Beck, G. (2010)The Overton Windowsimon and Schuster.

Bertamini, M., & Makin, A. D. (2014)Brain activity in response to visusymmetry.
Symmetry6(4), 975996.

Bluhdorn, I. (2017). Postapitalism, posgrowth, postconsumerism? Eepolitical hope
beyond sustainabilityGlobal Discourse7(1), 4261.

Brown, T. (2016). Sustainability as empty signifier: Its rise, fall, and radical potential.
Antipode 48(1), 115133.

Camus, A. (1942)The Myth of Sisyphukondon: Penguin Group.

Cederstrom, C., & Fleming, P. (201Pead man workingJohn HunPublishing.

Croft, S. (2012). Constructing ontological insecurity: the insecuritization of Britain's Muslims.
Contemporary security polic83(2), 219235.

Curtis, A. (2016)HyperNormalisationUK: BBC.

Davis, M. H. (2011AlbertGarus and the absordity of rep i s i ng 6 :
liberalism.Social Identities17(2), 225238.

De Cleen, B., Goyvaerts, J., Carpentier, N., Glynos, J., & Stavrakakis, Y. (2021). Moving
discourse theory forward: A fiveeack proposal for future researcournal of language
and Politics 20(1), 2246.

Esslin, M. (1960). The theatre of the absdndlane Drama Reviewi(4), 3-15.

Fine, B., & SaadFilho, A. (2017). Thirteen things you need to know about neoliberalism.
Critical Sociology 43(4-5), 685706.

Foroughi, H., Gabriel, Y., & Fotaki, M. (2019). Leadership in a{egh era: A new
narrative disorderReadership15(2), 135151.

Graeber, D. (2013)he democracy project: A history, a crisis, a movenieahdom House.

Graeber, D., (2018Bullshit jobs New York: Simon & Schuster.

Huang, Y., Xue, X., Spelke, E., Huang, L., Zheng, W., & Peng, K. (201&) aesthetic
preference for symmetry dissociates from eartyerging attention to symmetry.
ScientificReports 8(1), 1-8.

Jost, J. T., Becker, J., Osborne, D., & Badaarf2¥017). Missing in (collective) action:
Ideology, system justification, and the motivational antecedents of two types of protest
behavior.Current Directions in Psychological Scien@é(2), 99108.



35

Kociatkiewicz, J., Kostera, M., & Parker, M. (2021). Tgeessibility of disalienated work:
Being at home in alternative organizationsman relations74(7), 933957.

Lajevardi, N., & Oskooii, K. A. (20180ld-fashioned racism, contemporary islamophobia,
and the isolation of Muslim Americans in the age of Tpudournal of Race, Ethnicity
and Politics 3(1), 112152.

Lewis, M. W. (2000). Exploring paradox: Toward a more comprehensive gAoddemy of
Management reviey25(4), 760776.

Leyerzapf, H. , Ver donk, P. , Ghorashi, H. , &
it is justeé normal . o Normalization practic
Scandinavian Journal of ManagemgB4(2), 141150.

May, C., & Finch, T(2009). Implementing, embedding, and integrating practices: an outline
of normalization process theoi§ociology43(3), 535554.

McCarthy, I. P., Hannah, D., Pitt, L. F., & McCarthy, J. M. (2020). Confronting indifference
toward truth: Dealing withvorkplace bullshitBusiness Horizon$3(3), 253263.

Mintoff, J. (2008). Transcending absurdiRatio, 21(1), 6484.

Mitzen, J. (2006). Ontological security in world politics: State identity and the security
dilemma.European Journal of International Reions, 12(3), 341370.

Nagel, T. (1971). The absur@ihe Journal of Philosoph®$8(20), 716727.

Nandy, L. (2019). What the age of populism means for our liberal demogitaeyolitical
Quarterly, 90(3), 462469.

Nicholls, B. (2017). Adancur t i s6s compelling |l ogic: the to
hypernormalborderlands gournal, 16,1-24.

Oxford English Dictionary (2022Absurd
https://www.oed.com/viewdictionaryentry/Entry/79&ebsite Accessed 18 March 2022.

Pappas, T. S. (2019opulism and liberal democracy: A comparative and theoretical
analysis Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Partington, R. (2019). Inequality: is it rising, and can we reverse it?
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2019/sep/09/inequasitirising-andcanwe-
reverseit. Website Accessed 5 December 2019.

Paulsen, R. (2017). Slipping into functional stupidity: The bifocality of organizational
complianceHuman Relations7((2), 185210.

Petersen, J. (2007). Freedom of expression as liberal fantasiglthie over The People vs.

Larry Flynt. Media, Culture & Society2X3), 37%394.

Pfaller, R. (2012). Interpassivity and misdemeanors. The analysis of ideology and the
Zizekian toolboxRevue internationale de philosoph{8), 421438.

Putnam, L. L., Fahurst, G. T., & Banghart, S. (2016). Contradictions, dialectics, and
paradoxes in organizations: A constitutive approdtie. Academy of Management
Annals 10(1), 65171.

Rosen, M. (2012)Dignity: Its history and meaninddoston:HarvardUniversity Press.

Schad, J., Lewis, M. W., Raisch, S., & Smith, W. K. (2016). Paradox research in management
science: Looking back to move forwatademy of Management Anndl§(1), 564.

Shor, F. (2020). The long life of US institutionalized white supacist terrorCritical
Sociology46(1), 5-18.

Spicer, A. (2013). Shooting the shit: the role of bullshit in organisatM@n@gement
16(5), 653666.

Starkey, K., Tempest, S., & Cinque, S. (2019). Management education and the theatre of the
absurdManagement Learnind((5), 591606.

Su, J. (2015). Reality behind absurdity: The myth of American dr8amiology 5(11), 837
842.



https://www.oed.com/viewdictionaryentry/Entry/792
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2019/sep/09/inequality-is-it-rising-and-can-we-reverse-it
https://www.theguardian.com/news/2019/sep/09/inequality-is-it-rising-and-can-we-reverse-it

36

The Guardian (2020). O6Royal Dut chTh8hel l may
Guardian,3 januari 2020nhttps://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/jan/03/royal
dutchshellmay-fail-to-reachgreenenergytargets

Tourish, D. (2020). Th&aiumph of nonsense in management studdeademy of
Managementearning & Education19(1), 99109.

Vox (2019). 100 years of tax brackets, in one chart.
https://www.vox.com/2015/10/26/89793/taxbrackets Website accessed 18 July 2019.

Yurchak, A. (2003). Soviet hegemony of form: Everything was forever, until it was no
more.Comparative Studies in Society and Hist@%(3), 486510.

Yurchak, A. (205). Everything was Forever, Until was no More: The Last Soviet
Generation Princeton, US: Princeton University Press.

Gi gek, She Subling Bjelt of Ideolagyondon: Verso Books.

Gi ¢ 8. k009)TheParallax View. Cambridge MA: MITPress.

Gi g ek, BkeaThiafnBr8ad Daylight: Power in theEra of PostHumanity Milton
Keynes, UK: Penguin.



https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/jan/03/royal-dutch-shell-may-fail-to-reach-green-energy-targets
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/jan/03/royal-dutch-shell-may-fail-to-reach-green-energy-targets
https://www.vox.com/2015/10/26/9469793/tax-brackets

37

Chapter 3: Ideological Underpinnings of Absurdity and Hypernormalization
Matthijs Bal

Abstract

In this chapter, the ideological underpinnings of absurdity antbitsalization are explored.

First, the chapter discusses a psychology of absurdity in order to understand the functioning of
absurdity within the individual psyche. Furthermore, the chapter discusses how the

fantasmatic investmeirt and internalizatiomf absurdityenable individuals to manage the
absurdities arising from the perpetual gap b
commitment to climate action) and actualdesd ay practices (e.g., com
investment in fossil fuelshe chapter explicitly links absurdity and hypernormalization to its

i deol ogical functioni ng an d-asfastasycanstraction.dnn Gi § e
this theory, absurdity and its normalization can be understood to function ideologically and

are maintained through the emergence and development of a fantasy of normality. This serves

a strong psychological function, in providing a feeling of security and sersaf (i.e.,

ontological security). The chapter finishes with a discussion ohteattthat the exposure of

absurdity poses to the ontological security of the individual.
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Introduction

Concepts of absurdity and hypernormalization are firmly rooted in the notion of a sense of
onormalityd or a pr ojcaldbeeahsidered satialty hcaeptablemarfdo r ms
that which deviates from this norm. This sense of normality is by definition grounded in

fantasy, or a sulor unconscious desire for structure and predictabiity (g e k . If 200 6)
absurdity constitutesadeviatn f r om percei ved &énormalityd, i
functions as a fantasy that is violently disrupted through absurdity. Absurdity, therefore, plays
multiple roles in establishing a counterpart towards normality, and more precisely, & plays
fundamental role in the process of hypernormalization. In this chapter, we will interrogate

such roles, and in so doing, we will use an ideollegg to study absurdity and

hypernormalization. As hypernormalization is about the process of taking faedrand

normalizing that what is perceived to be absurd, it touches closely upon ideology, and

particular inrelationto&i geki an approach to ideology (Gig
also Seeck et al., 2020 for an overview of the different perspeatn and uses of ideology).

We will therefore discuss absurdity and hypernormalization through an ideological lens, in

order to be able to formulate responses to the questiopabsurdity is normalized, why

people retain their belief in normality detgpof its inherent absurdist features, and thus why
hypernormalization is maintained. For instance, when the gap between authoritative discourse
and really existing practices in the Soviet Union became absurd, causing discourse to become
more and more imgent in describing actual affairs in society, it did not mean that people
massively disengaged from such discourse. I n
people (at least partially) retained their belief in authoritative discourse, and disavewed th
absurdist nature of such discourse. Hence, the interplay between authoritative discourse and

6really existing practicesé was more compl ex
People continued to invest in the appealing nature of discoursethexgyh daily experience
woul d contradict such discour se. It was al so

(Yurchak, 2005) that a promise of a better future was contained, a promise that discourse
would be materialized in a later time, while the pneéseas a temporary struggle towards a
better life in the future. To understand why this was the case, and why people retain their
beliefs in hypernormalization, we introduce the concept of ideological fantasy to the study of
absurdity and hypernormalizatioWe discuss how absurdity itself functions as a fantasy that
people hold about the world and their own lives. Moreover, absurdity could also be
understood as the traumatic kernel that <cann
also described a@be Real in Lacanian psychoanalytic theory. It is not surprising that
absurdity may have tragic and dangerous potential, if functioning as either of these two
possibilities. In the following chapter, we will discuss in greater depth these constellations of
absurdity. Nonetheless, before doing so, we will first discuss the psychological analysis of
absurdity.

A Psychology of the Absurd

Absurdity has not received much attention in psychology or management, and usually has
been referred to primarily in the context of absurdist literature, such as the work of Franz
Kafka, Leonora Carrington and Fernando Pessoa, or philosophers such a€atbes and
SgrerKierkegaard. However, psychologists have thus far refrained to engage directly with
the role of absurdity in the psychology of the human being, and thus how absurdity informs
the psyche (i.e., the mind or soul) of people and their behadoile so far we have

discussed the roles of predictability and need for stability (see also Proulx et al., 2010) as a
result of being confronted with absurdity, such perspectives are dominated by the assessment
of absurdity as threatening addstabilizing. However, absurdity should also be perceived in
a different light, whereby absurdity and its normalization are not merely a threat to the



39

individual 6s need for stability and predicta
unfold which deviate from an understanding of absurdity as fantasy. However, such
sensemaking processes may unfold primarily as deviations from the dominant response we
can observe to the confrontation with absurdity. Hence, it will be necessary first to discuss
such dominanresponses, after which we will take a look at the divergent responses to
absurdity, such as embracing absurdity (Camus, 1942).

The experience of absurdity is neither purely within the person nor is it purely in the
world outside the person, but alwagghe exchange between a person and the world (Camus,
1942). While Camusian philosophy argues that the meaninglessness of life in the face of the
inevitability of death leads to a profound absurd experience, it is not merely the case that
absurd life expgences are by definition related to the meaninglessness of life. Extending the
understanding of absurdity to a broader experience, it is true that people are continuously
confronted with absurdities of contemporary life and society. It is in our cummeatmost
impossible for individuals in (Western) society to dissociate oneself from the absurdities
penetrating daily existence. For instance, the rise of income inequality has become absurd.
While inequality has been addressed in academic circlesdadds, it was the publication of
Piketty (2013), and to a lesser extent the work of Stiglitz (2012) and others, that raised global
attention to the issue of inequality, which became a topic that has been widely debated in
popular media. With the report @fam Novib (2022) showing that eight men own as much
as the poorest half of the global population, it can be ascertained that wealth inequality has
become properly absurd. Such absurdities define the contemporary era, and confront the
individual with a saiety in which there is fundamentally an incongruence between the notion
of O6civilizationdé and the actual mani festat.i
that comparisons can be made with the late Soviet Union, where public discaasebe
increasingly detached from actual practice and ideological rule. Along the same lines, the
individual in contemporary Western society is also confronted with the discrepancy between
the promise of civilized, capitalist society (e.g.,thesa | | gidt @lciasm wi th a hu
which was the inherent promise of | iberal de
certainties within this civilization (e.g., the growing lack of affordable housing, reliable public
transport, and an income safety net).id/the economic crisis of 2068 profoundly
influenced wealth and real income for many pemgagatively, it did not cause a fundamental
rupture within Western society: the statjgo remained, and there was never any proper
attempt to redefine the struces of society, in a way that not only a next crisis would be
prevented, but also in a way that redistributive justice would prevail. It was therefore not
surprising to observe that 15 years later, the core structures of Western society have remained
intact, leading to an evancreasing absurd society. It can still be observed how grand
absurdities remain unchallenged, including inequalities, climate change, racism, populism and
the decline of democracy (Bal, 2017; Brown, 2019). For the individual, #iessedities are
all-surrounding and omnipresent, defining our contemporary experience of life.

Yet, at the same time, the modern individ
without the constant awareness of the inherent absurdity of life and thie iodt
individuals live their lives, go to work, commute, eat and sleep, without wondering about the
meaning of their lives. For instance, verbal communication between people is grounded on the
acceptance and reliance 06). Many oS these rdels are o mp | e X
followed blindly, without being aware of them, and it is only upon conscious reflection that
one is becoming aware sbmeof these rules. However, there are also many rules that dictate
interpersonal behavior and relationshigsch are unconscious or belong to a more obscene
or traumatic space, and are more hidden in o
Hence, when people interact with and interrelate to others, their speech and behavior are
guided through implicit arms, many of which they are not conscious of. When absurdity
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belongs primarily to that unconscious or traumatic domain, it is not surprising that most

people live their lives without the conscious awareness of the absurdity of it all. Absurdity,
therefore belongs to the Lacanian Symbolic level, closely linked to the notion of the big

Ot her, or the O6point of reference that provi
p.10). Through the existence of a big Other, structure and sensemaking degytwough

which the current statuguo can be accepted more easily, while absurdity disavowed, as

exposing it would also displease the big Other. The Symbolic order, or that what constitutes
public discourse in its widest sense, already contains masydities which are

hypernormalized to be merely taken for granted.

According to Camus (1942; Bakewell, 2016), it is only when a breakdown occurs, that
people start to ask themselves what the meaning of life entails, and when they may become
aware of thebsurdity surrounding them, as something being inherent to contemporary
existence. It is in such a collapse that a moment of clarity may unfold, one where one is able
to see clearly the absurdity of it all. However, it is also questionable to what extbnt s
moments actually take place in an individual
are, and whether they have lasting impact on the individual. For instance, while thel@ovid
pandemic affected the world as a whole in 2020 onwards, it iseatsarkable how despite of
claims of a énew normal é (e.g., social dista
masks, butlsoa revaluing of natureandnena pi t al i st | i festyles), a
nor mal 6 coul d be wswherewmsiealion campaigis aateolled theu nt r
spread of the virus. While many writings had appeared that called for a fundamental
rethinking of the economy and society in a postid world, it was also striking how quickly
people returned to their olddstyles (e.qg., flying to holiday destinations and maintain their
consumerist lives spending on high streets or online). Ironically, work psychologists and
organizational scholars have seemed to be primarily obsessed with the issue of working from
homedur ng and after the pandemic, and their vi
to the possibility for officdbased work to be conducted from home. Hence, it is likely that the
Camusian moment of clarity is a rather rare event, or even more so,dnveieh can be
actively disavowed. In Lacanian theory, it is hysteria that emerges when an individual starts to
guestion oneds discomfort in the symbolic id
in the face of the absurd nature of social pcacthbsurdity, therefore, is not surprisingly
usually concealed, hidden, and perhaps harder to detect than initially theorized. If absurdity
awareness may lead to hysteria, it is not surprising that individuals may deploy a range of
defense mechanisms inder to avoid being exposed to an experience of absurdity. The
example from the Covid9 pandemic is therefore informative: while this pandemic
constituted a rather monumental experience of disruption of daily life, a disruption of all
certainties built imeoliberalcapitalist society (i.e., the possibility of work, consumption, and
free movement), it is also striking how even though this pandemic should be perceived as a
global traumatic event, it disappeared in lieu of a rather old notion of normakty wh
restrictions were lifted across Western countries. The tenacity of necldagitdlist
lifestyles trumps even the greatest disruptions to daily life. In other words, the defense
mechanisms employed include not only a deliberate disavowal of thenegisteabsurdity,
but also a hypernormalization of absurdity. Such hypernormalization would reason that while
pandemics are unfortunate, they are part of history and therefore constitute only temporary
glitches in the course of (ongoing) societal progréseple generally indicated that they
wanted to 6get on with their |ivesd when res
societal progress (see e.g., Bal & D6ci, 2018) also include perceptions that the world is
moving towards a carberero soty, whereby the current fosgilel economy can smoothly
be transitioned into an entire renewable energy society.
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Hence, if we are to postulate a psychology of absurdity, it should engage first of all
with the question why absurdity is absent, not anlghe psychological literature, but more
profoundly in the notion of absence from individual awareness. It is here that we propose two
explanations, both based on the work of Gige
of ideological fantasyAs argued above, absurdity may function as a fantasy itself, but it may
also function as the traumatic kernel that cannot be symbolized (i.e., the Real or the void in
Lacanian theory). First, absurdity may function as fantasy itself, and in particurdasyfaf
normality, which is then disavowebh this meaning, absurdity belongs to the space of the
Lacanian Symbolic, which is closely related to the Lacanian Imaginary, which is also the
domain of fantasy (with the triad SymbelimaginaryReal constituhg the building blocks of
human existence in Lacanian theory). The Symbolic order refers to the symbolic structures of
and within society, and links strongly to authoritative discourse, in its shaping of these
symbolic structures. To indicate the Symbotine can borrow from the notion of the noble
lie by Plato Gi g 20k0). The Symbolic incorporates the noble lie to serve society a narrative
that extends beyond general experience. The idea here is that society and the people deserve
better, and that current existing social circumstances are only a temporary $tate tha
soothed through the promise of a better future, one of harmony, notwithstanding actually
existing societal struggle and exploitation. The Symbolic, therefore, becomes shaped through
public discourse, this discourse functioning more in line with tisenlie than describing
actual experienced social practice. The symbolic structure encapsulates an ideal description,
thereby being closely linked to the space of the Imaginary, which informs the symbolic
structures in society. The Imaginary capturessipeece of fantasy, and it is here that we can
observe the first functioning of absurdity. When the Symbolic, or public discourse which is
both orchestrated and spontaneously emerging, describes that which is publicly accepted
enunciation, it links to the laginary through the supporting role of fantasy in sustaining and
maintaining the symbolic structure. Hence, they work hand in hand to regulate social
interaction through positing public discourse (i.e., the noble lie), which is then confirmed
unconsciouslyhrough the support of fantasy in sustaining belief in the symbolic structure.
Social practices which could then be classified as absurd, are counteracted through the
functioning of imagination, through which the absurd itself manifests as a fantasicinalih
is normal, taken for granted and accepted as is. In this way, absurdity functions as a fantasy to
deny itself. The fantasy includes the sense of absurdity as normal which, in other words, is a
fantasy that actively denies the absurdity from exgstile are confronted here with an active
denial of the existence of absurdity through fantasmatic involvement in a sense of normality.
This often manifests as a belief in the abnormal as something that is extraneous to normality,
or merely a byproduct oxernality of civilization. It is not conceived as inherent to
normality. Hence, normality can only be conceptualized on the basis of the disavowal of
absurdity to contrast a notion of normality. For instance, in many Western European
countries, a sense sélf or national identity was never that strong in explicit, \kethwn
terms (especially for smaller countries), but became reified through the entry of the Other

(most notably refugees and i mmigrants who 0l
had different cultwural traditions). Hence, a
of onebés identity could only be imagined thr

exposing the underlying absurdity of ident#iypporting exclusionary niarality. This sense

of normality obfuscates the very notion of absurdity, through which absurdity is denied and
fantasy takes over. It is in this sense that we observe the functioning of absurdity as fantasy,
whereby fantasmatic involvement precludes thg egposure of absurdity. In Lacanian

terminology, desire as acted out in fantasy is not so much about the question what one wants,
and not even about what the other wants, but about what the other wants me to want. In other
words, the fantasy of normalityan be conceptualized as resul't
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to want what the other wants the individual to want. This complex interplay about the lack of
direct access to what one wants (and perceives), manifests in a desire for what could be
externay composed as onormal 6, or the desire of
confirm for mere acceptance and inclusion into social groups. This way, absurdity is repressed
by the individual, as of its explosive potential to unmask the impotence of litgramal
consequently normality falling apart. It is thus, as alluded to before, not surprising to see the
denial of absurdity for a sense of normality to protect ontological security and social
belonging. However, we can also assess absurdity is notytieeadlenial through fantasy,
but may also function at another level.

A second possibility for absurdity, therefore, is to belong to the space of the Lacanian
Real, or the traumatic kernel that cannot be symboli@dd ¢ E989). Normality, through its
reification in public discourse, or within the symbolic structures of society, is projected as a
space of reality. In other words, that which is commonly perceived to be our reality is also
filled with concepts of normality reality is normal, until it is1ot. For instance, during the
pandemic a realization emerged of abnormality, or even absurdity, when the structures of
contemporary capitalist life were threatened (i.e., when lockdowns paralyzed societies
worldwide). However, the lifting of restrictions,r a return t o &énor mal it
to reality as an encapsulation of the symbolic structures with the Imaginary. In contrast to the
disavowed absurdity within the symbolic structures and imaginary fantasmatic level, we can
observe the third paof the order of human existence, the Real, to expose another functioning
of absurdity. This pertains to the void that is left in the Symbolic and the Imaginary, and is
also referred to as the traumatic kernel that cannot be symbdBzed)(E989). It & here that
we can locate the second functioning of absurdity, and refers to the more traumatic nature of
absurdity as can be ascertained in social practice. While absurdity is commonly understood as
that which transcends reason and logic, it is the splattee Real where we can find absurdity
proper, in that which is not captured through the Symbolic. When the Symbolic is the
collective of public discourse, and in extension all symbolic structures that regulate social
interaction and society as such, thex also the space which cannot be covered by the
Symbolic, that which is more traumatic and absurd. In other words, where the Symbolic fails,
and thus where a gap or void is created, we can observe absurdity to manifest. For instance,
the Covid19 panderit elucidated the need for normality that drove especially Western
societies to a prexisting order after the restrictions were lifted, thereby not just exposing the
absurdity of the sense of normality that was desired to return to (in its full exchysiona
neoliberal capitalist mode), but in deeper terms, still concealing the more traumatic nature of
the pandemic itself, as something that is deeply traumatic and containing profound
psychological effects on societies and individuals. While referred &dmef there (e.g.,
Silver, 2020; Stanley et al., 2021), the traumatic nature of the pandemic has been rather
underacknowledged, and poorly understood. An understanding of the pandemic as
manifesting as an externality, as an event that can be interprétistbimcal terms (while
being compared to earlier plagues such as the London 1665 plague, the Spanish Flu or to
other zoonotic diseases such as AIDS, Garrett, 1998), does not suffice to capture the traumatic
impact. For instance, the rapid spread actosgltobe could only be explained in relation to
the globalized capitalist economy with free and unlimited movement of both goods and
people across the world, enabling the spread of the virus across the world in a period of
weeks. The reporting of hospitzditions and casualties by the media in the first year of the
pandemic highlighted the nature of the deadly virus, but disappeared when the pandemic was
6controll edd through the vaccinations. Howeyv
pandemic becamenabstract and almost meaningless number, but nonetheless exposes one
major conclusion, that of the traumatic absurdity of the pandemic. The pandemic, in other
words, acted not just as a global event that affected the entire world population, but also
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foregrounds the impact of climate change: while the entire global population will be affected
by it, it also exposes in the inequalities between the most vulnerable people and societies that
are at greatest risk and the weff, the privileged individuals ansbcieties, who were able to
escape their predicament (PéMebra et al., 2021). Moreover, this trauma not only relies

upon the structural systemic features that determine the course of the pandemic, but also the
inherently linked nature of the pandentlte neoliberatapitalist system, and the associated
problems of contemporary global society, such as climate change and inequality. As
mentioned previously, the pandemic would fit conceptually into the great absurdity of our
time (i.e., the destruction olur planet for economic profit), and thus it is not so much a
discussion of how the pandemic linked to the global issues of today (e.g., inequality, climate
change), but it should be a discussion on how the pandemic is inherently structured within
neolibeal capitalism. While zoonotic viruses have caused pandemics throughout (recent)
history and across the world, and therefore are nothing new, the current pandemic has
elucidated the traumatic absurdity of our contemporary socioecospmtitical system. Tis

is also what constitutes the void in the discussions on the pandemic, that which cannot be
symbolized, cannot be captured through public discourse and symbolic structures that define
general perception of what has occurred during the pandemic. Ttos nbtbsurdity as

trauma is the second way through which it could be understood to function
psychoanalytically. Psychologically, people escape the Real through fantasy, and as such
reality can be an escape for peojita ( g 20R@6). Hence, reality is notspontaneously

emerging perspective for people, but an (F#artively constructed escape from the more
traumatic experiences of the Real. To reiterate, reality is that what is commonly seen by the
individual as how the world is shaped and how it is fiamétg. Yet, asG i §(EOR9)

explains, our conception of reality is shaped ideologically, as fantasy structures our perception
of reality. The Real, in contrast, exposes the more traumatic side of absurdity in the void itself
that cannot be captured by fasy. The estimated global death count for Caddf more

than 6 million people (WHO, 2022) represents such traumatic kernel, the absurdity of the
human cost of the global pandemic.

In sum, we have described two ways through which absurdity may unfold
psychologically. These two ways call for an individual response in order to formulate a
psychology of absurdity proper. In so doing, we need to integrate the concept of
hypernormalization into the denial and maintenance of absurdity. While individuallyusua
live their lives following the implicit rules that dictate social interacti@n (g 20Q6), they
may engage in rather unreflective living of their lives. At the same time, through (social)
media and social interaction they are also exposed to théngrajasurdities facing
contemporary societies. Such absurdities call for a response by the individual. While we
postulate that absurdity can be denied, the question pertains how this process unfolds, and
what other possible reactions are possiBle the me hand, absurdity can be denied to exist,
either unconsciously or deliberately. It is here that we find the space where the more
collective process of hypernormalization becomes individualized, and where we can locate
the traces of aimdividualized hyperormalization or the notion of an internalization of
absurdity. On the other hand absurdity can be embraced, but only when acknowledged, and
we maintain that this constitutes a rather rare event.

Hypernormalization of Absurdity at the Individual Level

As described in the previous chaptefpérnormalization emerges and maintains itself
at the collective level through institutionalization, rationalization, lack of alternative and
socialization. However, the question is how individualgecwith hypernormalization in
society when they are faced with th&lierdescribed collective practicds. addition to the
above analysis of the psychology of absurditg,discuss three interrelated processes:
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ideological fantasy, internalization adéavowal. These explain how individuals are gripped
by absurdities and maintain their beliefs in the absurd whilst faced at the same time with the
rise of counterevidence. For instance, while the-eigerg income inequality becomes more
absurd over timéWorld Economic Forum, 2019), it is insufficient to raise awareness of such
mattes to achieve a countermovement and a more equal wealth distribution. As absurdity
does not concern itself with truth claims per se, rational arguments about-jiei(foiuiness

of absurdity do not effectively address the issue (Bal, 2017). This is because of ideological
fantasy about hypernormalization and the possibility for ontological security within absurdity
(Mitzen, 2006). While it could be argued that absurdity funmtn s as a t hreat t o
it is actually the explicit acknowledgement and conscious separation from absurdity that
causes ontologicahsecurity (Croft, 2012pr hysteriaG i ¢ 2086) as it entails a conscious

breach from the establishedorder t hi n oneds environment. Henc
from the illogical gap between proclamation and reality, it is this gap which provides the

ontol ogical foundation for ideological fanta
2018).

Therefoe, hypernormalization is maintained through idemalbinvestmentand
particularly the development afeologicalfantasy of normality in absurditfence, while
absurdity as fantasy functions as an explanation of the psychology of absurdity, we
accordimgly use the idea of ideological fantasy to explain the hypernormalization of absurdity.

We use ideology in the conceptualization of
construction which serves as a support forrealitys el f 6 ( Gi-Geedisp SeécR& 9, p.
al . (2020) . Hence, fantasy which wunderpins i

from reality, but offers reality itself. Therefore, ideological enunciation, such as Communist
ideals within Soviet Union (Yurchak, 2005), or merittec ideals in liberatapitalism (Su,
2015), have an important fantasmatic logic (Glynos, 2008), in constituting and maintaining
beliefs among individuals that what is proclaimed can not only be achieved, but also
structures reality itself. For instan@efantasy of meritocracy may not bear a strong
relationship with reallyexisting practices in society (Littler, 2013; Van Dijk et al., 2020), but
may form an ideological reference that structures society as if it does exist.

As described abovebsurdityalso functions as an ideological fantasy, as its
underlying social practice is not judged on the basis of rationality or the possibility of actual
manifestation, but on the fantasmagitgagement provides to people. For instance, the
absurdity of closig borders to foreigners and refugees includes the fantasydofispoiled
homeland and that refugee streams (such as taking place in the Mediterranean Sea) will end
when borders are closed. Absurdity as a fantasy that structures reality becomescileologi
(Gigek, 1989), and thereby aligns to ideolog
of white, neoliberal capitalism in contemporary Western society (e.g., Arciniegd).202
Individuals can deny the existence of and maintain their beliefs in absurdity through
fantasizing about how social reality is actually formed through the fantasy itself. Thereby, the
fantasy becomes performative, and people act as if the absurdities/amormal, complying
with the normalization of the absurdity. For instance, people may fantasize about closed
national borders as an effective solution to societal problems which may be unrelated to
immigration (such amflation, poverty or unemploym#). Consequently, the solution
becomes reality, and individuals do not reflect upon the likelihood of eradicating societal
problems through closing borders.

As a result, absurdity itself is deniadd thereby maintainednd rationalized through
adaptatbon of perceptions of what valid norms of society are (H&&ewecke, 2018). Yet,
the fantasmatic logic does not fully explain the dynamics underpinning individual responses
to hypernormalization. We therefore discuss the role of internalization avdalisaa | (Gi gek
1989, 2001) in relation to the psychological dimensions underpinning the maintenance of
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hypernormalization. The question is how individuals in modern society are gripped by
hypernormalization, and why individuals continue to fantasize abadunhagst in
hypernormalization to maintain a sense of ontological security. If a critical mass within

society or an organization would recognize the absurdity of their predicament, why do they
not resist individually and collectively, such that this gagveen proclaimed ideals within

society (i.e., the official ideologies) and reality is decreased, and such that these ideals do not
merely have aymbolicf uncti on, but a truly constative o
to the very problematic naturé the official ideology itself and the impossibility of

transforming empty signifiers of ideology into practices (e.g., brotherhood, equality and
meritocracy), people also maintain their individual psychological belief and investment in
absurdity. In othewords, just like irthe Soviet Union, there is no binary split betwemrblic
discourseand really existing practices, as individuals are engaged both in the performative
and constative dimension of modern ideology, thereby continuing to internalizeigbsur

Il n line with Gigek (1989, p.12, 2001), this
di savowal: o061l know very well that we are con
in its performative di ntleesconsciods domdimas afamasyay s o

and influencesctual humarehavior. Yet, it may onlpartially be acknowledged by people

when explicitly confronted with jitor even dismissed as untrie other words, absurdity is
currently upfront, and no longerdaen from the public eye and thereby fully integrated into
public discourse (e.g., rising inequality is now acknowledged by the very institutions
responsible for the creation of it, see e.g., the World Economic Forum, 2019). People can thus
no longer denyhat absurdity exists, such as increasing inequality, but have become cynical
about it, and disavowing the integrated nature of absurdity into the fabric of society.
Meanwhile, theymayfantasize about the meritocratic structure of society that would

legitimize inequality(Van Dijk et al., 2020)As long as people maintain a fantasmatic

investment into meritocracy, they are able to blame people who fail for not working hard
enough for i1it, while the O6winner st®isavaval be ce
thus works hand in hand with fantasmatic involvement into ideology.

Because in hypernormalization, perceptions of lack of alternative are central, this
further sustains feelings of powerlessness. When people feel powerless to make any real
changes, they are more likely to legitimize the system (Van der Toorn et al., 2015).
Powerlessness indicates the subjective experience of individuals towards the system, which
leads to inertia and cynicism (Alvess&rSpicer, 2016). When people feel unatoleffect
their own situation and their environment, they will be more likely to bridge the gap between
enunciation and reality through cynicism. This attitude is predicted by feelings of
powerlessness (Van der Toorn et al., 2015) and ontological inge@yitizen, 2006), which
can be understood as the inhibitors of what Yurchak (2005) referred to as the reinterpretation
of the constative dimension of ideology into creative ways to refind meaning within absurdity.

At the same time, however, disavowal engrated through the internalization of
ideol ogy into peopleds core f&abDiia26lB)es about
Hence, ideological enunciation becomes internalized as fantasies that actually support reality.
Such beliefs are not about unisal truths, but about personal truths. In other words, people
actively search for support for their fantasies in themselves and others in their vicinity (either
in real life or online), so that their fantasies can remain intact, and the absurdity isagenied
either norexistent or irrelevant. Internalization of ideological fantasies (Glynos, 2008)
renders ideological enunciation as trgthtements (e.g., that Western society is meritocratic,
and that everyone has a fair chance to success and sociatyjobHich closes the gap with
reality, thereby blaming individuals for their failure to be on the receiving end of the unequal
distribution of resources and success in society &8abci, 2018).
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Through internali zat i onfsabbutthessusturelof t y i nt o
society, people fantasize that theraagyap between enunciation arehlly existing
practicesand therefore they feel as if they do not have to engage in performative rituals of
reproduction of form, but are merely engagethm constative dimension of authoritative
discoursdi.e., they believe their behavior is directly constitutive of reali@nce,
hypernormalization unfolds via the fantasy of correspondence: authoritative discourse is
constitutive of reality in this faasy, and any possible traumatic Real is derkedinstance,
the absurdity of proclaimed commitment of large fes#l companies to sustainability and
climate action (Brown, 2016) vi&Vis the real environmental destruction by these companies
and thei role in climate disaster is disavowed, whereby the fantasy of commitment to combat
climate change issustainddh er ef or e, Qeauéenied oOpseedoin t h:
companies should be at the forefront of the transition to acagbmn society, anithat their
greenwashing attempts through advertising are ultimately authentic and well iméaist.
fantasy, absurdity itself is still denied, and people fantasize about how they @mgragelves
in the constative dimensions of climate action when theycle their waste, even though
recycling does not significantly address any of the issues around climate change (Blihdorn,
2017; Brown, 2016)ence, recycling isot nearly radicakenough when fossil fuel
companies continue on their path of planetary destruclios.also indicates that individuals
are pragmatic translators of authoritative discourse; while practice may not imeaanagful
relationto discourse, people continue to astif it does, and may thereby maintain their
beliefs in the system and the hypernormalized nature of sokletgover, the more traumatic
aspects of the Real of climate change are disavowed, and normalized through ignorance.

In sum, hypernormalizatiorsgahe normalization of absurdity unfolds in similar ways
as described in Yurchakoés (2003, 2005) analy
authoritative discourse is controlled to a lesser extent by governments in Western society than
in SovietUnion, it has become increasingly frozen in describing neolioayzitalist fantasies
about society and workplace (B&lDdci, 2018; Glynos, 2008). The absurdities arising from
the discrepancies between discourse and really existing practices haverpesized, and
maintained at collective and individual level through ideological fantasy and internalization.
While hypernormalization offers stability and predictability, the continuing need for
individuals to pragmatism in order to deal with the effetthe gap between the
performative and constative dimension of authoritative discourse, has also spurred a crisis of
legitimacy in contemporary societgf(Yurchak, 2005). For instance, the absurdities of
inertia towards climate disaster, societal ineijiesal and racism camardly and with
increasing difficultybe denied in society, and a rising number of protests have emerged in
response to these absurdities inherent to contemporary society.

Advanced Stages of Hypernormalization

In other words, it semas that we are entering a new stage of hypernormalization, where
despite global attention to the pressing issues in society and workplace, hypernormalization
seems to be strengthened even more. In this case, drawing the attention to the problematic
features in contemporary society may ultimately serve a conservative agenda of retaining the
statusquo. After all, testifying 6authenticd co.
commitment to the Sustainable Development Goals from the United Natiags)ame with
reputational benefit, while actual action towards properly addressing these issues may be less
visible, if not absent. This further sustains the ultimate fantasy of normality, and helps
individuals to retain ontological security. Moreoveliisibbservable how the analysis from
Yurchak (2005) compares to contemporary society: individuals may not be disengaged from
aut horitative discourse (e.g., O6trulyd belie
commitment to climate change), while a¢ ttame time observing how daily reality is
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opposed to such commitments. To be able to pragmatically cope with this ongoing gap
between discourse and reality, the role of fantasy becomes even more important: it is no
longer because of the suppressed naifisecietal problems that absurdity does not manifest
easily to people, butespiteof continuous attention to such problems that people invest more
fantasmatic energy into hypernormalization. Despite the severity of societal problems,
unconscious fantadyelps to perceive politicians and business leaders expressing a genuine
commitment, and often narratives of hope and delayed gratification sustain order and
acquiescence. For instance, the concept of hope becomes fashionable again, as a necessary
means tavoid depression, anxiety, and despair. Yet, just as in the Soviet Union, the costs of
maintaining hypernormalization in the face of rising absurdity become higher and higher.
Meanwhile, more and more people fall through the cracks in the system, agatsibers
of depression can be witnessed (e.g., Bell & Blanchflower, 2019). Notwithstanding the varied
range of possibilities of explaining lack of wélking in contemporary society, the rising
numbers of depression could also be indicative of fantasyngeto remain functional in
relation to hypernormalizing the statgso, whereby people experience dissolution into
absurdity awareness and despair. In this case, it is a matter of eitivenigghening
hypernormalization processes, whereby people, ittidt@nding counterevidence, remain
invested in absurdity disavowal and nor mal it
with societal events which no longer make any sense, | continue to live my life pretending
nor mal i tyo), orngilsurdityshysteridgiag20@6)o f escal at i

Absurdity hysteria creates the possibilit
one sees Oreality as it really is6, a gli mps
embarking upon the possibility of absuydiesponses that more directly engage with the
absurdities themselves, rather than continuing hypernormalization to be effective. Various
scholars have engaged with this question, including Camus himself when he spoke about
6embr aci ng ab sgabsudity tyrdughdhe deative detyRelvellion against
absurdity is a necessity that manifests not merely as an act of resistance, but firstly as a
process of understanding, of reflection upon the more hidden and unconscious aspects of
absurdity, such abe Real that infuses a more traumatic insight into absurdity, whereby it
fully exposes the tragic and dangerous nature of absurdity. Fantasy disintegrates into despair,
creating a situation of ontological insecurity, explaining the observed symptomassuch
alienation (Kociatkiewicz et al., 2021) or depression (Bell & Blanchflower, 2019). It may be
too optimistic to call for an embracing of absurdity in such moments of clarity. While forming
a necessity in unmasking absurdity (Bal, 2020), it is far froicheen that the dangerous
nature of absurdity (exposure) wourldt apply to the individual. Nonetheless, the absurd
moment constitutes a revelation, a moment where an individual becomes aware of the
absurdity present in social practice. It is an awarenfethe @ap between discourse and really
existing practices, the slowly grown perception that authoritative discourse falls apart, has
become meaningless, and that even though the discourse itself may have an appealing effect
in its projected vision of faiess, dignity, and sustainability, these have disintegrated into
empty signifiers that are merely misused to protect the sttsnd hegemonic order
serving the elites. In that sense, this moment of revelation by definition has to counteract
nothing morehan the forces of instutionalization, rationalization, a lack of alternative
perspectives and socialization. It is thus not surprising to see the individual profoundly being
invested unconsciously in the statyso of absurdity unawareness, and it isyamhen the
individual breaks through all of these forces, that the absurdity may be recognized. While this
creates great ontological insecurity, it is also a necessity to be able to engage in constructive
rebellion. However, what should this rebellion lected to?

Following the previous analyses, it would be tempting to argue that addressing
absurdity would involve the alignment, or removal of incongruence, of authoritative discourse
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with really existing practices. Theoretically, it could be argued that closirgafhevould
mean a more straightforward relationship between discourse and practice, through which
social problems could be better captured widely by corresponding discourse in society. And to
some extent, is this not precisely happening? After all, sopethlems such as climate
change, inequality and racism are discussed publicly, addressed, and increasingly
problematized by the very powerful in society (e.g., politicians, business leaders). However,
there are (at least) two fallacies present here. ®onle hand, while addressing societal
problems, and thus incorporating actual societal problems into discourse, is happening, it can
be shown how this is far from sufficient to actually change social circumstances. As will be
discussed in Chapter 9, a mamngegrative process is needed to get from absurdity awareness
towards actually changing social circumstances. Thus, the raising of awareness of absurdity is
not nearly enough, as the perpetual force of hypernormalization remains effective in
maintaining he statusjuo. It has been discussed widely how appealing discourse on
sustainability and corporate social responsibility has become delegitimate because of
greenwashing the very notion that ultimately discourse is unable to capture actual
manifestationMoreover, beyond this inability of alignment between discourse and
manifestation, it should be acknowledged how discourse is continuously manipula¢ed
notion of advertising, which forms the very grounding of the economic structure behind the
internetand contemporary life, is based on the creation and manipulation of discourse in order
to create desire. Two aspects stand out which provide a deeper understanding of the
impotence of discoursmanifestation alignment.

First, Gi g e k ( 2 @Grhyuss,for gb .p » & Feyaluatiendl thegapbetween
enunciation angiractice,a$ hi s di ssonance makes i deol ogy 0l
constitutes a condition for its actual functioning. Without the gap, the ideological edifice falls
apart, as we wodlno longer be able to attribute personal failure to the system itself, but only

to ourselves as individuals, and the cure wo
2018). Hence, absurdity indicated by the widening gap between pretense and glsxtice
offers a way outor systemic critique and i nstead of blaming indi

them, also opens the spacedachcritique and reinterpretation within the constraints of
hypernormalizationwWhat, in other words, would happen if sagiezould actuallybe fair and
consistent? If people fail, are unemployed, they would have no society to blame, and only
themselves. Hence, paradoxically enough, inequality in society is also what makes it livable.
However, in refraining from postulatingatias of norabsurdity, it perhaps is more

instructive to conceptualize a continuous struggle against the dehumanizing and destructive
effects of absurdity maintenance, and the continuous struggle against hegemonic
hypernormalization in society.

Secondwhile public discourse captures partially the Symbolic structures in society,
human existence consists in Lacanian terminology of at least two other aspects, the Imaginary
and the Real (Eyers, 2012). Whereas the Real indicates the gap that is unexpiaugd t
the Symbolic and the Imaginary, the void that always remains there, it can be perceived how
the traumatic aspects of contemporary absurdities can be at least partly recognized, but very
rarely fully understood in relation to its more hidden, uncanscaspects. To make it more
concrete, absurdities can be captured through discourse, but remain discussed at the level of
manifestation rather than deeper lying causes, including the neoliberal capitalist structures
that determine contemporary society. ffuly address absurdity in social practice, one cannot
escape the necessity of questioning the neolHoagitalist underpinnings. The great
absurdity of our time, that of the destruction of the planet for economic profit, remains
untouched and derivelrectly from the hegemonic capitalist ideology. Any way out of the
destruction of the planet needs to be theonigin the constraints of capitalism, and thus
the structuring of the economy, organizational life, and human existence. To quote Fredric
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Janeson, O6it is easier to Iimagine the end of
capitalismb6. The Real of capitalism (Vanheul
discourse around the major challenges of our society. In this senseeraadpitalism

remains hypernormalized, reminiscent of That

Does this then mean that there is effectively no way out of absurdity or hypernormalization?

Returning to the notion of absurdity as indicativéhaf meaninglessness of life, there
mi ght be some clues about a 6éway out of hype
life itself is absurd, as it is inherently meaningless, and people themselves are responsible to
make life meaningful (see also Stayket al., 2019)As death is inevitable, and it is more than
likely that individual human behavior has no effect in the long term, it could be concluded
that individual life is principally meaningless. This meaninglessness makes life absurd, but
Camus (192) refuses suicide and proposes an art of living, through defiance or scorn
(Mintoff, 2008; Nagel, 1971). One possible lesson from Camus in light of the current
discussion, is the connection with perception and behavior. While absurdity is inherent to
sodety and workplaces and core to societal functioning, Camus argues to refrain from merely
complying, and instead show resistance and defiance to absurdity. This can be done first
through acceptance of absurdity as inherent to human existence. Secorajhyout of
meaninglessness can be found through acceptance of absurdity (Mintoff, 2008).

Accepting or embracing absurdity means to open up to the possibility of
acknowledging the multilayered manifestation of social practice, the abolishment of singular
truths, the acceptance of the perpetual gap between the Symbolic and the Real, between
discourse and really existing practices, and the inherent limitation of absurdity disavowal.
Such acceptance opens the way for alternative interpretations, the openfripapibilities
beyond normalization, beyond compliance for survival, and the necessity of escaping the
predicament of the impossible paradox. Hence, this means a refusal to seek for the
hypernormal as the mirror reflection of absurdity, or overengagememormality to find
some O6authenticdéb core to return to in uncert
rationality in the face of the dissolution of logic itself. In other words, just aslfesttking
remains impotent in combatting agst fake news, overreliance on rationality, reason and
logic does not effectively address absurdity itself. It posits a counterpoint to absurdity, but all
that can be ascertained in the mirror image of absurdity remains within the hypernormal.
Instead, iis not surprising that calls have been made for a radical alternative, a third way out
of the impossible paradox itself. This is what is needed in contemporary society and
workplaces: not merely an attempt to address the problematic features of ourcomioe
political structures, but to formulate a radical alternative, and find ways to contribute to
achieving societal change (Bal & Brookes, 2022).
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Chapter 4: From Hypernormalization of Workplace Inequality to Dehumanization: A
way out for Human ResourceM anagement

John Mendy

Abstract

Workplace inequality is an ongoing employment and social problétemfstsin HRM-

related fieldgo explain the contributorfactors to inequalithave stabilizegdlegitimized and

perpetuated thenquestioningadoption of equality, diversity and inclusipracticesn staff

hiring, training and development, pay and reward. Thsled tdhe absurdity highlighted in

|l egi sl ators and employersdé attempts to addre
emerging normalization of inequality in workplaces and societyrtaaginalizedautistic

employeesnd jobseekers therebyeating a hypernormalization of the absurd. ¥ c h a k 6 s
notionofthed hy per noronfal alzsaunn dintby i s recreated in t
autistic employees, who, despite their philosophical aspirations and practical attempts to
contribute towardgreater workplace equality have been dehumanized as a result of the

adoption of HRM practices pointing to the normalization of inequalitys Thapter critiques

the dichotomization of workplace inequality irgballengérisk recognitiorand mitigation

highlights how such an approachshmaradoxicallyled tothe normalization of inequality and
thedehumaniation ofautistic employeeat work and in societyThesurvey responsex 24

highly functioningand workreadyautistic jobseekers amaptured to msent 4 thematic
categories and by wusing Alvesson and Skol dbe
have extendeMur chakés Ohypernobmabi tatiodeo# phepa
alternative framework to help address the absurd norriahizaf inequality at work, the

dehumaniation of marginalized groups like autistic staff and therefore provide a way out for

HRM. These 4 propositions are embeddedmew 4stageresilienceintervention model

which radicalizes how HR scholars and pitamtiers address the perpetuation of the absurdity

in workplace inequality by going beyond the conceptualization and categorization of

inequality in terms of challenge/risk and mitigation to incl@yle recalibration of what

inequality means; 2) a reconteglization of the hypernormalization of the absurd application

of employment practices; 3) a deeper understanding of how support andfadvice
marginalizedobseekes should include a communiipcused approach ard] a resilience

perspective on how wopkace inequality can be resolved by HR professionals. The

implications for practice, methodologfeory and future research directionsgocietal,

organizatioal and individuahumanizatiorare considered.

Keywords: hypernormalizatidabsurdity workplace inequalityHRM, dehumanization
resiliencemodel
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Introduction

Why does Human Resource Management keep reproducing scholarly debates and discussions
that perhaps (un)intentionally recreate and perpetuate workplace inequality, including income
and gender, race and societal inequality (Bratton & Gold, 2017; Guerci 2089)? What

such reproduction of various forms/facets of workplace inequality through the adoption of
multiple HRM practices such as training and development, hiring, reward and performance
management has done over the decades is stabilized the ddsmoting types of inequalities

we have had in workplaces and society. However, what such growing research have missed is
the lack of acknowledgement of the fundamental principles underpinning the normalization of
such inequality and whether there may elera way out for the central discipline tasked with
addressing such gender, race, ethnicity, religious and other types of inequalities at work:

HRM. Part of the underpinning fundamental that has not been addressed previously is a

critical appraisal of thenequality discourses and how they have been applied through
standardised HRM procedures in the hiring, training, development and performance appraisal
of staff to ascertain the extent to which people who experience such practices are treated. It is
even @knowledged fleetingly in previous scholarship that an examination of hiring processes

is the start of unearthing whether people are treated as if they were objects and therein
dehumanized within a process that is paradoxically supposed to embed eqtiailityt w

(Bernard et al., 2018; Vaes et al., 2012). The focus of this chapter is to examine the theoretical
and practical instances where workplace hiring practices have been applied unquestioningly

on already marginalized communities such as autistiegh®s's to the extent that their

treatment by HR Managers can be labelled as dehumanizing (or less human). To achieve this
focus, |l use Tillybés (1998) seminal schol ars
examine (through additional debates) thecemtt questi on which is Owhy
reproduction of the normalization of workplace inequality continued in contemporary

research and Human Resource Management practice to the extent that it has created

marginalised communities withinthe workpt e and soci ety?d | presen
approaches to workplace inequality, whose ma
|l nequalityé to critique the stabilization of

training practices to paired, yet up&l, autistic and neautistic staff. Although Tilly

highlights the social mechanisms | do so to reflect on how earlier and subsequent approaches
have inadvertently maintained an institutional culture (or a hypernormalization) of workplace
inequality. Ths apparently unintended normalization of workplace inequality is antithetical to
the dominant HRM discourse promoting equality, diversity and inclusion and creates a void
between what is espoused in the inequality theorization of Tilly and his advocatbe an
normalization of inequality that is experienced by marginalized communities such as highly
capable autistic people. Such a thelopractice/experience gap has led to the (perhaps
unintended) dehumanization of autistic staff which highlights the aloration of the absurd

in workplace and society. This normalization serves as both a scholarship and practice void,

which is addressed in this chapterodés theoret
the proposition of 4 interventions and a riesite model to fill such a neglect. The
interventions and model are expected-to firs

lasting social inequalities but also the categorical differences he has used to account for

unequal pairings (e.g. black/wljtmale/female) in society. Secondly, by critiquing Tilly and

his followersé critique of the soci al strati
inequalities and differences, | reintroduce on the very personal preferences and group

attributes, which iy and his followers had discredited in their metaalysis to provide both

an alternative set of interventions as potential solutions and a reconceptualization of

wor kpl ace inequality. Thirdly, I higbl)i ght h
Ohypernormalization of the absurdd has, over
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forms of the normalization of workplace inequality and societal disparity by focusing on both
the categorical distinctions/differences between autistic anéutstic staff but also the

individual and group distinctions to highlight the specificity of such inequality normalization.
However, there is an even bigger void/gap in the debates and discussions on inequality, which
is that organisational efforts tal@ress the problem through traditional HRM procedures of
recruitment, selection and performance management measures has only succeeded in
surfacing the wider societal marginalisation felt by some communities (Stainback &
TomaskovieDevey, 2016; TomaskowbDevey et al., 2009). To find out more on how these
debates have reproduced/normalized inequality, | examine other nuanced aspects in the
scholarly debates, which emphasize the primacy of legislation to address hidden workplace
inequality whilst, at the saetime, neglecting how those HRM practices included in hiring,
performance appraisals and inductions have enhanced the normalization of inequality between
unequal categorical pairings (Nachmias & Caven, 2018).

Although he is accredited with the notionh y per nor mal i zati ondé, Y
capture how the normalization of workplace inequality could evolve as part of a process of the
normalization of HRM practices, whose adoption over time, helps in perpetuating absurdity.

As such, the normalization afequality at work can be captured and presented at the

organizational level, where HRM practices are designed, implemented and experienced by
various categorical employment distinctions. Such a remiss, has therefore, presented a false
sense of legitimacyof the normalization of inequality and the dehumanization of specific

sectors of the workplace and society. Such replication/reproduction has also tended to

simplify how other complex socieconomic, legal and humanitarian aspects were involved in

the uneyected yet sudden crumbling of the very bureaucratic and autocratic forms that
maintained such imposition of a state of normalcy. Despite the shortcoming and the

di sappointment that the o6until it was no mor
bureaucratic form) brought to its Soviet autocrats, the antithetical presentation of the Soviet

Union in the 1980s as an emblem of paradise brought with it a conceptual lens of how not to
manage or govern people at a national level but also what happena whagrof life (a

culture of governance and behaving) has become so endemic that it is unquestioningly
accepted as a O6hypernormalizedé status quo.
even practised by researchers and HRM professionals in a fantidraspect of

Management, namely hiring. It is the unwitting application of standardisation of hiring
practices in the workplace that | critiqgque t
hypernormalization and thereby open the gates to future rbsearc

Structurally, | draw on various scholarly perspectives (both traditional as well as
contemporary) to critique the hypernormalization of workplace inequality in a range of
contextual settings to show how such a scholarly practice has led to a deadtRf
scholarship. By drawing on varied contextualised research in autism scholarship I try to show
how studies on autism in different countries have propagated instances of inequality in the
workplace, thereby stabilising an unquestioning acceptangestaingic and widespread
inequality at work and in society. Finally, | use the survey materials of a research project with
24 autistic jobseekers to highlight their contextualised challenges in the UK and to narrate
what was practically done to address wdekp inequality. Four proposals (interventions) are
advanced, based on the examined literature and the research project to show how HRM, as the
Social Science discipline that is expected to intervene in this area, can provide a way out of
the normalizatiorof workplace inequality whose naive adoption in the expectation that they
would create equality, diversity and inclusion through hiring, reward, training and
performance management has led to the dehumanization/objectification of autistic jobseekers.
Suchabsurdity examination has not been attempted in previous HRM scholarship, literature
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and debates. The conclusion provides some recommendations for theory and professional
practice on how HRM can step up to address workplace and wider social inequadisy iss

Inequality Theory

Inequality as a hypernormalized process

This chapter examines the extent to which as
permeated Human Resource Management and contributed to the stabilization of the

mar ginalization and inequal i tsgmimdlischaasship se by
calledDurable Inequality Although previous scholars such as Glenn (2002) included various
categorisation of inequality namely race, class, income and gender disparities in their

expositions of the topic (also see Acker, 2006; Marsh, 2011), Tilly wdssh& highlight

how inequality ought to be understood from the interpersonal relationships between

individuals in society by adopting a relational lens to inequality (Tomasterey &

Avent-Holt, 2019). Such a relational approach is important aspitcts the dynamics and

potential changes in the relationality, the contexts within which the relationships are

transacted and therefore, the nature of the inequality problem. By adopting such an approach,
Tilly highlighted how inequality has become sysiem and | ast for an orga
societybés |lifetime by investigating the caus
society using race (black and white), gender (female and male) or nationality (citizen and non
citizen). Through such aagorical, paired distinctions, Tilly showed how they become
institutionalized (part of a culture) and sedimented (ossified in organizational architectures)
over time thereby creating 6 dastinganhtlireeofsuche qu al i
inequality of the pairings to how each of the parties depends on the solutions to the inequality
problem rather than an examination of the underlying processes and the trends that may have
reproduced the inequality in the first place. Tilly used the exampl@sastheid South Africa

and a racially divided US of the twenties, thirties, forties, fifties and sixties to demonstrate

how the resolution of black and white segregation could not be resolved simply by examining

the structures that produced the inequahtper than the processes via which the relations to

such inequality ought to be examined. However, the relationality between pairings robs us of

the possibilities of examining relationality between multiple pairings. These relational
pairingaspectsaragai n echoed in Yurchakodés depiction
although Yurchak was preoccupied with the state bureaucratic forms that are responsible for
stabilizing an acceptance of societal inequality. As a way of highlighting the underpinnings

behind these societal challenges, Yurchakdblarised (in order to show the relational

pairings between) an examination of the late Soviet Union into a-potital reality and

philosophical nexus to show how everything, including inequality, has bgenrtoymalized

to a state of unquestioning acquiescence. I n
was more interested in how inequality should be regarded as part of a process within which
people have agency vying to show how valuable their kanions ought to count and by so

doing discount or marginalise the contributions of others. Although this was not the case in
Yurchakoés work, the implicit discounting of
narrowed other possibilities anéstardized or even hypernormalized workplace inequality

into challenge identification vs mitigation strategies. For example, Kaplan and Mikes (2012)
identified three major types of challenges/risks to an organization, including political and

natural disaglrs and macroeconomic paradigm shift. They argued that the inability of firms to
prevent these from happening, the focus of managers should be on identification and

mitigation measures. They identified the compliance approach as suitable for the management

of preventable (mainly internal) challenges/risks such as health and safety whereas other
fundamental shifts to decision making may be needed in addressing externally triggered
challenges ranging from climate change to the fluctuating demands and é&ssuare

marginalized communities. However, Foster and Kaplan (2001) also note how the notion of
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ocul t wirmmd (io.ck. senior management 6-makiagt i f f eni
framework could hamper or ossify the very control systems, deaisaking processes and

mental capabilities that are expected to provide the necessary and appropriate mitigation
interventions to the challenges posed. On th
phenomenon such as workplace inequality underggeserative process, be it at an

organizational (national or even international) level, whereby agents do ascribe value to their
mitigation actions. Tilly highlights how an exploitative class may choose to control a
countryos/ fir mods trad smaximuncbenefit feom the utillzaion®fb y e x
othersé inputs whilst ostracizing them from
(e.g. apartheid South Africa). However, he fails to explore how multiple agencies ascribing

value propositions to mothey intend to address the challenges they face could lead to

something more dynamic within the traditional challengaitigation approach.

Inequality as a marginalization process

Although this explication has helped in spotlighting how two of tierpinning drivers help

in the appreciation of the genesis of workplace inequality, namely the control and exploitation

of organisational resources by a selected few (those managers who have been challenged), it

is through their agency (their ability tatigate/resolve the challenge/risk) that they produce

not only the structures for such inequality but also the relations driving the inequality. Debates

on inequality have even extended to how slavery and immigration discrimination practices

have been noralized in the past and in current times and used by some scholars such as

Munoz (2008) to denote principal aspects/drivers of inequality. In resource exploitation, Tilly
surfaces g@rocess via which individuals with power and authority control and utize

amounts of resources to utilize the efforts of others in producing and adding value to the

original resources without enjoying the outcomes of their labour. They do so coercively

through organizational procedures and policies on performance, reemheration and

training, legislative or even repressive force. However, Mann (1999) and Wright (2000) have
also clarified that Tillyds arguments were o0
labor valueThe gportunity hoardingype of inequality lghlights how members of specific

group limit valueenhancing resources for the specific use of their group at the detriment of
others outside. Although Tillyés focus was o
hoarding, he also highlighted how nelites may choose to engage with those who control

such resources in peabeilding exercises so as try and progress within such structures rather

than find ways of dismantling it. Such a prockas led to the organisational and social

exclusion of widenetworks that may choose not to engage or associate and such lack of
engagement and commitment could be considered a fundamental HRM problem. This echoes
Weberds (1996) and Parkinds (1979) notion of

Inequality as a Sociological process

The literature on inequality has also received additional attention from astngtural lens.

Jin and Lee (2017) explained how workplace inequality may have been legitimised by

adopting a functionalist sociological approach in which social class differences has led to
inequality being perceived as a challenge. They also note how this is largahgenhupon
factors outside of the individualsodé influenc
classification may or may not be viewed as p
(2016) famous adage t hat ¢ n didtandrather comeatgusal i t y
approach to workplace or societal inequality has been predominantly observed in the

standardized application of HRM practices such as recruitment and selection and performance
and the wider inequality tendencies that their misagement could have on individuals and
communities. Jin and Lee believe that social structures and the systems therein determine
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individual sé | iving conditions (such as thei
ethnicity associations). Despifgese structural determinants, they also claimed that an
individual 6s efforts in acquiring the necess

qualiycations and skills could help (but not guarantee to) improve their level of inequality.
However, Li et al.(2018) and Witt (2016) believe that statentrolled

mechanisms/institutions ranging from the economic, to the educational to the secuy set

have maintained and systematically institutdi
Ohypernor mal i afdl@nentahchallangelfaced py sacisty, contemporary
workplaces and HR professionalslly highlights how state institutions and organizational

procedures can be utilized as forms and vehiclesmflation(i.e. copying and implementing

socal |l egr ®bteistced6 HRM model s in totally new bu
to maintain the status quo, Tilly highlights how Huaptationprocess, which enhances the
reproduction of an or-baged pracaduresppoligiss aragices ount ry
to enable people to cope in new environments, whilst, simultaneously, reproducing the

expected (unequal) categorical pairings distinctions in relationships. Here, of course, are

echoes of the new institutionalism.

Inequality as an organizing process

Ot her possible explications and debates on i
inequality. However, discussions on race have since been superseded by Le Grand and Tahlin
(2013), who claim that it is much more beneficial to understand the way waaisized

into different categories if we are to deepen our knowledge on how inequality practices are
actually produced and stabilised as a key challenge in contemporary society. Although Tilly
(1998), Munoz (2008) and Tomascowevey and Aventolt (2019) among others, have

adopted the relational and processual view to how workplace inequality may be generated,
there have been growing concerns that adopting the organizational lens to inequality may not
be sufficient if we are to firstly understand the mordividualistic experiences of inequality
(Gagnon & Cornelius, 2000) and secondly to appreciate the wider sdeiatbthallenges.

These scholars claim that patriarchy has contributed to influencing, maintaining and

stabilising institutional logics, liefs and practices leading to the hypernormalization of
workplace inequality procedures. Furthermore, Grimshaw et al. (2017) believe that it is the
way the labour market has been segmented which has brought about organisational level,
workplace inequality Al t hough Le Grand and Tahlindés ( 2(
6good and bad jobsdéd has partly stabilized th
polarization, Vallas (2012) believes that workplace inequality should be attributed not only to
labourmarket segmentation, similar to the way the Soviet Union of the 1980s was ethnically
stratified, but also to how production processes have tended to value and consequently reward
a selected few in workplaces and society. The same arguments and clairlnsdrave

proffered bysegmented labour market theorists such as Srivastava (2017) aneRalgan

and Fachelli (2021) to argue how even though the structures that influence job categorisation
may largely be driven by external labour market conditions, teenial organisational

procedures used have also, in parts, exacerbated employers' understandings of which jobs
should be performed by which genders, races and classes in society and how unequally they
should be treated. The latter aspect is similar tdtineaucratic tendencies in the Soviet

Union of keeping large swathes of people subjugated under the delusional logic of stability.
Interestingly, these debates have only highlighted a trend ofJlegpegorised sets of

challenges in terms of inequality &tbpped short of signalling how HR can contribute in
addressing this hypernormalisation and hygegegorisation.

Contextualizing inequality within autism and employment research
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Having observed the {golarisation of inequality, which has led to a hypategorised
challenge vs mitigation camp in the debates, this section contextualises workplace inequality
by situating it within autism and HRM/Employment related studies, something that has not
been previously attempted. | draw from various scholarghrgpsnd the world to show what is
still lagging. For example, in the UK, research shows that although only 32% of adults with
autism conditions are employed, only 16% of these are htifiodl work (Howlin, Alcock &
Burkin, 2005). In the United States, Atadia and Canada, the unemployment figures of
autistic adults pointing to workplace and societal inequality are more alarming (Roux,
Shattuck, Rast, Rava & Anderson, 2015; Baldwin, Costley & Warren, 2014; Eaves & Ho,
2008) in comparison to those with otlgpes of disabilities seeking employment (Hedley et
al., 2017a). Such difficulty in obtaining and retaining work opportunities (e.g., Baldwin et al.,
2014) has also been amplified by the fact that people with autism find it hard to make the
necessary waéplace adaptations and thereby end up leaving jobs more frequently than other
colleagues without such a condition (Hurlbutt & Chalmers, 2004). Research has also found
that autistic employees are still beset with having to navigate challenges at thenedruit
and selection stages as most companies use traditional person specifications and job
descriptions which do not align with the needs of autistic people thereby revealing a state of
neglect (Burgess & Cimera, 2014; Taylor & Seltzer, 2011). Again, fha@séto the adoption
of the traditional challenge identification approach in inequality stuSiesridan (2018)
found that the gender paap/inequality in Australia since the 1980s has grown to 15.3% in
spite of the fact thrade 46 oWwomeére commamregad st
72.2%, which also registered a workforce decline of 0.5% (ONS, 2020), it is interesting to
note from such studies that women who were found in low paid and low skilled jobs were
predominantly those with some mental orathisity condition. The Australia study also
highlighted how soci@conomic inequality was exacerbated by workplace practices that
tended to promote discrimination against an already marginalised group of workers (the
double challenge whammy). The tendettugrefore for women to reach higher levels of
management were quite minimalistic (Dalingwater, 2018). Part of the explanation for such
endemic gendédbased inequality has been ascribed to the adoption by most organisations of
neoliberal tendencies, wherefyms organise how work is delivered on the basis of a
competitive and free market ideology and policy implementation in the Western world. Such
neoliberal tendencies were more pronouncedly felt in workplaces in th&hékcurrent state
of autism reseatctherefore shows an unfolding high level of inequality not only within
organisational but also national/societal contexts.

The pervasiveness of inequality practices that have hypernormalized the
marginalization of certain groups in the workplace, esfigc¢lzose with autism conditions,
could be further understood if we turn our attention to the role that HRM has had (or is
expected) to play in this. Cooper and Kennady (2021) found that 95 autistic participants from
a 600 neurodiverse group of employegsezienced recruitment and selection procedures and
practices that reflected no appreciation of their existing conditions and challenges. They also
found a generally negative work experience for such a group in all aspects of the recruitment,
selection, pgormance management processes. The experiences even worsened the more
neurodiverse and minority ethnically orienta
understanding of neurodiversity helped to alleviate the negative experiences felt by the
autisic group. Similarly Gal, LandesandKatz (2015 articulated some of the negative
communication experiences that autistic employees faced when they were being interviewed
as the procedure did not account for their individual nd@édspam& Martin, 2017). Such
negativity could be explicable in the sense that the necessary legal reasonable adjustments for
their socialsensory and communication requirements were notlndpeg& Keenan, 201
Again, such a group is perceived as a challenge to bevd#al Likewise, the psychometric
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tests that were conducted on them were far from suitable for people living with such
conditions. Out of the 24 (12 males and 12 females) clinically diagnosed people ranging
between 26 and 66 years either in or out of eyrpent in the UK, Romualdez, Walker and
Remington (2021) conducted sestiuctured interviews and found a mixed set of results.
Whilst some autistic employees chose not to disclose for fear of reprisals and further
negativity others preferred to disclogeir neurediverse conditions in hopeful attempts to be
included in their organisationsdé activities
autistic teachers in the UK). Vincent (2020) also interviewed a snowballed sampled
population of 21 UK autistigraduates (6 females and 15 males). There was also an additional
58 people who comprised part of support networks (such as support workers, advisors and
parents) and they registered negative experiences ranging from not understanding the
recruitment praates to lack of workplace adaptations to fit their conditions to feeling
overwhelmed. Similar discomfort triggered by workplace-agdptations (such as
communication and physical sensory distractions) was raised in Walditzan, Gal and

Shr euer éugdy df IO@istig employees in the US, aged between 22 to 29 to see the
extent to which the personal, environmental and job characteristics impeded or enhanced their
job performance. Even the theoretical review of over 800 articles between 1987 &nd 201
conducted by Khalifa et al. (2019) highlighted the extent of the relational and environmental
support that was needed in autistic employees were to feel less workplace inequal than their
peers. The research on autism therefore seems to be suggestmgykiptaces need to do

more if autistic staff are to feel equally and adequately supported to develop, to acquire and
retain jobgHarmuth et al., 2018).

As part of a recent wave of scholarship suggesting a way out, calls for employment
support for margialized staff groups are emerging (Hedley et al., 2017a; Buescher, et al.,
2014; Hendricks, 2010). Recently Spoor, Hedley and Bartram (2020) acknowledged that
organizations need to do more to support autistic employees (also see Bury et al., 2021).
Recently calls for such types of support have even been extended to families of autistic
people (Rose et al., 2020). Despite these calls for more positive actions such as boosting the
psychosocial competencies of autistic people in order to deal with theirywansiosocial
challenges, the extent to which their resilience is developed at the organisational level remain
sparingly investigated (Luthar et al., 2006). There has been negligent attention and practical
focus on how to address the inequality experiehgealutistic people from an individual
emotional and personal behavioural stance (Wright et al. 2013; Kaboski, McDonnell &
Valentino, 2017).

Despite some of the proffered solutions, autistic people continue to experience
workplace inequality to the extetftat its intensified scale highlights a certain acceptance of
treating some marginalised groups morefdigurably than their most abbodied
colleagues, thereby leading to some researchers the pervasivenesgtithging triggered
by a hypernormaliz&inequality (Szatmari, 2018). Such a toxic workplace context has
therefore overshadowed previous calls for personal psychosocial, cognitive and
organizationaknvironmental support for autistic employees (Kaboski et al., 2017). To
complement the call toractically address the shortcomings raised by pervasive inequality for
autistic people, some scholars are now suggesting that the potential way out may be resilience
capability (Shochet et al., 2016) but we do not know how doing so could address the deeper
systemic workplace inequality and the traditional approaches used in doing so. To find out
how this can be achieved and thereby obtain
examining more recent studies into the pervasiveness of workplacelityetiwmaugh the
adoption of specific employment practices followed up with an analysis of a recent UK based
project on autism in the next.
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Met hodol ogy: An Aut-Suppori Qasedndhetlle ek er s6 Peer
Having examined the pervasiveness of inequality in a range of autism and inequality research

contexts, the challenge vs mitigation approa
now turn attention to invest olgspactsoft he extent
Ohypernormalizationé (the use of everyday pr

workplace inequality as if they will lagbrever)i could be observed in a case involving

autistic jobseekers in the UK. The sample involved here @t andividuals diagnosed with
autism, but who were able to work and participate in the support group. However, not all
individuals with autism are able to do so. The case was chosen because it highlights and fits
the key aspects of inequality that haeeb depicted in the literature examined earlier
(including structural, processésised, procedural, systemic and even relation aspects used at
organisational and national level to propagate and maintain a state of inequality and
marginalisation).

Based oremerging research and the call to support the reéiveyse needs of autistic
people, an Autism Work Peer Support Group (AWPSG) was set up with the UK Department
for Work and Pensioii¢DWP) Jobcentein a UK county. The group comprises2# people
who wee clinically diagnosed with a range of autistic conditions and who had registered with
the Jobcentre in a UK county comprised the support group. They also had, between them, a
range of employment histories in different jobs whilst others were activetinepéor but
were not fortunate at the time to find employment. 90% of the group had already achieved
some educational qualification from secondary tteyels whilst 10% had Higher National
Diplomas (or HNDs) in the UKThe group was also being supporiedheir job searches by
2 Disability Employment Advisor@DEAS), who have had a good working relationship with
the group and were therefore understanding of their speciamptbymentpersonal,
behaviourabnd healtmeeds. These Advisors also actedaaditatorsat t he gr oup6s
S0 as to provide vital fornstructure anaontinuity and familiarit(important aspects needed
in any autism support context as found from different autism studies). For example, it was the
facil it at o onsillitytoehsere naemlokrs hael acpess to session venues and
therefore could participate and contribute to a range of activities and discussions at
appropriate times and places. The meetings were held at the Department for Work and
Pensions premises, whievere accessible and safe for all group members who lived in the
locality. For details of what was agreed with and provided for group mengeerg 4blet.1)
below.

Table 4.1: Support areas and agreements for the autism group
Support areas Agreementswith participants
Peerto-peer support Personrto-person assistance within group

Additional support Bespoke online sessions to boost technological sk

Place Local Jobcent
. Autistic jobseekers and mentors
Membership
How often Twice monthly
Session length Between I 1.5 hours
Focus Job searches and wellbeing issues
Eacilitation and coordination FIjg(c)::tl)iltéators who had experience at supporting auti

The main aim of setting up such a group was to share ideas, frustrations, missed opportunities
as well as foreseeable job outlets to see the extent to which hypernormalization was
internalized by group members. The group was also given the platformtégizieson a

C
<



61

range ofintervention nechanisms that were designed to address the absurdity of
hypernormalized practices, opinions and viewpoints. A set of questionnaire areas was
proposed to the autistic jobseekers to see how they reacted to each itemeSttmngaire

that was designed focused on aspects such as how well autistic jobseekers were able to
communicate their viewpoints, their reactions to facilitators, how they related with other
group members and their use of technology to find work. Thestigu®e were meant to

foster discussions at such a forum and serve not only as an outlet where communication could
enhanced

be

throug

h the voi
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out of

ng

employment related issues but also for members to exxaitné extent to which they

internal.i

zed and w

er e prepar

ed to chal/l

of autistic people as a subdued, marginalized and subjugated group. An additional set of

guestionnaire items focused on the extemttoi c h

t he

autistic

focus group meetings facilitated their socialization, confidence building, attitudinal change
and capability of retaining jobs when they have succeeded in getting one. These questions

were asked to find u t

t he i

ndi

vi dual s o6

and groupos

Additionally, the discussions were expected to serve as a peer motivation platform given the
range of negativities that have been highlighted in previous and current researckran auti
employment seeking and inequality (see Table 4.2 for the specific methodological issues)

Table 4.2. Methodological issues

DWP Inequality issuesin case Autism issues raised by| Focus group guidelines
case group facilitators
issues
Adapting to standardized recruitmen] Have you experienced | Jobseeker s 6 i
Issue 1 | and selectioprocesses any difficulties in hypernormalized
relation tofinding ajob? | employment practices
Adapting to workplace environments| How do you view other | Jobseekes r eact i
Issue 2 | that are not sensitive to autistic autistic jobseekers in th{ challenges
peopl edbs sensor y | supportgroup?
behavioural needs
Not having access dequate How do you think otherf Jobseeker sd ¢
Issue 3 | resources jobseekers in the suppqg finding work
group see you?
Not being able to develop and What is your perception J obseeker sd g
Issue 4 | progress as other colleagues withoul of the online jobsearch | retention
disability platform?

Thematic findings
Four themes have been found from the two sets of quesii@s firstly, to the autistic

j obseeker so

respon

ses to the

generic quest

preceding section and to a second set of questions which sought to ascertain whether
resilience building could help alleviateeir inequality and marginalisation. The resilience
guestions focused on aspects such as their ability to socialise with friends, their confidence
building capability leading to potential job opportunities and the added benefit of being part
of the employnent focus group. The themes are presented as follows.

Theme 1: Access to employment framework
The first finding highlights the way the group has been put togethemguheimented.

Me mber s
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viewpoints on attempts to find work. They talked about the waywleeg keen to take part
reassured about their safety, sensory and behavioural requirements been safeguarded within
an environment they felt comfortable in. Whilst more than half of the members talked about
how their confidence levels were boosted by suebktings, others highlighted that they had
begun to observe improvements in the way they interacted with other group members, whom
they did not know prior to the meetings and discussions, others spoke about how their
increasecwareness of who they are ahéir limits made them question why they had
previously hadselft-doubts and were low on persorateemThe latter aspects dented their
abilities to interact with people previously and directly or indirectly affected their chances of
getting or even keepg a job. Although it is easy for over half of the members to say how
wonderful their experience of the group has been in terms of offering tframework

whichthey can use to accessiployment supparthere was a deeper underlying issue of

trying todevelop the socigultural and educational prerequisites of the group so as to resist
against the stereotypical negativities that they had previously experienced when applying for
jobs.

Theme 2: From economic exclusion to social inclusion

Members also takd openly about how they had begun to develop greatesg@iéciation

which had increased their desire to make new friends in an expanded social network. Such an
ability to increase their social acumen was reflected in continuing their discussiods oditsi
the DWP. In fact, 65% of members agreed that they were able to discuss difficult
unemployment and exclusion issues at meetings whereas 35% strongly agreed to such as
possibility. They talked about how they stayed in touch with other group membsideaaft

the formal structure of the group meetings within an informal atmosphere outside the DWP.
Such renewed social interactions increased their confidence in applying for more jobs. The
members were clearly expanding their personal spaces in whicfetheypported and

valued and, in return, they were beginning to appreciate the benefits of feeling included
within various groups both inside and outside of DWP. This sense of inclusion was used as
their tool to fight against a previous sentiment of bégfigout/excluded from participating in
the economic world of work/employment and skills development

Theme 3: Overcoming unemployment barriers through community belonging

In the third theme, members reflected on how they were constantly faced with barriers to
employment and how these were created from a variety of sources, namely organizations,
society, other social networks and the standardized recruitment and selentieupes

which did not cater to their clinically diagnosed requirements. In contrast, 70% of members
strongly agreed with being able to talk freely in the focus group meetings whereas 50% were
pl eased to participate i n Thelylkegan toindividealye mpl oy m
interpret and make greater sense and meaning out of their meetings. A ssEmmahity

started to develop in tlgroup.This was highlighted in how group members started to be

more open with one another by even sharing thegsgnal secrets that they were previously
nervous of exposing to others outside of their immediate families. They showed a community
spirit which they had not had previously and which they said was lacking from their previous
attempts at finding work. Theyow felt human and had a sense of belonging somewhere

where their efforts at improving their lives were appreciated. In essence, they were developing
a new set of support networks within the initially established focus group. They were now in
control of teir journey towards employability and could begin to feel less stressed and
anxious about its outcomes. The procedural challenges that they had to encounter had started
to disappear as their attitudes and perspectives started to become more positive and
empowering
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Theme 4: Developing dynamic resilience capability

Developing resilience is the fourth theme. It showed a couple of interesting findings as

follows. Firstly, the autistic jobseekers were able to highlight how their challenges to finding
workwe e created mainly by external parties (s
perceptions or misgivings about autistic emp
insurmountable. The members also saw the benefits of group discussions and the socia
connectedness both within and outside of the DWP and the online employment discussions

and searches that were enhanced through these networks. They said these measures enhanced
their resilience building (i nclomddvarsgieshavi ng
and challenge resolution capacity. They started to adopt new and more effective strategies to

get out of unemployment and gain wider social acceptance and belonging. In so doing, they
realized how unhelpful the HRM policies and procedtiney were subjected to when

attempting to find work and how resilience capability offered them a new lease of life beyond

that of exclusion, marginalization and even dehumanization. The members began to develop

t heir conf iddoebn csep i asuatl parthgyation, gelveloping selfteem and

having a positive outlook.

Four Proposals: Way out for HRM and Employment Studies

Based on the literature and the thematic findingspposefour areas for HRM to help

address the marginalization and dehumanization that has been created as a result of the

application of hypernormalized employment practices onto marginalized communities such as

those of autistic jobseekers. These are natedyframework shifting from workplace

inequalityto workplace inclusivity in autism research and for autistic employdes

reconceptualizatioand rethinkingpf whatthe hypernormalization of the absurd application

of employment practicemeans for margialized communities3) ashift froma superordinate

organizationalnd nationatulture and structurihat hypernormalizes absurd practices that

dehumanie peopldo adeeper understanding thfe types and levels stipport and advice

needed bynarginalizZd communities (e.gobseekersand4) aconscientious development of

resiliencecapability to addressorkplace inequalitymarginalization and dehumanization.
Proposal lidentifiesan HRM framework shifting from workpladeequalityto

workplace inclusiity in autism research and for autistic employees. This framework

highlights the negativities of applying standardized employment practices such as recruitment

and selectionds use of prototypealjcadgoriesescr i p

of potential employees irrespective of age,

surfaces the workplace inequality that such an application could lead to and calls for a more

commonsensical approach to practice application and contextual séwgsitike framework

is therefore aimed at greater workplace inclusion for marginalized staff. In order to put this

proposal into practice, it is necessary for organizations to encourage members to voice out

their sociecultural preferences of what typeseshployment practices may potentially

discriminate or alienate, what types of HRM processes could count as stressors and therefore

should be dealt with earlier in the recruitment and selection processes (including before the

damage and losses to productinteep in). Although the examples from the literature

hi ghlighted organi zat i ons @nirmomihg éinRloypes @lbed s si o n

with limited interventionist success) hardly were we enlightened about what effects these

perpetuated praces could have on the resilience building potential of employees. The

current thinking behind HRM scholarship and practice is that the onus to be productivity

driven, to have a sense of belonging, to fit within organizational operations and smdinds

individual employee. Likewise, the predominant thinking is the challemgiigation

perspective, which views marginalized employees as a problem rather than a potential part of
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the solution. Proposal 1 is stating that HRM should watk existing ail incoming staff to
ensure that adhering to organizational structures and procedures are inclusive-and non
discriminatory.

Proposal 2highlightshow HRM scholarship and research could benefit from a
reconceptualizatioand rethinkingpf whatthe hypernorml&ation of the absurd application
of employment practicemeans for marginalized communiti@e scholarship on autism and
inequality highlights the negative impact of employment practices that have adopted a
challengé mitigation approach in their apphtion. It also shows what happens when people
who need support (including autistic jobseekargctivities such as or®-one guidance and
coaching are treated as a challenging, homogenous group with the potential to cause trouble.
This signals the nekto rethink the challengemitigation approach in terms of what type of
support is providefbr such a group and, in so doing, reconceptualise chaliengegation
to include supporting individuals and groups out of the perpetuation of absurditg via th
challengé mitigation framework. The new proposal includes a tripartite challersggport
T mitigation framework as part of the new reconceptualization of workplace inequality and
how it could be addressed. Such a new direction provides a radicak refthvho has the
authority to design, implement and evaluate the effects of HRM practices on staff, who needs
to be included in this redesign process and how Personal Human Development (or PHD) takes
centre stage rather than the priority accorded tmtbet i on of O6chall enged
schol arship. My proposal echoes Kuchinkeos

Devel opment that would supersede manageri al

their power in the challengemitigation approdg. This new Personal Human Development
notion highlights, among other things, the centrality of the individual personal and their
development and how these should be guided by a more ethical, moral commitment and
valuesdriven management style that does alvays fall back on the more impositidniven
challengé mitigation approach. The new PHD focuses more on both employees and

empl oyers adopting a reciprocal approach t
management would need to be suppbhg autistic staff to understand their neurodiverse

wor kpl ace needs whereas autistic staff woul

increasingly standardized workplace settings. Such a new perspective is better tailored at
resolving performance, rewanicruitment and selection practices which have caused the
marginalizatiorrelated challenges. Such an environment enhances business firms and people
to thrive. Continuing to use hypernormalized practices that only measure traditional
constructs of job, manisational and personal attributes and characteristics in order to be
performing employees as recommenbgdCooper et al. (2013) will only serve to deal with

the challenge posed by autistic staff whilst discriminating, alienating and further

marginalizng them in wider society (including autistic jobseekers). This thereby severely
undermine their career and personal development and attainment and the support and
reciprocity of obligations that should be encouraged in my new reconceptualization.

Proposd 3 draws our attention to yet another importsimift from a superordinate
organizational, national, societal culture and structure that hypernormalizes absurd practices
(such as normalizing a neoliberal approach to workplace practices whereby allhze@pte
compete for employment, for rewards and promotion, for recognition and so on despite their
capability or health conditions) to one that treats disabled people with respect and as humans
(not objects for organizational use). Similarly, this propoalis for an HRMcentric
approach that uses structural, prodessed and emotive discourses to help deepen
understanding of the types and levels of support and advice needed by marginalized
communities (including jobseekerdhis proposal involves manaig undertaking a more
critically evaluative approach of the workplace structures involving how they recruit, select,
performance and reward manage staff, especially those considered as marginalized. The new

(

d
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proposal also highlights the need for managedsstaff to work together in identifying

internal and external processes related to resource utilisation, resource hoarding, exploitation
and adaptation practices that may have been inadvertently used by management thereby
leading to the perpetuation of vikplace inequality and its resultant absurdity. Such an
examination calls for a deeper understanding of what workplace inequality actually means to
those on the receiving end as it takes int
of the phenmenon. The earlier challengemitigation approach does not allow for such a

critical examination and therefore negates the experiences of those adversely impacted by its
consequences: marginalized communities like autistic staff. Such an experienanttarise
structural mechanisms and the HRM procedures that initially helped to reproduce inequality

o

and, focusing on the processes that increase
previous research has identified the negative effectsitiyatri o per use of an org

resources could have on organizations and their ability to be sustainable, the widespread
neoliberal application of rewarding, compensating, promoting and recognising staff ability
and performance have failed to allevidte tnarginalization and dehumanizing nature of

HRM6s resource use or hoardi ng amdinalizeds adapt

staff communities in reward and performance management procéssesfore the
instrumentalization of the challengenitigation approach only perpetuates autistic employee
I employer inequality as it surfaces greater competition between autistic aaditisiic

staff. Such dichotomization is especially harmful for marginalized grddy new
proposal/alternative therefore normalizes understanding and collaboration between autistic,
nonautistic and management staff. It also enhances the judicious and transparent
identification and distribution of organizational resources to normtdezéumanization of
individual and collective contributions.

Proposal 4underscores howmportant it is for HRM scholars and practitioners to
conscientiously develomsiliencecapability in their research and professional practice to
addressvorkplaceinequality, marginalization and dehumanization mtiren ever before.

This fourth proposal is calling foesilience as an alternative to the challehgatigation

approach that HRM professionals could embed in their corporate and HRM practices when
employing people from different backgrounds and experiences. The resilience aspects include
identifying and communicating with all potential employees all characteristics of the job that
could be perceived and experienced negatively by incoming staff (espéuisé with some
disability), putting into place performance enhancing and stress coping mechanisms into all
the HRM procedures, policies and practices for each individual and over time, helping to
create resiliencbuilding communities of practice in tleorkplace. Whilst previous research

has emphasised the importance of workplace performativity through a range of performance
and reward mechanisms (e.g. appraisals, performance indicators, reward and remuneration
packages), past studies have missed hawiqg numeric values on what people contribute

within the workplace has individually increased stress, demotivation and anxiety levels as it
also dampened the ability of the entire organisational collective to become more resilient, less
marginalized anddtter performing over a longer period of time. Therefore, this type of
intervention (proposal) is new since it has identified both individodlbrganisational

characteristics for everyone dmitigdtienvapproach me nt .

which identifies autistic staff as posing a challenge/risk to organizational development, the
resilience approach recognizes human potential as the starting point for organizational
success. Whilst Roelvink and Zolkos (2015) highlighted how the embodied ddenwotions

can help organisations develop knowledge of which practices can foster their sustainable
devel opment, oO0affective ontologiesd that c
dehumani ze by treating st afdlecteveresiigngeut s as
building capability. Such failure has been perpetuated by the challengigation approach

o
o

n
b
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and exacerbates workplace inequality. Furthe
capability to resolve inequality and marginalization irrkpdaces. Proposal 4 now calls for

the identification of these negativities as part of a resilience building process in HRM (see
Table 4.3 for a comparative analysis of theo
hypernormalization has been exden).

Table 4.3: Comparative Analysis between Theorization and 4 Proposals

Inequality Hypernormalizatio | Autism Chapt er 6| Extension of
Theory n research Proposals Hypernormalization &
Perspectives Perspective perspectives future research
Ti | (1998)s Yur c hak & s | Baldwin et Designing and 1 A focus on
relational 2005/2013) al . 6s (| implementing peoplebs pe
perspective paradoxical depictior| autistic over tailored what counts as
of an unreal eternity | representation | recruitment & workplace inequality
in selection, job q Highlighting
unemployment| descriptions & practical resolutions to
persa inequality &
specifications marginalisation
should include all q Future research
staff should examine how

empl oyeeséd
of inequality lave been
hypernormalized in
informal, nonworkplace
settings

Gl ennoés Difference between | Burgess &
race, class, gendg ideological Cimera (2014)
& income pronouncements & | unfriendly
disparity practice/reality recruitment &
perspective selection
pradices
Cooper &
Kennady
(2021)
recruitment &
selection
challenges for
autistic
applicants
Munozds Facade of stability, | Kaboski et al. i A recognition of
resource control | predictability, (2017) the power of resource

& exploitation replicability & emotional, allocation and its impact
perspective security for all personal & in shaping human
behavioural behaviour

challenges for q Dealing with
autistic people environmental stressors
thatt r i gge& s
jobseebmrtr 16
insecurite s 6 & s
marginalization

1 Future studies
should examine how
6ontol ogica
can be investigated
within autism, inequality
and employment studies
Le Grand & Normalization of Sherida 1 Organizing
Talinbds absurd practices in | (2018) gender work and workplace
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organization &
categorization of
work perspective

workplaces &
society in general

pay gap
challenges for
disabled staff

environments through
commonsensical non-
binary/polarisation
approach

i Staffd s
requirementsand needs
should be central in
workplace inequality
studies

1 Future studies
should look into the
combination of much
wider societal,
organisational and
empl oyeesé
responses to inequality
and marginalisation

Val |l as b
labour market
segmatation and

Rational practices

are replaced with an

normalized by

Gal
(2015)
communicatio

et

attribution of irrational/absurd n barriers for

specific value and| practices autistic staff

rewards

perspective

Srivastava (2017)| Replication & Lopez & i Challenging
& LopezRoldan | maintenance of Keenan (2014) organizational rituals,
& Fachel|societal sensory and customsandcultures

(2021) external
influences on
organizational
structur
categorization
perspective

rituals, organizing
structures & modes
of expression

sodal
challenges for
autistic staff

leading to inequality and
marginalisation of
autistic people

1 Highlighting the
role ofhierarchical forms
in the reproductiomf
exclusion

1 Highlighting
how theadopton of
standardisetiR
practiceshave led to
inequality and
marginalisation
reproduction

1 Future studies
should examine how
staffme mber s 6
customs and preference
may have also
reproduced workplace
inequality

Jinbés (2
class structural
differences
perspective

Polarization between

meaningful &
meaningless

Waisman

Ni t zan
(2021)
workplace
mak
adaptations for
autistic staff

Reconceptualin

g & rethinkingthe
meaningfulness o
employment
practicesand
workplace
environment for
autistic staff and
themarginalized
in society

1 Recognizing the
meaninglessness of
standardized recruitmen
selection, pay & reward
and performance
appraisals

1 Future studies tq
focus more on a shift
towards HR practices
with meaning
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Li et al. (2018) & | Polarization betweer] Wood & Challenging 1 Institutionalizin
Witt (2016) state | illusion and reality | Ha p p e 6 s| neoliberal g a workplace norm
institutionalizatio (2020) overall | application of based on pe
n of workplace & unfriendly reward internalization ofwhat it
societal inequality work compensatin, means tdeel valued,
perspective environment | promoting and respected, treated equal
staffrecogntion | q Future studies

and performance | should examine a
through eqitable | comparative analysis of

resource value and meaning
identification, creation as mitigators
allocation, against inequal and
distribution and | marginalised treatment i
usage workplaces and society
Polarization between Sz at ma r| HR to identifying | Building
official & unofficial (2018) appropriate resilience into
rule & language pervasive wellbeing organizational entities
autistic lack of | measures that arg through employee
wellbeing in realistically learning & development
workplaces communicated to | q Enhancing
enhance workplace adaptain

e mp | oy e e| througha language of
performance and | tolerance, dignity for all
longerterm and inclusivity
resilience q Future studies
should ask fundamental
guestions on processes
relationality, dignity
enhancement and
strategic resilience

Conclusion and Recommendations

Autism research has not preusly been investigated and presented in terms of how the use of
employment practices such as recruitment, selection, reward and performance management
have led to a perpetuatiahinequalitywithin the workplace and wider society. The absurdity
that this normalization has created has led to a fundamental void, which is how to address
workplace inequality through a reconceptualization of the inequality ancttherdniation

felt by marginalied communities such as autistic jobseekers. After a critical examination of
autism research and anchoring this chapter on the theoretical framework of inequality theory,
a deeper understanding of the extent to which inequality and marginalization mdebave
perpetuated in different organizational contexts and national/societal environments has been
achieved. An examination of inequality research and literature within various organizational
and societal contexts has revealed that HRM has been, for fanthgreoccupied itself with
developing procedures and mechanisms that have successfully served a range of
organi zationsd performance and financi al obj
individual employees, collectives and marginalized commurofiéiseir individuality, their
respect, dignity and humane employment conditions. Over time, such research has become
mainstream and has led to what Yurchak called the hypernormalization of absurdity
(including the unquestioning adoption of standardizedurement, selection and performance
practices) to the extent that the unquestioning development and adoption of such practices
have maintained, stabilized and perpetuated an organizational and even national culture of
inequality and marginalization of vngrable communities (including autistic jobseekers). This
has therefore | ed to t hi softeeblanketapplicatonadhe cogni t
challengé mitigation approach that has, over the decades, been used to address challenges
posed targanizational development by marginalized groups such as autistic employees.
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As part of a new way out, | have proposed four areasinwiRMis houl d st ep up
responsibility to help address the inequality and marginalization experienced by the autis
community of jobseekers in my focus group. Doing so will help to resolve the application of
standardized workplace processes and procedures, including the hiring processes, that have
been hypernormalized in workplaces. By using the experiences aisdomup of autistic
jobseekerso study a marginalized community, the novel set of four proposals include an
HRM framework that identifies the negative issues felt by autistic people when an
organi zationds resour ces adtesasfyhe traditibnali n ways
challenge mitigation approach in HRM scholarship. The neyrdnged framework also
highlights the need tshift the discourse from national (madewel), organizational and
cultural systems that treated marginalized gralipgespectfully and imumarely to one that
focuses on improving their personal and professional wellbeing and personal human
development and finally developimgsiliencecapability for individuals and communities at
the micro levelThese proposals seras a practical way forward to help HRM to address the
structural inadequacies and the normalization of personal and organisational under
development that Bechter et al. (2017) and Heyes et al. (2018) and the cHaligtigation
processes (see Tilly, 19Pthat have perpetuated workplace inequality in Human Resource
Management scholarship. Future studies should examine and critique frameworks that
develop sustainable resilience building in a wider range of marginalized and vulnerable
communities and grosp
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Chapter 5: 'Chocolates for the Director' and other Tales of Public Sector Absurdity
Maria Kordowicz
Abstract

This chapter fuses critical institutionalism and literary analysis, along with autobiographical
autoethnographic anecdotes, to formulate an account of absurdity in the English public sector.

The | esser known work of t heoUeen dwrheod oR caltiessh
Director' (original: nNnCzekol adki dla Prezesa
exemplify institutional farce. MroUek's worKk

public organisation practices typical of SowsaPoland and his literary style and role
characterisations are studied in this chapter. The account considers the realm of bureaucratic
practices and rituals in contemporary England; the author's own reflections of studying the
National Health Service ethgmaphically and working within it and in Higher Education are
drawn upon, including in the 'old normal' and the pandemic eras. The chapter stays faithful to
the literary genre of absurdism and offers no solutions.
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l ntroduction (Wstnp)

There are many ntleodological approaches to getting under the skin of organisational life. |
consider myself an organisational ethnographer. Ethnography is a qualitative approach
typically applied within the social and behavioural sciences, stemming from the field of
Anthropology, enabling us to expand our understandings about how societies and groups
function (e.g. Geertz, 1973). | gather rich multisource data towards my resdantérview
members of organisations and teams, | analyse documents, policies and aatedacts,

observe what goes on day to day, taking ethnographic field notes. This means that | have had
many opportunities to study organisations to gain a deep insight as to their functioning, their
processes and people dynamics, in much the same way thatpahbgists traditionally study
human groups and their cultures. One of our
Reflexivity denotes the ability to take into account the impact of my presence on what | am
researching and on the researobcpss itself (see Scotford Archer, 2012). | therefore

approach the writing of this chapter from the reflexive standfiaietiecting on arguably

absurd situations from my past work in the English public sector, namely the National Health
Service (NHS) anh Higher Education Institutions (HE) and my role within them.

There is also an element of autoethnography within this chapter in order to connect my own
personal experience with my sodaaltural context. Autoethnography is conducting
ethnography ofsehnd under st an ddultugl andrce@dual tagets, utdisgng f

selffr ef l ection, reflexivity and oneds own subj
therefore apt that | have chosen to dmaw on
t he Directoro (original fCzekol adki dla Prez
in Sovietera Poland. | recently recollected the painful absurdity of the censorship of my

mot her6s |l etters sent to 8 vye ankedoutdlausesl f r om
imagine expressing her immersing herself in the bourgeois excess of thedVesb d a y I
visited a supermarket to find shelves fill ed
and was served i mmediaadeen the metrio which lzad actmellylorcé ; 0 |

b e e n Thkexpiedsions of a life in direct contrast to the absurd social and infrastructural
inefficiencies of Co mBda3l)was & satlis, joarmalist, draktatist Ue k  (
and cartoonist. Many dfis works are classified as absurdist fiction or the theatre of the

absurd. This genre typically focusses on the nihilist experiences of its characters, whereby
there appears to be no inherent meaning to t
themselves within absurd and incongruous scenarios, typically offering no way out and

steeped in futility.

One of MroUekés most famous works, the play
through which to understand my early childhood experiencésdies the work for my

Polish ALevel (it did feel somewhat oxymoronic to be undertaking an English school

gualification in my native tongue, studying a literary culture that was my own, and yet from

an out si deii peshapp leere mpipitctiomive et hnography began)
presents us with a muijenerational household on stage (termed a microsociety by a number

of literary commentators), in conflict, with Artur, a medical student, in vein attempting to

establish a valuelsased system for aagising the household. Here, the teenage me, | saw

parallels with what | perceived to be the empty gestures and propaganda of Soviet Russia, and
how at odds it was with my daily experience of food stamps, queueing, and the surveillance

my family risked beig under by being anRarty academicc6 and r emember not t
about politics at school d heard the 7 year o
intellectual class as symbolised by Artur has any place in modern society. Not long before

writing this chapter, Michael Gove (a Conservative Party Minister and at the time the
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Secretary of State for Justice in the UK) disaestlexperts during the 2016 Brexit

7z

referendum with the words o6l think the peopl

However, hose t okrfowrsamd rvorod] erkédcse nte sveeerr
0

| C
t he Director (1992). The rationale for choo
published in the satiristo&s {tbeeneanslatecia s i s
English and | make an amateurish attempt to do so myself within this chapter being no
translator, but | do so | hope in ode to the

the Directoro to a witleigmyoanurdnslaioncTée wolk,v en t he
seemingly inspired by the farce of the Sovaed, is a scathing criticism of institutional life

and the contemporary workplace in all its absurdity, which of course is directly aligned with

the premise ofourpresémto ok . The meaningl ess scenarios t
point towards the hypernormalisation of absurdity which mgutihors explore in great detail

T namely, how the solving the complexity of the real world and all its challenges and
intractabled wi ckedd problems, such as climate chang¢
forth has been traded for a simpler fake Potemkin village smokescreen; thus, reinforcing the
maintenance of an obedient and naive populace, upholding the power of corjitesatndl

other ruling oligarchies. A Potemkin village, named after Prince Grigory Potemkin who bult a

fake village to impress Empress Catherine Il, refers to a construction with the purpose of
providing an external fagade of success, to mask the undesieattity of its true form.

Finally, but by way of an introduction, this chapter can be conceptualised both as stemming

from critical institutional and literary analysis. Critical institutionalism promotes and

contributes to the body of knowledge conceginstitutional relational processes, the

distribution and utilisation of both human and /fom man r esour ce and t he i
interrelationship with its societal context (Cleaver & de Koning, 2015). | draw on

autoethnographic experiences of institnéiblife which pertaining to these facets which are of

central interest to critical institutionalism. Literary analysis scaffolds the present chapter,
through the application of Sgawomir MroUekos
elucidating the lasurdity of institutional processes with the English public sector. As an
ethnographer, my subjective experience of the work and my own personal perspectives, along
with a critical evaluation of the MrimUekds w
sections are named after selected chapters o

The Hat (Kapelusz)

My numerous Head of Programmes, Projects and Services interim management roles in the

NHS entailed taking part in countless meetings. | cannot recall a meeting where the Pareto

80/20 principle had not reared its head, namely that the last 20% of thegweasispent

discussing matters holding 80% significance, whereas 80% of meeting time was spent on
discussing the lesser 20% of issues. And the 20% often involved car parking or printing

pitfalls. Indeed, one of the often cited concerns withinthe NHSvishé 0 manage Owas!t
within the system. OWasted, according to the
a number of facets of organisational l i fe an
medical procedures of low value, and the userahded medicines when equally effective
generic alternatives are availabl ed. It was
practitioner referrals to other NHS services began to be more actively scrutinised for their
appropriateneswsaisth edr der tthe sgddt een. dthehi s s aw
medi cal generalist NHS 6gatekeepersdé whose r
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healthcare expenditure t hr ouigoheidnagu tohgoartieskienpg &
through standaids ed 6one size fits all 6 criteria by
management teams (Royal College of General Practitioners, 2018). Though proponents of the
referral management systems arregvu eedw 6t haantd tghue yc
arourd the appropriateness of referrals, upholding quality of care and providing value for

money, somewhat absurdly, the teams assessing the referrals, were often made up of the same
local GPs employed at higher cost to the taxpayer by externally procuret priggiders

making the referral decisions in the first place. Arguably, this duplicated the use of human
resource, paradoxically creating wastage in the system and risking the deprofessionalisation

of general practitioners (e.g. Weiss & Fitzpatrick, 19973jheir own colleagues undermining

their clinical expertise in decisiemaking. Despite scant evidence as to their effectiveness in

driving improved referrals and quality of clinical decisimaking, within government policy,

referral management centn@sre nonetheless promoted as a symbol of efficiency and cost

saving to the tax payer, driving the hypernormalisation of an inherently absurd organisational

ritual.

To draw parallels with fAiChocol ates for the D
MroUek uses the hat as a ioyerhathdsafoatwardy Pot e mk
facing semblance of civility and professionalism, but merely as a Scheinian artefact (referring

to Edgar Scheinds (1992) concetgnétbahloldssnat i on o
bearing on the underlying reality of institutional performance. Officials are mandated by the
Director to wear the hat when making their way through the town on official business. The
Director informs his hworhkaftortcher auhgaht ohfef iocpiuarlc
described in comedic detail, as being o6o0of th
manufactured from the highest quality felto
lock and key to prevent it frogetting dusty. Soon problems begin to arise, namely caused by
staff having heads of different shapes and s
approach results in the Director receiving the following anonymous complaint from the senior
clekkiof rom a hygienic standpoint, it is my res
dandruffé (p. 136). And so a meeting is call
over shadowed by a mor e 0i mp othetseniortacdcoultdaht’o Par et
whilst on official business in town, was not only not wearing the hat, but was found to have
been fanning himself with it. The senior acc
not excuse his wrongdoing inthe eyes @ thDi r ect or, f or the hat rer
Stated (p. 137) .
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Figure5.1: A Borsalino felt hat in the shade of marengo

Here, MroUek elucidates several absurdities
tangi bl e shyarbbo |a nodf hbéattheweari ng to convey the
up space in lieu of meaningfully contending with complex and challenging work. Further, the
somewhat farcical passive aggressive reports on colleagues as in the case of dandruff, are
reminiscent of the use of Datix reporting, an electronic incident reporting system, within NHS
organisations. | spent several years working in forensic mental health settings, where several
high-risk events, including the assault of my team member by anaéfiemember within a

forensic unit, mandated the completion of an
serious the incident | was reporting had bee
ups6 as to next st e menerated fromithe wmciderd tawards theg woul d
prevention of future issues. It was as i f 6D

the NHS vernacular) had become an end in itself rather than the means to an end it was
designed to beti XQuilstwputofitteront D d. This ap
led to insurmountable volumes of Datix incident reporting within the NHS Trust. Further, the
Dati x process has been Oexposedod on Twitter
The Indepadent, as being weaponised through its use to attack colleagues and other

professional groupsindeed, a mixed methods study of national patient safety incident report

in Datix carried out by Cooper and colleagues (2017) revealed that 45% of repitiseaktr

! Lintern (2020)Shaun Lintern on Twitter: "The weaponisation of NHS incident reporting

meant to improve safety is one of the biggestibrs to improving patient safety, culture and

workforce engagement. Sorry Eileen, | hope you challenge this." / Twitter



https://twitter.com/shaunlintern/status/1327911527278665728?lang=en
https://twitter.com/shaunlintern/status/1327911527278665728?lang=en
https://twitter.com/shaunlintern/status/1327911527278665728?lang=en
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blame to an individual, potentially reflecting an organisational culture in health which leads to
retribution, rather than one of l earni ng, a l
system factor soé, und e rtheinagidenhrgporting gystemr nargely toa | pu
generate learning from incidents about how to avoid them in the future.

The absurdity of incident reporting through Datix within the NHS is often highlighted on
#medtwitter. PradssorAlison Leary (2022) highlightthat the resolution of a Datix report

does not denote the resolving of systemic issues in the NHS which pose a risk to patient

safety, such as its present recruitment and retention crisis undermining safe staffing levels.

Dr Gordon Caldwell (2022) tweetbout the futility of the Datix process, as engaging with it

|l eads to the creation of 6éa new |l ong verbose
iStaff must be more vigilant and3mgane carefu
participaion in the process outwardly designed to fix the root of the problem, results in the
proliferation of tasks which have little bearing on the issue which requires solutions to prevent
future incidents.

MroUekoés chapter OThe itspotiedwearidgtheBolsarmodanh e Di r
Sunday, in direct contravention of his own policy. He is spotted by one of his employees who

is left with the dilemma of whether to d6say
We can draw parallels heretwh t h e2 266C aotmciha dhbemmad of Dati x
NHS institutionakR2bifefelfhetbetmedCaseph Hel
literary work bearing the same title, where the absurdity of military life and war are unpicked,
through the attempts of the central character to complete the demands of military service to be
able to return home, which are marked by their futility and paradoxical trappings with no

apparent way out. Therefore, does the current application of the Dstixrsynean staff

finding themselves in the dilemma of filling out a Datix form and risk producing more work

for themselves with no clear resolution, or do they pass the incident by? In true absurd style,

the employee in AChocoilba tteoswedrmugDiracatdut@esr ect or
so whilst pretending that he hasndédt seen him
Wolves (Wilki)

2Prof Alison Leary  #ProtectNurse on Twitter: "Your datix might be resolved but the safety

issue has not gone away. No and low harm is the time to tackle safety issues befortney be

serious issues." / Twitter

3 Gordon Caldwell on Twitter: "@shaldonangler @sweb68 @NHSwhistleblowr @icureiosity

@JanMDavies The outcome of #Datix is usually a new lonqg gerBolicy circulated by email

which boils down to 'Staff must be more vigilant and more careful and fill in yet another long

form' https://t.co/kpJQcmA301" / Twitter



https://twitter.com/alisonleary1/status/1548990280556331010
https://twitter.com/alisonleary1/status/1548990280556331010
https://twitter.com/alisonleary1/status/1548990280556331010
https://twitter.com/doctorcaldwell/status/1551458118047072256
https://twitter.com/doctorcaldwell/status/1551458118047072256
https://twitter.com/doctorcaldwell/status/1551458118047072256
https://twitter.com/doctorcaldwell/status/1551458118047072256
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Absurd fiction does not provide solutions, nor a resolution, rather it highlights a lack of
congruence and inherent mewali20l@). Yetfornmymani t y O
the existential threat brought by the COVID pandemic, prompted reflection on what

constitutes meaning at work. Simultaneously, the context brought with it a spate of absurd

rituals and behaviours within the workpldcargually as a coping mechanism in the face of
existential dread. O6Finding meaningd has oft
countering the absurd and the futility of human existence. Here we can immerse ourselves in

the key premise of existential thdugportraying human existence as fundamentally absurd:

O0At certain moments of lucidity, the mech
meani ngl ess pantomi me makes silly everyth
di scomfort in the fywceeépfi snaald(Samodwme i a lh 1 ur

1942- Myth of Sisyphus)

It can therefore be argued that our search for meaning in a meaningless world in itself
gives rise to absurdity. This puts us in a Godotian pattern of behaviour, whereby we repeat
routines and tuals, which in essence have no culmination, driven only by a vain unrealised

hope for the arrival of the new. O0Godotiand
Beckett which debuted in 1953, the tragicomic poet, playwright and novelist, oftease
one of the key figures in absurdist theatre.

figures, Vladimir and Estragon, engaging in seemingly meaningless and frustrating
discussions and encounters, while waiting for Godot to arrive. Godot doasivet
highlighting the futility of VIadimir and Es
pointless wait.

Parallels can be drawn with the behaviours we engage in within our workplaces, as
well as the rituals and culturesioktitutions. The pandemic saw me leave work at several HE
institutions for consultancy for a year. My experience of working in HE during the time of
lockdown was a sure road to burnout. The wavlde COVID-19 situation gave rise to a
body of literature ppraising the context of home working and productivity, typically
stemming from a desire to ensure offlz@sed productivity is sustained or increased, absurdly
in the context of a global pandemic. As we moved oyrarson teaching delivery to the
onlinecontext, attempting to resolve timetabling and technology issues became the central
focus of my O6academicbé work. The I T infrastr
and | often found myself moving over from the institutionaiigndated software tmy own
businesshased tools so that my microphone connection would even work so that my voice
could be registered (arguably a lecturing staple). Alongside this, workload seemingly
increased exponentially, in particular the top down demands to recordeunteht what we
were doing took a precedent over the actual doing. What | was already experiencing as a
6t e ac hi npmandemid, daely phe marketisation of higher education and the need to

ensure maxi mum Osal es and om&Nixonf 2011 keéamdae . g. N
factory belt of online student throughput an
teaching delivery. I n 6Wol veso, MroUekds pub

Director fears for his life and asks samne to volunteer themselves as prey for the wolves to
save others (face to face teaching in the middle of a pandemic anyone?). As no one comes
forward, he offers them a pay rise and a stateled funeral, until he has a willing volunteer.
The volunteerreect s t he offer of the funded funer al
see to thato (p. 151) , but the Director who
rejected on the basis of the recipient being dead, bends under the pressurpmbtchang
wolf pack to pay out a bonus.

As previously mentioned, a notable facet of the HE pandemic organisational response
was that empty performance and work volume and output metrics proliferated more than ever.
My own PhD was an ethnographic studygeheral practices in England that had been
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labelled as poor performing as a result of their scores on a pay for performance quality
improvement scheme called the Quality and Outcomes Framework (QoF) introduced in the

early 2000s (Kordowicz, 2016). My thegsvas a critical commentary on the limitations of

numerical targets as a lens for assessing quality of care and here | was being mandated to
evidence measurable activity above meaningfu
for t he Diimgécallen todliscass theesebimitted case of poor staff punctuality as

to whether another meeting ought to be called to discuss staff punctuality. The meeting to

di scuss staff punctuality is then called and
utilising the literary device absurdity to convey the irrationality of performance targets in the
wor kplace. For a review of target dédgamingd o

Hoodbés work (2006), whi ch erlormancecanhieeementin ed t o
primary care (Kordowicz & Ashworth, 2010). The workers, suitably impressing the Director,
set even more and more ambitious targets for themselves until they decide to begin work at
4am, becoming caught in the enactment and hyperaisation of ever more absurd
workplace behaviour.
The comedic is rarely far from the tragic. As colleagues in HE passed away from

COVvID-19, their obituary <circular emails cont ai
is no evidence to indicatbat they contracted COVHDR9 whilst undertaking work at the
uni versityao. It became c¢cl ear that fears of |
than public health and human compassion concerns, became the main driving forces
underpinningh e HE top down pandemic response. Like

demoralised, disempowered by the systemic structures | found myself part of, and could no
longer fit many of my own values into much of my teaching work. To add insult to injury,
Michelle Donelan, who served as Minister of State for Higher and Further Education during
the pandemic | ockdowns, would demonstrate co
teach students in person despite eviddrased public health pandemic control sweas. She
al so highlighted the O6deeply irresponsi bl eb
strikes to improve the working conditions of university workers. As my colleagues were
working all hours to support their students while tending ta tteging responsibilities at
home during | ockdowns, I still recal |l readin
disbelief as representing an HE context that for me working within the HE context did not
exist. In a similar vein, my ethnographic resbeat the time exploring a general practice
guality improvement scheme, captured the camaraderie, adaptability, hard work and patient
centredness of general practitioners, at what was for many the most challenging time of their
careers. And yet here i2820 headline from The Telegraph: 'lazy doctors are using d®vid
asanexcusetonotsedis yes, to prevent the spread of a
ether. The NHS is facing the worst staffing crisis in its history due to continuous
underinding, poor long term workforce planning, and Brexit, including exceptionally high
rates of staff burnout, turnover and low morale, and the media and Secretary of State for
Health continued to malign and scapegoat general practitioners to the poiceof far

Further, recruitment and promotion freezes across the HE sector during the initial
waves of the pandemic in England contributed to my colleagues fearing for their professional
futures and adopting a O6head dowmadffewtishat egy,
faux productivity. Though from a non HE context, a PhD study of hiring freezes (supposedly
a strategy to improve organisational functioning) within the mining industry (Nzuza, 2020),
demonstrates the extent of their negative impact on woidgaviours and therefore on the

4'Lazy doctors are using Covid as an excuse to not see-uRtlegraph readers on local GPs



https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/09/14/lazy-doctors-using-covid-19-excuse-not-see-us-telegraph-readers/
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organisationitsefc ausi ng a 6distortion of work rol es,
employee dissatisfaction, low morale, low motivation, and negative attitude about the

organi sation. 6 | «cedetsaiantl yt hceo ntvienyee.d @ ohrevseer saet |
Soviet era, everyone had a job. My granddad said to six year old me that this is why the

War saw metro wonodét get built unless we have
would on my daily walk to schodlwould spot workmen sitting around drinking vodka. The

Polish sayinggoes6 czy sifn stoi, czy sin | eUy, dwa tys
standing up or | ying down Vlpmnigseéte masdadyof | ed t o
the Polish languagoriginal has greater comedic impact!), indicating that no matter the

quality of your contributions at work, you would get paid, due to the guaranteed income

within Soviet bloc Poland. It turns out that the menacing sound of wolves was simply the
growlingof a col |l eagueds stomach after eating to
comes away with his life in tact, but also an unprecedented cash bonus.

The Lift (Winda)

To conclude, there is no way out of hypernormalisation. Or so absurd fiction would have us
believe and after all, in Camusian terms, Of
AChocol ates for the Direct or blicsedtolrworkarsimo sol u
the book remain caught in cycles of absurdity and empty sycophantic behaviour, symbolised
through the act of gifting chocolates. No doubt, my own futile attempts of looking for

meaning in this pointless existence through ethnograpdgkin to this, but | would hope

more to my favourite box of nutty Ferrero Rocher. | hope at least that | have presented
ethnographic reflexivity through autoethnography as a useful field of enquiry, helping to
elucidate just s o nomalandfl sodiultoalrpitfailsy and existantgala ni s a t

crises. One day, the Director announces that
going to get a I|ift.o6 Initially, this is met
housed onthergound f | o o ri exclaidethedDirectanb h 86 s i s 1T nnovat.i

50). Perhaps, one day | can write a chapter on the fallacy of innovation in the public sector
and offer no solutions there either.
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Chapter 6: The hypernormalization of race in contemporary workplaces
Dieu Hack-Polay

Abstract

The chapter discusses the way in which race relations and discrimination have been
hypernormalized in contemporary society. With globalization and overwhekwidgnce of
increased productivity when a diverse workforce is in place, it is paradoxical to notice the
difficulties in linking practices and rhetoric in organizations with such evidence. The issue
becomes more apparent when government grand narrggaréisularly in the capitalist

world, call for migrant labour to help industry and nation building. Yet, not sufficient
institutional structures are put in place, nor their implementation adequately enforced to
guarantee long term adequate and sustaineddlbeing for a large number of newcomer

groups who are then racialized and ghettoized. This raises questions of whether racism and
disadvantage are consciously normalized hoated democratic systems which profess
equality in their philosophical and fgacal rhetoric. The rest of the chapter expands on
Western thought and its contradictions about race, the construction and normalization of
racism through colonial practices as well as the issue of systemic racism and its normalization
in contemporary wdkplaces and labour relations. These themes running in the help to lay out
the case for a hypernormalization of racism, incl its manifestations, meanings and effects.

Western thoughts and its contradictions on race

Western philosophical and sociologitiggrature is filled with the idea of equality, liberty,

freedom and justice, etc. This also pervades modern business and management literature and
the Westerd centric textbooks in the field. We shall not cover the full spectrum of Western
thought on thessue of equality in this chapter. However, we shall focus on a number of key
17" and 18' century systems of thoughts that shaped the narrative and legal framework about
equality and diversity in Europe and the western world that derived from its canquehkis
context, we consider the thoughts of Montesquieu, Hobbes, Rousseau and Descartes.

In 17" and 18" Century Western philosophy, thinkers such as Montesquieu, Thomas
Hobbes and Montes occupied the centre stage. Speaking about equality, MontjLiie
originally published in 1783) argued that all men are born equal and should remain so thanks
to the protection of the law. This extraordinary thought that sits in sharp contrast with the
political system of the time (feudal system), was a novepaoabcative idea that spread
rapidly throughout Europe and the western world. It is believed that the constitution of the
United States and the perspectives on civil liberties and freedom are largely inspired by
Mont esqui eubds wor k. beheves that man is bafnZrelHis)senegnglu a |l | vy
work has inspired many freedom movements in Europe and the West more broadly.

In the Englishspeaking world, Thomas Hobbes is credited for being one of the most
influential social reformers and philosophergtaf 18" century era. It is important to note
that Hobbes himself was a"l@entury thinker, but the significance of his philosophy made is
lasting and dominate that " &€entury. In his The Social Contract, Hobbes argues that
emphasized equality betwealh peoples and between men and women. He asserted that all
are part of the social system and can take charge or be subjects at some point in time.
Hobbesds ideas reiterated the emerging narra
the planet sbuld enjoy unreservedly.

With these philosophers, we have the foundation of freedom and liberty in Europe and
the Western world. Their seminal works have inspired many freedom movements in Europe
and the West more broadly. For example, the French resolafithe 1800s cannot be
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divorced from the philosophy of Montesquieu and Rousseau. Equality and diversity thinking

in the United Kingdom and the United States is linked to the work of Hobbes. In fact, the

British philosopher contended that all humans havascribed right to compete for

acquisition of resources and to defend themselves. This early idea of equality laid the

foundations of thinking about individual rights central to Western capitalist societies and
democracies. Only by acknowledging thigeatsity can humans be happy (Tucker, 2016).

More significantly, the mottos of many of the most prominentated democratic countries

such the USA, UK and France draw directly from these philosophical thoughts, for instance in
the USA it iustml,ni@od hwe UKr it i s fADieu et Mo
French and meaning God and My Right). In France one speaks of One and indivisible France
with the moto fALibert ®, EEgualityi, Bragherhobdr at er ni t ®0

However,the Western political systems and world international relations driven by the West
at the time were not commensurate with the grand narratives about trust in the fair-and non
discriminatory God. However, the exclusion of minorities in much of the Westenisphere

is at odd with the explicit reference to the one loving God in the British and American
constitutions. The reality of Western society throughout the centuries has defied the
philosophical views and national mottos which profess an elusive ggaraditireedom.

These narratives sit right at the heart of a-26@rlong slavery movement and subsequent
western oppression (colonization) of the nations outside of Europe. The violent oppression of
the colonized and the indoctrination of the massesshesed the attitudes towards minorities
in Western societies leading to the inferiorization of these minorities in most spheres of life,
including work and employment, education, housing, health and access to political power.
Abrams et al. (2015) talk ofypocrisy. We can speak of Western hypocrisy about equality
and diversity because of unequal application of human rights, whereby the balance of equality
tips in favour of one group (white) to the detriment of others. These will have dramatic and
lasting ®nsequences for postcolonial workplaces, e.g. equality and diversity in employment
opportunities as well as promotions within work. Evidence suggest that white male have a
disproportionately wider representation in top jobs in organizations and government
(TomaskovieDevey & Hoyt, 2019; Mooney, 2017). We consider these contradictory
narratives and practices in the next paragraph. We also draw on the critical voices from the
oppressed world, such as those of Frantz Fanon and more recent scholars suajeas Geor
Ayitteh, Miles and Anthias & YuvabDavis who denounce the normalization of disadvantage
and Western hypocrisy.

The contradictions

Postcolonial theory of race examines impact of colonialism and the enstiafesb
globalization on race relations. Tlkeé&wsre, postcolonial theory of race relations in its

historicity sheds lights on its ongoing ramifications for societies generally and employment
relations more specifically. The legacy of colonialism has been significantly theorized in the
sociological lierature.

Authors such as Phizacklea and Miles (1980) argue that the complexities of labour and
race relations have their roots in the migration that followed colonialism. During the two
world wars, people from the colonies were drafted into the battleszbelping to save
Western nations from Nazi Germany. And in the aftermath of the wars, particularly the
second world war, labour shortages to rebuild post war Europe mean that once again, the
colonized were called upon to help Europe. However, in aktlealls, the significant labour
areas filled by the foreign and migrant labour were largely menial and labour intensive work
roles (HackPolay et al., 2021). The narrative, here again, was that thEuapean labour
force was needed but in reality it sviargely for unfulfilling and hazardous positions that no



86

one wanted to undertake. This is an exemplification of how inequalities in early diverse

labour relations were set in sharp contrast with the ideals of equality and fairness advocated in
Western tbughts and political narratives. The ideals of equality and fairness pertained to the
ingroupi and in the silence, groups such as women aneintes were excluded. For

instance, the Chinese immigrants in Liverpool (England) were largely confined to jobs
shipyards, cleaning cockpits (Chiang, 2021; Broady, 1955); the Caribbeans were employed in
coal mines (Sutherland, 2006) and the Africans mainly in cleaning and domestic jobs. Clearly
the labour force in postwar and postcolonial Europe was segregated.

These segregation practices were neither accidental nor isolated. As explained earlier, they
were ideologically constructed through imperialism and colonization. Fanon (2004) saw
colonization as hypocrisy and a machine for violence from the very natainddhmed to be
democracies which profess nuiolence approaches. This led Ayitteh (1992) to decry the
betrayal of Africa [and by ricochet the colonized world] through the western colonial

enterprise, which was largely aimed at removing dignity fronttihenized, humiliate them

and exploit them. In most cases these practices weresgtatsored by the very political
establishments that professed equality and diversity (Carter, Harris & Joshi, 1987).
Segregation ideas were prevalent in British postwhtiqad narratives. As an example, in
1968, the British Health Secretary, Enoch Po
expressed the undesirability of Raite people in British society. He claimed that nhon

whites will corrupt the purity of Britishae and cul ture (Hickson, 20
still relied on by British white supremacist movements to justify ats of violence against
minorities in the UK and the USA (Webb, 2015; Langlois, 2021, The Washington Post) and
the denial of Black vote ihe USA. Segregation and slavery movements were legislated

during colonial times with royal ascent. These were abolished in 1863 only after all major
colonial powers had done so, thus showing the attachment of the West for the very equality
that their eminet philosopher and constitutions have professed for centuries (Hickson, 2018,
Drescher, 1994). The spirit of segregation has since not disappeared in the Netherland, where
Rose (2022) still found that in the2&entury black women face stiff discriminai. Thus,

clearly ethnic labour was not equal to white labour, leading Anthias and-Dawigs (2005)

and many other authors to conclude that western nations used migrants as a reserve army of

| abour. fAReserveo means n @&resomerivhiteeworkeess s t o d
landed in seemingly supervisory positions, the lack of respect and unequal pay were key
features of their tenure.

Institutional racism: culmination to hypernormalization

In recent year key debates have emerge over the notgysteimic racism and its existence. It

is generally thought that racism flourishes in times of hardship (Weil, 1991), where racial
selection in terms of access to resources is more prevalent. The recent period of hardship
caused by the cowtl9 pandemic lenot been an exception. Racial debates, in particular
around health inequalities and socioeconomic disadvantage, have intensified since the
COVID-19 pandemic period. This period has seen a resurgence and significant surge in racial
tensions, particularlgs affecting minority ethnic groups. Though some in the political and
media sector acknowledge that there may be some organized discrimination against
minorities, others in the same circles have persistently refuted the existence of systemic
racism. This #dests to the normalization of discrimination. In this section, | examine the
meaning of the concepts and provide some clues as to what might constitute systemic racism.

Defining O0systemicd
Let us first unpack the meaning of the term systemic (or soregtirsed interchangeably with
the term systematic). The Oxford Dictionary [OED] (2022) defines the term systemic as a fact
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or phenomenon O6relating to a system, especi a
the phrase O0r el aahstanttp thinloabaut particidar sociabsystema(iéwe c

consider a given collectivity as a social sy
opposed to a particular partoé, also gives wus

understood. Thisexond part of the definition signifies that a systemic phenomenon or action
runs through the structures of the collectivity with little exceptions. Sociologist Auguste
Comte (1929) perceives system as an integrated whole which means that what happens in a
part of the whole affects other parts of that whole. Comte argues that a critical condition to
maintain the system in good order and for it to progress is for each element to cultivate more
altruism (Durkheim, 1895), which signifies working harmoniouslthwie other parts.

Case supporting the hypernormalization of systemic racism

Now returning to the notion of systemic racism, how does it meet the conditions of systemic
proposed in the Oxford definitiomaddhedK i n Com
as well as most countries struggling with racism, there is a sense that racism touches all

spheres of society: employment, health care, policing, education and government and the

justice system, etc. (Hetey & Eberhardt, 2018). Let us considez sf these areas in more

depth to elucidate the case.

In education and employment, for instance, there have been countless reports on how racial
disadvantage is prevalent in British and American schools. In both countries, the
underperformance of bla@dnd minorities is well documented. In the UK, the unemployment
rate for these minorities has been consistently more than twice than their majority
counterparts for decades, currently standing at 10% compared with just 4% for the white
population. This suatned minority disadvantage in education and employment has led
Anthias and YuvaDavis (1995) and Miles, (1974) to speak of migrants as being a reserve
army of labour which is drawn upon only when there is a shortfall in the majority labour
force. HackPday (2019) has spoken of the Ghettoisation of minorities.

In policing and the justice system, it is well documented that black and minority people are

twice more likely to be arrested (Hetey & Eberhardt, 2018) and to receive long term sentences
for petitcrimes compared to their white counterparts in the UK and the USA (ibid). The
disparities in the way in which the police deals with law and order in different communities

has been prominently exemplified in recent years by the killing of Breonna Tagor a

George Floyd and many other black and-mdmite people in the USA; the mishandling of the

killing of black teenager Stephen Lawrence in the UK; the numerous murders of native people

in Canada; policy violence against North Africans and Black Africasance. These high

profile examples represent only the tip of the gigantic iceberg of black disadvantage in

policing and the justice system. In an investigation of the Stephen Lawrence case in the UK,
Sir McPherson found tthiaandlhley @odaciestt of Aret his
institutionalism of racism has resonance in many other countries and social areas. The
attempted insurrection of the Capitol Building in the USA Brd&nuary 2021 and its light

handling by the police and law enfongent forces has been highlighted as further evidence of

the colour of policing and justice (Broadwater & Fandos, 2021). The majority of the

insurgents were white participants and only 50 arrests were made. This sharply contrasts with
the mainly black prot again the killing of George Floyd and against police brutalities where
several dozens were arrested, tear gas fired and the National Guards speedily deployed in
great numbers. In reality, the lenient response to'thla6uary Capitol Riot was because

these 6protesterséd were white and therefore
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many cases), which stands in sharp contrast to the military response to nonviolent BLM
Movement.

In healthcare, evidence suggests that during the C&@ipPandemi@ccess to
treatment is not colodlind (CNN, 2020), meaning that Black and minority people
experienced less favourable treatment. Most patients who are refused the ambulance service
to hospital are minorities. At the same time the number of deaths arealtigcare workers
disproportionately affected black and minorities people because they anepregented in
the low paid end of healthcare jobs which have more exposure tcI®wadd patients.

In government, there is an undepresentation of blacknd minorities at every level:
|l ocal government, state/provincial gover nmen
there has never been a minority prime minister nor deputy prime minster. There is no minority
leader of a major party and minoritieg @lso underepresented in ministerial positions. In
Canada, the first black leader of the major political party (Green Party) was only elected in
2020 after a century of Canadads existence a
members of parliamés and senators is derisory.

The examples can go on and on. We cannot cover all areas of the social system but
these examples show the degree to which the social system displays widespread and
embedded disparities in opportunities for various racial gréDpPrete & FoxWilliams,

2021; HackPolay, 2019) in different countries. The evidence of widespread and
embeddedness of racial disadvantage meets the first criteria in our established definition of
6systemico.

Enduring rhetoric and Structuration Theory

Enduring rhetoric: empirical evidence

A further significant point that supports the case for systemic racism is the temporal
endurance in our societies. Despite formulated legal frameworks to protect different races, the
social system as a whole has shown a significant inability to work igéfctowards equality

for all. In the UK, the Race Relations Act was formulated in 1956 but progress towards race
equality has been slow. If almost a century since the legal framework came into effect, the
debate about race equality is still raging, thiere might be significant flaws in the

application of the legal framework or its enforcement (Kirton & Greene, 2015). This points to
a systemic aspect of the perpetuation of systemic racism. In the US, since Black people earned
the right to vote in 1867uitt, 2021), there have been reports of tampering with their ability

to exercise this critical right. For instance, recently, some polling stations have been closed
without rationale in areas with Black majority, making it difficult for Blacks to votee(T
Guardian, 2020). And suspicion of systemic discrimination is further reinforced when at the
same time, there is a curb on postal voting which traditionally enabled Black voters whose
work patterns did not allow them to present themselves physicalig abtling stations to

vote.

With the abolition of slavery in 1833 (that
and minorities was supposed to abound (National Archives, 2022). However, the difficulties
experienced by these groups in emegoas recognized actors in the social structures testifies

to the fact that there might be a latent drive to maintain them in the former condition

(Horowitz, 2019). The voices of minority groups and campaigners are dismissed as

conspiracy theory and trowdshakers. Thus, arrested, tortured and imprisoned or murdered
(Matrtin Luther King; John Lewis; Malcom X). Yet, openly declared racist groups such as the
British National Party (BNP) and White supremacists in the USA. have faced no vigorous

action (and havbeen condoned in some political arenas), perhaps to perpetuate the status quo
in race relations and minority disadvantage. The persistence of race inequalities could be
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understood through Giddens (1979) Structuration Theory. Racial slurs have even been
professed by serving prime ministers and presidents, with utter impunity, e.g. Boris Johnson,
the British Prime Minister, likening the Muslim women wearing hijab to letter boxes (BBC,
2018; Woolley, 2022).

The hypernormalization of racism and inequality iorkplaces can be conceptualized

through Giddens (1979) structuration theory. The eminent contemporary British sociologist
argues that structure concerns rules and resources. He contends that these are organized in a
way that they fAbicnaltisymyestamd ospana iwn tdhot he
space, they develop more independence, thus becoming systemic. This is significant because,

as the author puts, these systems then becom
collective consciousnesa@are used by social actors (and political actors) to justify their
actions. Thus, this becomes fAthe essenti al r

practices, making structure simultaneously the medium and the outcome of reproduction
prac i ceso (p. 81).

In relation to discrimination and inequality, we can therefore conceive that their
perpetuation is explained by their developing properties (or structures) that survived the test
of time (centuries of western domination) and space (adnessdstern gegpolitical sphere).
To argue the case for systematic racism or discrimination in western workplaces, we have
sought to examine Giddends three tests for t
theory: Interaction, Routinization amtkplanationinteractioni s t he i ndi vi dual s
encounter with the social system, i.e. how they internalize and deploy in practice the
knowledge and ideologies acquired either normatively or structurally. These could be blurred
intimeandspacetbt ar e fAconstantly reconssgpaamuda®ed wi't
(p.86). Racism and discrimination against the colonized have gone through different phases
during the western conquests and domination and taken different forms as we earlier asserted,
e.g. from slavery to colonialism, then to neocolonialism. The second test for establishing the
systemic nature of things Boutinization Through routinization, social action is
institutionalized and give rise to a social order which inextricably helpptoduce social
frameworks. Finally, there iBxplanation Giddens views explanation as the articulation of
the language to convey the recurrent narratives and ideologies. The author believes that the
creation of an accurate syntactic field enables lagguo be normalized and the stance taken
by institutions validated. An example of this can be seen in the papal decree of the [Right of
Discovery] which enabled European conquerors to seize land from Native Americans, a
practice that was perpetuated fdew centuries as it was legitimized by the courts in the so
called free and democratic world.

Giddensodés argument is that the presence of t
ontological security, as well as the organization of social reprimu¢iowever, this trust has
dissipated due to western abuses andfack in many situations, e.g. the abolition of slavery
and its replacement with colonization; the suppression of formal colonization and its
replacement with neoolonialism, etc. Thefere, each time there is discontent, as opposed to
reflecting on the true fundamentals of liberty and freedom and equality embedded in their
constitutions, political systems and core philosophies, western nations replace an evil system
with a more subtleral latent but more vicious system which is more difficult to detect and
openly fight to eradicate. When it is discovered, organizations and politicians attempt to water
down the systematic nature of discrimination by terming it unconscious, such astunrére

fad and buzz phrase unconscious bias. however, in my view, there is hardly anything
unconscious in discrimination and disadvantage because they are embedded and inherent in
institutions that are consciously crafted (Marx, 1867).
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Conclusion
In total, with the statistical evidence available, the protracted period of disadvantage suffered
by minorities and the inability of governments to vigorously enforce equal opportunity and
diversity legislations, it is difficult to refute the suggestions aldmeiekistence of systemic
racism. In this article we have substantiated two key parameters that make the claim about
systemic or systematic racism compelling: persistence and affecting all areas of the social
system and the faintness or lack of politicdl va address the situation, which clearly reflects
structuration theory).
Western civilisation has constructed a system that implicitly favours white supremacy
(e.g. colonization, neocolonisation, cultural imperialism and oppression against its own
ideology of freedom, democracy, equality and diversity). Clearly the hypernormalization fits
the framework of structuration, with the West initiatinteractionwith the outside world for
one purpose (exploitation). To achieve this a complex system of iistélized social and
political actions and has been put in place through colonization and neocolonization
(routinizatior). A systematic narrative is constructestglanation and that undermines and
belittles O0o0othersd6 as pingteuntrees.oped, unciviliz
Thus, perhaps the final assumption to explain the persistence of inequalities and
racism in western workplaces and global institutions is simply that the western centric global
institutions and trade relations are constructed around siyieemacist ideologies which
implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) normalized discrimination and disadvantage against
nonwestern people. Gi dde grougsbrAndi@duadpdaw spont hat :
these structures to perform social actions througbeeltled memory, called memory traces.
Memory traces are thus the vehicle through w
continues that Aéroutinized soci al practices
accomplishments of knowledgeable agents” (2 6 ) . 't i s not surprisin
paper found that most black Americans believe that the abolition of slavery did not bring
dramatic material changes to their condition.
The way out of the hypernormalization of racism and race inequalibeiworkforce is
therefore through the reformulation of those institutions that have long flirted with
stereotypes, and these include the education system, the political system and popular culture
(e.g. film and media). The education system, for instanaéd go through a more vigorous
decolonization process which will entail the inclusion on inputs from the long silenced voices
of the former colonies. Historical accounts, scientific discoveries and contributions to political
thoughts from outside the Werequire honest acknowledgement. For example,
acknowledgement that the popular number system we currently use is made of Arabic digit;
that Arithmetics and geometry have significant roots in Egypt, etc. Acknowledgement of
these significant historical feccand crediting them to the rightful inventors from the South
would show honesty of the West but also give confidence to the cultures that have been
robbed of their heritage. In media, with more globalizing world, it may simply be that
governments have toe courageous enough to venture beyond encouraging diversity of faces
on our screen to mandate diversity (which 1is

N
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Chapter 7: Hypernormalized destruction: making sense of why business organisations
are able to act with impunity

Andy Brookes

Abstract

Numerous scandals and miscarriages of justitbe UKillustrate how, despite catastrophic
failures, orgarsational and political leaders are rarely held to acctanthe harms they have
causedThis chapter will use the lens of hypernormzatiion to heorize this problem of

impunity. It will explore how compelling narratives and complex bureaucratic systems,
0Kaf kaesqued in nature, are deliberately con
and absurd systems, that enable impunity, are sestéinrough the reproduction of particular
forms of corporate speak. Bhdiscussiomlso contributes to theider debate about the
limitations of contemporary democratic institutions, including those in the workplace, to hold
those in power to accounithe chapter ends by imagining the types of social transformation
required to address these problems of impunity and injustice.

Introduction

The current system of wealth creation is highly destructive, and the 'brutality’ of contemporary
capitalism leads to "catastrophic sufferings of people and the devastation of the environment"
(Baxi, 2020, p.5). Businesgganizationsre highly successfiuh creating and accumulating
wealth, but this comes at a high cost for society and the environment. Widespread human
rights abuse and environmental degradation continues despite attempts to constrain the
negative impacts of business activity through legal regulatory means. Despite the rhetoric

of corporate responsibility, abuselaborrights continues unchecked with multinational
corporations implicated in the use of fordadorand modern slavery (Rauxloh, 2007).
Corporate related deaths exceed#iler causes of death in the United States with Bittle

(2020, p.132) asserting that "corporations frequently kill with impunity". Elliot (2021) also
argues that corporations continue to violate human rights without restraint or being held to
account. Althagh this problem of the harmful costs of business applies across a whole range
of organizationatypes and sectors, the multinational corporations (MNCs), by virtue of their
size and power, have the most significant and harmful impact.

The collapse of thRana Plaza building in Bangladesh in 2013, killing over 1,000 garment
workers, is a clear example of the human cost of capitalist wealth creation in the
contemporaryglobalizedeconomy (Bohme, 2014). The problem is not just about justice for

the survivorsand the families of those killed but the fact that the global clothing companies
utilizing these supply chains were able to exploit these dangerous conditions for profit and for
so long. The Bhopal catastrophe in India in 1984 killed more than 10,00@ pelogh a

lethal chemical was released from the Union Carbide plant (Baxi, 2010). Despite this being
described as "largest peacetime industrial disaster" (ibid, 2010, p.32) the Union Carbide
corporation, and its successor, Dow Chemicals were never trulghtrto account, in fact

they continued to thrive and prosper. These individual incidents mask the bigger picture of the
damage to health and wdilking caused by business and work related activity. The World
HealthOrganizationWHO) estimates that theege 2 million workrelated deaths every year
(WHO, 2021). Long working hours, a direct result of how businesses choose taergani

linked to 750,000 of these worklated deaths. Businesses anganizationsnflict these high

levels of harm to human webeing without any meaningful consequence, in other words they
are able to act with impunity (Scheffer, 2017). In terms of the existential threat of global
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warming and climate change, fossil fuel corporatioage continued to create vast wealth
with impunity, and governments, despite grand commitment such as the Paris Climate accord,
have proved powerless to bring about any meaningful change. The extractive sector in
particular generates harm and destructinrsuch a scale that it threatens our survival as a
species (Pensky, 2016). Society appears unable to hold business to account, it can cause harm
and destruction without restraint or being held to accowet allow it to act with impunity
(Simons, 2012).

Impunity describes the use of power without responsibility. Busiorgssizationsct
with impunity when they inflict harm but do not receive the 'legal attention that is due”
(Pensky, 2016, p.488). This presents an ethical problem and is a sourcstafamat only
because businessganizationgan get away with causing harm, but it also has "adverse
consequences for broader raielaw features that we rightly value" (Pensky, 2016, p.488).
Impunity is about power and the unethical exercise and migys@aver, and when society
becomes powerless to act then impunity threatens democracy itself. The direct cost of this
impunity is that it undermines the hope (Reeves, 2019) that is essential for the exercise of the
agency to address the destructive amhifidd activities of businessrganizationsparticularly
the MNCs. Corporate power, and its concentration within a relatively small member of mega
corporations, has grown to a level which can exceed the size and power of individual nation
states, making ihcreasingly difficult to restrain and hold these corporate elites to account
(Peck & Theodore, 2019). The problem of impunity is not about single acts of illegality,
rather it is about the impact of a whole systerfegélizedimpunity. This requires aritique
of the destructive nature of the capitalist system and particularly of the current era or phase of
capitalism that has widely been described as neoliberalism (Brown, 2015; Brown, 2019; Fine
& SaadFilho, 2017).

This chapter seeks theorizethis harmful phenomenon of business impunity. It will
use the concepts of hypernormalization and neoliberalism as the primary analytical lenses.
The overall approach will be critical realist, with a concern and focus on the relationship
between social structuend social action (Frawley & Peace, 2007). In this chapter | will
argue that the hypernormzdd-neoliberalism that constitutes the current social structure is the
primary cause and enabler of impunity. A society orgahalong neoliberal lines threatens
and undermines moral agencyf businesses to act responsibly and of government and
citizens to hold them to account. This situation is absurd, we know the current system is
harming society and the environment, but we enable business actors to actpwitity - an
act of creative selflestruction (Gould, Pellow & Schnaiberg, 2015). ‘Actually existing'
hypernormalize¢heoliberalism resides in and is perpetuated through societal institutions, and
we will focus in particular on the institutions of the aangtion, the law and globaétion.
Neoliberalzation of the political economy, it will be argued, is not simply an unplanned
evolution of society, rather it has been a deliberate andoeetidinated discoursghaping,
ideological project.

Theoretical framework

Hypernormalization was a term coined by Alexei Yurchak in his liakything Was

Forever, Until It Was No Moré2005). He sought to explain the paradox and absurdity of life
in the last soviet generation. In this po&ir period the state delibéedy strove to shape the
reality that its citizens experienced, and this was achieved through the production and
reproduction of an authoritative ideological discourse that became-hgpealized

(Yurchak, 2006). The hypeeality created and sustainedthys discourse became

increasingly detached from reality and without grounding in the lived experience of citizens.
The aim was to achieve social control through the promulgation of this single ideology within
a bounded domain of meaning. Adam Curtis,uhoentary film maker, took Yurchak's term



96

and used it as the title of his series of documentary fgpernormalisatior(2016). Curtis
used the concept to explore contemporary society and its harms and absurdities.
| will use neoliberalism in the senseafvay of describing the nature of the contemporary
capitalist system. N e o | -shiftieg phenamenon” (Peck & n el us
Theodore, 2019, p. 248) but it is nevertheless useful to generate a deeper understanding of
how capitalism has arrivedt its current state. Neoliberalism is the dominant mode of
contemporary politicabconomic systems, but it also provides a framework to critique
contemporary capitalism and explore its downsides. There is clearly a central ideological
componenttoneollor al i sm but as a social object Oactu
resides in the social structures and institutions that constitute the architecture of contemporary
society. The central idea that underpins all neoliberal thought is the fundameetainbibie
market both as the best way to organize society and as the best solution for society's ills
(Wright & Nyberg, 2015). Liberalism as a political and economic philosophy dominated
western economies for two centuries (Wall, 2015) but neoliberalieves in and envisages
a much greater role for the market, leading to a full marketization of society.
For the neoliberal there are almost no areas of society that do not offer the opportunity for
competition and wealth generation. The current statamtalism has not evolved naturally,
it is the result of a deliberate project to bring about the neolibatiain of the economy,
politics and society. The Aintell ectual kern
dates back to the 1920s buivias inaugurated as a formal movement in 1947 with the
founding of the Mont Pelerin Society (Mirowski & Plehwe (Eds.), 20AS)the ideological
founders of the Society, Milton Friedman and Friedrich Hayek set out their vision of a free
market society in r&ction to the dominance of Keynesian, government intervention in the first
half of the 28 century (Davis & Gane, 2021). The project also developed the measures by
which this vision could be achieved, central to which was the policy of deregulatiorem ord
to provide greater freedom for business (Bittle, 2020). A greater role for the market meant a
reduced role for government and a fundamental attack on the notion of society itself (Brown,
2019). In the early 1980s neoliberalism's ideals were incorpdrategovernment policy
with Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan as its earliest proponents. Neoliberalism became
the "governing rationality " (Peck & Theodore, 2019, p.254) leading to policies of
privatization, deregulation, and anthion laws. The natarof neoliberalism continues to
change and evolve (Davies & Gane, 2021) and has become increasingly connected with
powerful libertarian and conservative networks on the political right (Skocpol & Hertel
Fernandez, 2016).

Neoliberalism has become the hyp@rmal in the same way that the state ideology
provided a monosemic reality in the form dbgalizedideological space (Yurchak, 2006).
For Peck and Theodore (2019, p.254), neoliberalism is a "dominant and dominating
hegemonic programme”. The neolibenatms, built around a fremarket fundamentalism,
have becomastitutionalizedacross the majority of contemporary economies. Language
plays a key role in thimstitutionalizationof neoliberal ideology, especially through the
adoption of commonformst&fu si ness and manageri-al | anguage
independent o and primarily serve to demonstr
(Yurchak, 2006, p.48). The authoritative nature of the neoliberal discourse is achieved
through its embedment within foa world institutions such as the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank which operate entirely on neoliberal assumptions (Simons,
2012). Neoliberalism, as we will explore in this chapter, is layg@rnormalizedhrough
broader societal itigutions such as the corporation, the law gtabalization The purpose of
hypernormalizing an ideology, as was the case in thestat&oviet Union, is the exercise of
power to control society in a way that serves special interest which in our daseasporate
elite (Rauxloh, 2007). The neolibewtion of society is an ongoing process and far from
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complete. This was demonstrated by the response to the 2008 Financial Crisis which was,
according to Peck & TheodoofeeolipalismO9morepke 24 9)
an audacious doubling down". The dominant role that neoliberal ideas and practices play in
contemporary economies leads to impunity because of the absence of a competing
authoritative other. The imagination is dominated bypatabst, neoliberal representation of

the social structure even though itégognizedas either not working or dislocated from lived
experience (Tombs & Whyte, 2015). The other purpose served by therbgpr of
neoliberalism is that it appears fckeunchangeable and as if it can go on forever (Economist,
2018). In this way, the corporation and other aspects of the neoliberal hegemony take on an
air of permanence, as if they were natural rather than human constructs (Peck & Theodore,
2019; Bittle & Tombs, 2019). The paradox for those living within the current neoliberal
capitalist era is that we can directly experience the catastrophic cost of the system but the
authoritative discourse is so powerful that we cannot imagine an alternative.

Discourse

A central feature of the neoliberal discourse is the idea, the belief, in the positive role of
business and that business and business activity is inherently good. Bogjaeszationsre
perceived of as being benevolent entities and where they doleausd is unintentional

(Bittle & Tombs, 2019). The neoliberal discourse goes further to promote the notion that
business is not only an entirely good thing but that corporations have a "socially necessary
and socially beneficial role” (Tombs & Whyte,IR) p.2). This positivity obscures the central
role of business, and particularly business corporations, which is to generate wealth. It
presents business as the solution to societies problems and crises, but ignores the great extent
to which commercial ahindustrial activity have been the primary cause of the most serious
problems that society is trying to address e. g. pollution, inequality, poverty, climate change
etc. The neoliberal discourse is based on a fundamental belief in the market as tlag best w
order society. Mainstream writing, thinking and speech about business is grounded upon this
market ideology and the neoliberalized economic system is continually reproduced through
the texts produced by a range of "local practitioners" of the nealilseology (Yurchak,

2003, p.497).

Ideological discourse is powerful because it becomtesnalizedby societal actors. It
becomes a part of their belief system and forms part of their identity. The romantic,
mythological nature of the neoliberal disese, including freedom, entrepreneurialism,
individual wealth etc., all serve to reinforce the compelling and enduring nature of the
neoliberal discourse (Cooper, 2021). Neoliberalism has endured, in part, because it
deliberately and explicitly alignedsielf with traditional conservative values, such as the
family and Christianity (Davies & Gane, 2021). This is part of the hypernormalizing process,
it becomes so compelling and attractive, it makes sense, that it becomes difficult to envisage
an alternatie - in this way neoliberalism has become the hyperreality, the only reality. They
are taken for granted as the way things are rather than a product of human culture and history
- a deliberate project of social transformation. Neoliberal discourse hagdadde
legitimizing wealth production as a worthy goal in itself. This has gone furthesrioalize
the right of business to make profits, and that corporate interests should be respected and
protected (Ansari & Hernandez, 2020). There is an acceptaacedrporations should be
able pursue their profihaximizingactivity because they deliver "economically and socially
productive roles" (Bittle, 2020, p.134). At the same time the lack of responsibility that
business has for the harms it causes hashaemalizedand accepted as an unfortunate but
inevitable fact.

We are currently living in a neoliberalized social system. Such polémahomic
systems evolve in a complex way but for deliberate projects of social system transformation,
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as Yurchak desdred in the Soviet Union, this requires an ongoing production of the
ideological discourse. This project has grown in power and influence into a network of
organizationsinstitutions and individuals all working towards bringing about free market
policies,smaller government, a greater marketisation of society, and the greater freedom to
create and accumulate wealth (Brown, 2019; MacLean, 2017, Skocpol & Hentelndez,
2016). It is the critics of this movement that label it neoliberalism, rather thactthrs
within the movement, but nevertheless the central aims of bringing about market societies are
widely shared and understood. Some of the wealthiest people in the world, such as the Koch
family ($100 billion according to Forbes rich list) are key pl&yin growing a powerful
political network that builds the power and influence of big business and the influence of
neoliberal and conservative ideology. Several prominent institutions have also played a major
role in building and sustaining the neolidgyeoject from the Chicago School of Economics
(Friedman, Stigler, Buchanan et al.) as well as wealthy and powerful think tanks such as the
Cato Institute. The project tealizeneoliberalzation is powerful, welfunded and successful
in terms of achievig its ambitions. The actors within the network are the primary producers
of the neoliberal discourse and have developed highly effective ways of communicating the
message for example by embedding themselves within the establishment, universities and the
judiciary (Brown, 2015, MacLean, 2018).

The neoliberal project, from its earliest intellectual roots 100 years ago, has become
institutionalizedwithin contemporary political economies with highly powerful networks of
think tanks, free market institutiomsd lobbyingorganizationsall engaged in active
reproduction of the ideological discourse. Big business, especially theaogmaations, are
also instrumental in the production and reproduction of the neoliberal discourse. Corporate PR
is powerful andvell-funded and produces the ideological texts in its corporate literature. This
corporate text resembles the block texts reproduced in the late Soviet era (Yurchak, 2003), a
shared corporate language that offers a compelling picture of commitment t@gsatsaand
responsibility. This hyper reality of corporate integrity portrayed and presented through the
corporate PR is far removed from the actual existing lived experience of exploited workers
and citizens. The CSR movement illustrates the effectigenfethe ideological discourse
produced by corporate PR. This leads to the absurd situation that the catastrophic
conseqguences of climate change are already causing widespread harm and destruction yet the
corporate discourse portrays a picture of corponatbehaving responsibly. For Scheper
(2015, p.738) CSR "mar ks another victory of
firms" and as Rauxloh (2007) identifies CSR has now become reduced to a marketing
strategy. The extent of thestitutionalizaton of the neoliberal doctrine is that the
reproduction of the ideological text is also carried out by universities, especially the Business
Schools, and in the wider public sector in its policy documents, strategies and guidance. The
free-market ideologys also reproduced in popular culture, with increased marketization,
smaller government, individualism, consumerism presented as the norm. Owners of media,
particularly newspapers, are wealthy predominantly conservative, free market adherents.
Where alterave, critical positions to neoliberalism are presented they are still incorporated
into the broader neoliberal paradigm andrginalizedn a safe, notthreatening critical
space.

Impunity has also been made possible because human and ecologicalghésrin
becomenormalized The IPPC reports regularly communicate the perilous position with
climate change and the limited time available to take meaningful action but these catastrophic
projections register very low on the news agenda and make littleetifie to public opinion
or concern (Swim et al., 2009). The produced neoliberal discourse actively seeks to obscure
the social costs of corporate activity (Tombs & Whyte, 2015) and achieve the outcome of
"concealing the manifest flaws in our economic syst@VNright & Nyberg, 2015, p.29).
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Ansari and Hernandez describe the hypernormal neoliberal regimes as deceptions that serve to
"facilitate continued assaults upon workers' rights and freedoms" (2020, p.2) . For Wright and
Nyberg (2015, xx) The neoliberaisdourse, by incorporating critique, has "created a fantasy
of sustainability” that obscures the actually existing devastation and destruction big caused to
the environment. The more subtle aspects ofrthimalizationof suffering is through
neoliberalisn6s di rect attack on the notion of the
idea of underlying systemic inequalities and injustices can also be ignored and remain
unaddressed, leaving the existing systems of power and privilege in place. Theseisco
shapes perceptions to the extent that harm and suffering are the unfortunate but inevitable
consequences of capitalism (Bittle & Tombs,
bi ol ogi cal nature of manodo ( Rot hcdpralisch, 2000a [
become accepted as necessary if we are to sustain our current way of life and standard of
living. This normalizationof suffering has also been enabled by the financialization of
everyday life which has occurred as a result of the neolibaiah process. During the Covid
pandemic the UK governmeeaimphasizethe economic costs over the human costs as
evidenced in its policies and decision making in response. The neoliberal discourse has the
effect of fAdisar mi ng powdB) by ftamiogthetcantgnperary ( Sc he p
capitalist model as the only one available thereby making moral judgement unnecessary
because there is no alternative set of standards to critique it against (Macintyre, 1999).

Once it has becontgypernormalizedhe nediberal system was now widely perceived
as the only possible version of reality, and this means that people do not have an external or
alternative frame to critique it. This limits the extent to which people can exert moral agency
and in this way neolibeliam represents a real threat to moral agency (Macintyre, 1999). The
power of the neoliberal critique producedpreduced and reinforced over a period of at least
70 years means that the role of business becomes unquestioned and escapes meaningful and
widespread critical examination. The neoliberal project has succeeded in shaping societal
values and, has successfully transformed societies beliefs through the 'capitalist imaginary
that "extents a powerful grip on our thinking and actions" (Wright & Nyi20d5, p.46).
Our socializatiorwithin a dominant neoliberalized societal system shapes perceptions of
governments, business and the wider public, to the extent that it achieves the "shaping (and
reshaping) of common sense" (Peck & Theodore, 2019, pl25%oliberalist thinking the
human world simply consists of individuals and markets, rather than any conception of
society, thereby precluding any notion of social justice (Brown, 2019). Moral agency is
impaired by corporations exerting their considezgimwer to "transform societies beliefs in
ways that serve powerful interests" (Bittle, 2020, p.138). Individual managers might be
committed to addressing social problems in their role as citizens (Wright & Nyberg, 2017) but
once in theorganizationakett ng t heir Ahabits of heart and m
institutionalizedneoliberal discourse (Macintyre, 1999, p. 313). The logics of corporations
and business have infiltrated the human psyche to create the absurd state of affairs that
holding @rporations to account is considered a threat to society (Bittle & Tombs, 2019). The
pervasive neoliberal discourse prevents the framing of social issues in terms of corporate
harms and social or environmental injustice so there is no reason or motigdtimd
business corporations to account, in other words they can go on acting with impunity. The
ideological nature of the neoliberal project constrains the moral agency necessary to hold
them to account and prevent impunity. Our identities have becdmsarsed within the
neoliberal system in a "ubiquitous selhbedding or interweaving" (Yurchak, 2006, p. 7)
which makes it difficult to achieve sufficient critical separation. This identification with
businesses, corporations and brands further servesitdaHe extent that problems are
attributed to business.
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The Corporation

The corporation is the primary vehicle for driving the process of neolibatialh and

therefore a key enabler of impunity. Multinational corporations play a dominant role in the
contemporary political and economic system. The corporation is a legal entity that was

established solely for the purpose of wealth production and thecpom of the investors

engaged in that wealth production (Elliot, 2021). The Corporation is an "ingenious legal

device" (Barley, 2007, p.202) for creating profit without responsibi\itgximizing profit is

the single, driving purpose of corporations ang social considerations are secondary, and

viewed only through the lens of profitability (Bakan, 2015; Rauxloh, 2003; Wright & Nyberg,

2017). The corporation is legally constituted in a way that provides special privileges to its

owners, directors andvestors (Bittle, 2020). There are three aspects to these special

privileges: corporate personhood, where the corporation has rights as if it were a person;

limited liability, that protects the corporation from the consequences of its activities; and the

& orporate veil 6 that means owners and direct
company' (Bittle & Tombs, 2019). The legal design of corporations means that they "are at

best socially inefficient, and at worst systemically @oitial" (Tonbs & Whyte, 2015, p.21)

and thereforsupaettdbcttbaanbddréasbkl societyds mos
climate change (Wright & Nyberg, 2017, 1635). In this way impunity is built into the

fundamental nature of the corporation.

The corporatia itself, although treated in law as a person, is in reality unable to
exercise moral conscience because only actual embodied corporate actors can do this
(Rauxloh, 2007). This means that the corporation as an entity, at least as currently constituted,
canonly ever be an "amoral calculator” (Bittle, 2020, p.137) that is legally required to
maximizeprofit. The way business is legally constituted in our contemporary neoliberal
political-economic system creates a legal structure of impunity and irrespingmitle,

2020). This creates the absurd situation where it is legal to inflict this social and
environmental damage harm on people and the environment in the pursuit of wealth
accumulating activity. Society, through its legal systems, permits poveedabmic entities

to inflict social and environmental damage without being held to account (Macintyre, 1999).
The hypernormalizatiorof our neoliberalized socioeconomic system has occluded the true
nature of business corporations. Rather than being seelatagely recent human

constructions, corporations are widely accepted as the natural state, inevitable and therefore
without alternative.

The purpose of the neoliberal project was always about increasing the power of big
business and its wealthy owners so they could accumulate wealth without restriction.
Therefore the corporation, as an entity specifically designed for wealth productitegmas
central to, and synonymous with, the process of neoliberalizing the political economy.
Libertarian and fregnarket proponents present their project as a moral quest for greater
freedom, especially from the state, but this is freedom in its narreemese i.e. freedom for a
small set of wealthy business owners rather than for citizens and workers more widely. The
ideology of free markets, entrepreneurialism and individual success has become the hyper
reality - far removed from the actually existingrhrmand destruction being inflicted on people
and the environment (Kardos et al., 2016). Deregulation has been a central part of the
neoliberal strategy and it has been implemented with great success, achieving a reduction in
the capacity (and willingnesef government and civil society to hold the big business
corporations to account. Hypernormalization generates absurdity, as evidenced by the
unquestioned rhetoric of &écutting red tapeo
national interest whereas reality it will reduce protections and lead to inevitable harms to
people, society and the environment. The contemporary neoliberalized paditicabmic
system serves to create and perpetuate a ndcl
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shiftin power that has occurred as our system has become increasingly neoliberalized has led
to governments that act primarily as an enabler for unaccountable and unchecked corporate
growth, where citizens are assigned the role of passive consumers.

Supporter®f the neoliberal system have a strongly held belief in the positive role that
the market plays, and should play, in society. There is an assumption that markets are not only
the most efficient way to operate the economy but they are also the bestregylabe
behaviomnd prevent harm. The 'free marketoé, as
an illusion and it 1s disingenuous of those
exists independently of business and gulasavior In reality a central aim of the neoliberal
project has been to deliberately shape and control the market in order to serve the interest of
powerful corporations. In the neoliberal era a major shift in power has occurred from
governments to big business, pring even more scope for supposedly free markets to be
shaped to serve corporate interests. The ability to shape markets has also reduced consumer
power, for example where the Big Tech companies have created effectively monopolies.

The dramatic increasa corporate power in the neoliberal era demonstrates the
success of the neoliberal project. The power of government, civil society institutions and
workers has been significantly reduced. A clear example of this is with the world's inability to
deal with dimate change. Despite the commitments made by governments to reducing CO2
emissions the reality is that fossil fuel production and consumption continues to grow, and big
corporations have been able to exert immense power to prevent charges in lawcyrithggoli
would reduce or outlaw the use of fossil fuels. It is absurd that society has ceded power to
corporations, in the belief that wealth production benefits society, when it is patently self
destructive and already causing harm, destruction and spséaikdown.

Many of the changes in society, such as reductions in union membership and the reduction of
union power and rights, is not a natural and inevitable evolution of society. There is a

deliberate and ongoing project by big corporations to imibnizationof workers by

demonizingthe role of unions and promoting the paternalistic and positive role of

corporations in looking after their workers interests. This paternalism is insincere and cynical,
given that US employers spend $340 Million per yeamntiunion activity (Economic Policy

Institute, 2020). The phenomenon of corporate exploitation has been present throughout the
industrial era but deregulation and increased corporate wealth and power has exacerbated the
problem. Forty years of neolitaizing policies has concentrated power and wealth in fewer

and fewer hands (Piketty, 2014) further enablingiastitutionalizingimpunity (Barley,

2007). Ever increasing corporate power means there is a greater likelihood of harm being
causedwithimpai t y because, according to Kelly (201
political power of <corporations expands.

power itself it has become the hypernormal, as if it is the natural and only wepataze

society. This is a dangerous situation because it limits the critique of corporations and their

role, and also constrains the imagining of alternatives. The corporation is the pervasive social
institution in the nealikzart alondroamdnizirghod u Imto id e G
simply business but also across government, public sector and civil smgatyzations

The Law

Impunity is enabled by the law, which itself has been shaped by hypernormalized

neoliberalism. The purpose of laand the broader justice system, is to prevent impunity by
holding people to account for their actions where they transgress the accepted norms and
codes. Although some businesganizationsnd individuals do get prosecuted, many of the

laws are unenfoeable and are simply ignored by large businesses (Bohme, 2015).
Hypernormalized neoliberalism has succeeded in shaping the norms and accepted moral codes
upon which laws are built. However, it is the case that most of the societal and environmental
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harm irflicted byorganizatono c cur s wi thin the | aw. So rathe

(Elliot, 2021, p.197) it is more a caseledalized mpuni ty or Ol egal |l awl
2022). The law is a product of the prevailing or dominant social order, so it is inevitable that

the law reflects the current neoliberal hegemony (Bittle & Tombs, 2019). Even where laws do
exist, and are enforceahlthey can still as a result of corporate influence, be unjust (Bakan,
2015). Impunity has therefore become embedded in the legal system through the process of
societal neoliberalization (Elliot, 2021) and it is not just that the legal entity of theratbgoo

that is designed tprioritieswealth production and accumulation but the whole legal system
favorsbusiness over society. In practice, investor rights are afforded more protection, given
higher priority, than human rights or environmental protectiarley (2007, 204) makes the
case that |l egislation "benefits corporate c
making the social subordinate to the interests of capital, in the eyes of the law (Bittle &

Tombs, 2019; Bohme, 2015). Businessl commerce are dependent upon the law in order to
function, but neoliberalism has also succeeded in using state power in the shaping of a system
of laws that serves its interest very well (Elliot, 2021; Davies & Gane, 2021).

Friedman (1970), and the oth@oponents of free market are disingenuous, when they
claim that the only social duty of corporations entails making a profit and keeping within the
law. This is to perpetuate a fiction that the market and the state are entirely separate entities
(Tombs& Whyte, 2015). In practice corporations and wealthy business interests actively and
successfully shape the law so that it serves their interests. States and mainstream political
parties have accepted ainternalizedthe neoliberal norms so it is inevitalihat the laws
they enact will be pronarket and prdousiness (Skocpol, 2016). Neoliberalism, in the
hypernormalized version of reality it creates, becomes the "lens that directs legal reasoning"
(Bittle, 2020, p.134). Governmenationalizethis prebusiness shift by arguing that it is in
the national interest. Big business, especially the multinational corporations, use their power
and wealth to successfully lobby and influence governments, resulting in "a debilitating
economization of the political'Peck & Theodore, 2019, p.257). The extent to which political
parties are funded by corporate interest enables influence to be bought but at the same time it
diminishes democratic accountability and in doing so increases the risk of corporate impunity.
Individual politicians, as the lawmakers, also have close links to the think tanks and free
market lobbyingorganizationsimmense corporate influence has been achieved by
embedding politicians within the neoliberal network (Bohme, 2015). However, this goes
further than lobbying activities because often the business and corporate actors themselves are
allowed to be directly involved in creating new legislation and regulation. For Barley this
shows how "corporate actors canam the regulatory agency's agen@007, p.210). All of
these processes of political influence have achievednartiet and praorporate governance
and the enabling of impunity.

Deregulation has also contributed to this shift in the balance of power from
governments to business, espdgitiie large multinational corporations. This strategy to
accumulate power also reveals the essentiallycEmtiocratic nature of the neoliberal project
(Davis & Gane, 2021). It has resulted in changing the nature and role of the nation state,
rendering ittess able, or willing, to hold powerful business entities to account (Bohme, 2015).
There has also been a dismantling and disempowering of the civil society institutions that
were designed to hold economic actors to account and prevent harm. Citizetisehefoee
become disempowered because of the submissiveness of governments to corporate interests to

e

the extent that, as Wright and Nyberg (2015,

been replaced by a corporate society in which social and enwraahrelations are
embedded within corporate capitalism.o It i
environment, but this enables the smaller business entities to also act with impunity within the
deregulated environment that has been craattdt neoliberal era.

S
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In democratic societies civil society institutions play a vital role in holding powerful
actors to account. However during the neoliberal era the relative power of civil society
institutions, such asborunions, has diminished asrporate power has significantly
increased. Despite the absurd mantra that "our workers are our greatest asset", the reality is
that there has been a significant shift in the balance of power from the employee to the
employer. This shift in power has dated widespread worker exploitation and human rights
abuses by corporations (Federman, 2021). The neoliberal project has therefore succeeded in
its aim of Avanquishing society and the soci
concerted countgurojed to restore the balancefiavor of society, citizens and workers.
When incidents of abuse of worker human rights is uncovered, corporations usually respond
with an ideologically literate account that demonstrates the art of block writing (Yurchak,
2006).In 2022 when it was revealed that fordaldorwas being used in workers in the Dyson
supply chain (Kayshap, 2022) the response of the company is in the formfalbpcated
bl ocks of obfuscating neoli ber al fetgjihealthour s e,
and wellbeing of people who work for us and with us; upholding a culture where people are
valued and respectedo (Dyson Modern Slavery

Freedom is a core value at the heart of the neoliberal ideology and the project has been
highly successful in securing the freedom for corporations to act with impunity to serve their
narrow seHinterest of wealth production. This freedom to act without responsibility for the
wider consequences comes, of course, at the expense of a univecsaitiom of freedom
that encompasses all parts of society. The ideology of freedom of the individual, including
freedom of the corporate person, has led to increasing individualism under the
neoliberalzation of contemporary economies. This individualideo aeduces the power
of citizens and workers to act collectively, combining their individual power to challenge the
overbearing power of corporations and big business (Economist, 2018). This freedom to act,
along with the accumulation of wealth and powes enabled big business to use the legal
system to resist accountability through Ar aw
p.132). The liberation of capital (Peck & Theodore, 2019) means that these corporate entities
are able to contest and atten judgements made against them as well as being able to quash
any moves the strengthen the law (Bohne, 2014). Corporate public relations (PR) plays a
major role in shaping a discourse that limits the public's ability to attribute responsibility to
big business for the harms that they cause. Corporate law also provides corporations with the

freedom to avoid | egal accountability throug
may legitimately use a subsidiary in order to shelter the parent compimogn.activities that
may attract | egal l'iabilityo (Simons, 2012,

neoliberalizatiorof economies has led to immense corporate power and a small group of elite
wealthy individuals have secured the freedom to effelstioperate above the law and beyond

Afall forms of state intervention and control
The high degree of corporate unaccountability has been achieved by the neoliberal
project's ability to i nfvbluntarmregulatbr(®mohs;t end t ow

2012). The naive faith placed by governments and citizens in soft law, i.e. the ability of big
business to selfegulate, has been entirely misplaced and unfounded (Rauxloh, 2007). The
neoliberal discourse, which constitutee contemporary hyperreality, has very effectively

obscured the political dimension of economic activity and led to an acceptance that rational,
technocratic management is the way to address societal problems. The powerful and ongoing
discourse thatpositons business as a positive force ha
corporation is an inherently good and, but for the rare occasiolglaw di ng ent ity o |
Tombs, 2019, p.569). This generally positive conception of big business hasifgdunded
expectations that big business is genuinely committed to acting with responsibility. The

reality, obscured beneath the ubiquitous and well communicated message of corporate
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responsibility, is that wealth accumulation, profitability and growthaierthe single

overriding purpose of businesgganizationsBusinesses engage in CSR activity for-self
interested reasons and only fAto the extent t
so0 (Rauxl oh, 2007 ;regplatichitas patentlyJallddtas dvidewcedaby d s e |
ongoing harm and destruction at a human, social and environmental level. Nevertheless, Big
Business has been very successful in incorporating the demand for greater responsibility,

leading to the emergence ofanabdurdr m o f 6corporate environme
designed to protect business rather than the environment (Wright & Nyberg, 2017, p.1634).

Even one of the prime movers of the CSR movement, John Elkington, has acknowledged that

the movement has feitl and requires a rethink, to the extent that he suggested his seminal

publication about the 3 Ps (Peopl e, Pl anet,
Scheper (2015, p.745) argues that we shoul d
semant compromi seo that is in effect a |icence

responsibility that serves its own interests first. For Rauxloh (2007) the unenforceability of
soft law and voluntary codes are used by big business as a means to avoithbiitpdor

the negative social and environmental impacts of their wealth creating activity. Despite the
rhetoric of corporate social responsibility, and the \pelblicizedpolicies and initiatives, the
reality of continued harm and destruction suggésisthese professions of commitment are
hollow and progress is an illusion (Scheper, 2015).

Globalisation

Thehypernormalizecdheoliberal discourse presents an entirely positive view of global free

trade without acknowledging the downsides of actual exigfioigalization(Scheper, 2015).

A more critical perspective, from outside the dominant neoliberal paradigm, is that

globalizationis better understood as a deliberate strategy adopted by transnational businesses

in order to avoid the greater levels of regulation and accountability that their operations are

subject to in their home jurisdiction (Baxi, 2010; Rauxloh, 2007). &ble of prosecutions of

multinational corporations is evidence of the impunity they can achieve thralgbadized

strategy (Kelly, 2012). Big Business is able to violate human rights with impunity because

corporations can operate so effectively and pabfy outside their national jurisdiction

(Elliot, 2021). The decisions by the owners, managers and shareholders to exploit the lower

standards of accountability in other countries reflects a moral judgement or set of values that

places more importance @realth creation and accumulation than it does on human and

environmental rights. This absence of lack of genuine ethical decision making is demonstrated

in the complicity of corporations in acts of genocide. Although they do not directly commit

corporatios are often supplying the perpetrators, for example machetes used to kill Tutsis

and mustard gas components used by Saddam Hussain against the Kurds (Kelly, 2012).
International law is inadequate for holding multinational corporations to account. The

lack of meaningful sanctions (Rauxloh, 2007) provides these big businesses with the freedom

to operate without responsibility. Impunity, and its harmful and destructive consequences, is

therefore deeply embedded within the international legal system. Corperhtive the

freedom to operate because the international law protectstatenactors, such as

corporations, so they cannot be held criminally liable for violations of human or

environmental rights (Baxi 2010; Costa, 2017). As we saw earlier with dorfaeesia is

also the case that international laws and treaties are shaped to serve corporate interests and

Afextend TNC [ Transnational Corporations] fre

globallyo (Simons, 2012, p . v pdomiGamge pverrthet i on s

international system as evidenced at 26th UN Climate Change Conference in 2021 when

delegates from fossil fuel corporations outhumbered the delegates from the low income

countries most affected by climate change (Jacobs, 2028)d&émonstrates that corporations
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are Aprivileged insiderso (Simons, 2012, p. 3
lawmakers, for example in promoting the development of soft law andegeifation
(Scheper, 2015). There are a small numberitef glper corporations that are able to exert
formidable pressure on national governments to ensure international agreements and treaties
continue to serve the best interest of big business. According to the Global Policy Forum
(2022) nof tohamiedi®tle wbrld,rshaeesnow gobal corporations; only 49
are countrieso, thus demonstrating the power
neoiberalei ng policies and how this has Asignific
(Bakan, 2015, p.232Multinational corporations also have the wealth, power and expertise
necessary to exploit international law in a way that aligns with their interests (Bohne, 2014).
The corporatization of regulatory regimes means that an illusion of progress carabedust
(Scheper, 2015) despite the actually existing harms being perpetrated by the corporation. This
situation is absurd, in that corporations are able to demonstrate compliance, despite causing
harm! International law and trade agreements have also bapadsby high income countries
to serve their interests to the detriment of lower and middle income countries (Bohme, 2015).
In this way international law serves to perpetrate inequality and injustice.

International Law has been used to facilitate thdatgtion and dominance of other
nations by powerful countries in the Global North (Simons, 2012). Corporations have been
able to generate immense wealth by exploiting the structural inequalities that are sustained by
the international legal system. Thens imbalances between MNCs and the Low Income
Countries where they carry out their activities is much more pronounced than it is in their
home country. The dominance of MNa&ssterizedr oss t
as a contemporary form of coialism (Baxi, 2010). Corporate friendly, neoliberal
international law underpins this neocolonialism and Alvarez (2008) suggests that

globalizationi t sel f i s made possible by an fAempire
structures still ensure thatextrem i nequal ity exists between the
worl dé and the | ow income, developing countr
relationship between the United States and C
i mperiali smo. T h sustaineghly imternationahlbwaahdaintecnatisnal

institutions, such as the IMF and the World Bank, reduces the autonomy of lower income,
developing countries to govern MNCs. Powerful countries and corporations sustain an
international legal systemthatdeber at el 'y fArestricts the freed:
regul ate economic activityo (Simons, 2012, p
able to act with impunity by exploiting the less powerful judicial system in which they operate
globally (Elliot, 204). Nation states will also resist constraints on corporate activity so that it
does not prevent inward investment by the multinational corporations (Elliot, 204). In doing
this corporations are exploiting the economic powerlessness of low incomees(@Bohme,
2015) because it fAndoes not Ilie in the state'’
corporations who offer employment, revenue,
(Rauxloh, 2007, p.305).

The state of impunity afforded to big muliitional corporations by the system of
international law leads to ongoing abuse of human rights and degradation of the environment
(Davies & Gane, 2021; Scheper, 2015). It is absurd that impersonal corporate entities have
more rights and protection undexaiiberal rules of free trade than the actually existing
human beings impacted by the actions of the corporations. The actions of global corporations,
especially their role in human and ecological disasters, clearly demonstrates that investor
rights are gren priority over human rights (Simons, 2012). These imbalances are
unsustainable and unethical, given that the impoverished populations everywhere bear a
Adi sproportionate burden of human harm and h
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Conclusion

The overall argumengresented in this chapter is that the impunity of busiaggmnizations

is sustained and enabled by the nature of the contemporary political and economic system. We
haveconceptualizedhe current system as neoliberal capitalism and this has develaped an
become further entrenched by neoliberal governments over the past 40 years. In other words,
the social and environmental harm that result from impunity is a systemic problem rather than
the actions and mal f easanceoffeeé magket§amdv fibad ap
ineffective regulation that have inevitably led tpraoritizationof profit and wealth creation

over social and environmental wéking. In the chapter we have soughtheorizethe

process by which neoliberalism has become so gesgpbedded ankdypernormalizedOne

of the mechanisms for this has been through primary social institutions such as the law. The
current position is absurd, with businesganizationsand especially multinational

corporations being able to accumulate psaind wealth with impunity i.e. without

accountability for the costs incurred by society and the environment. Government and civil
society allow thidegalizeddestruction to continue and it has transferred so much power to

big business that neousinessactors have become seemingly powerless to address the

problem.

The current era of neoliberalism, and its enabling of business impunity, is
unsustainable for the future wellbeing of people and the environment. Impunity is morally
unsustainable in terms afbeing unjust, but it also leads to widespread harm and destruction.
Thehypernormalizatiorof neoliberalism is one of the reasons why civil society is currently
unable to address because the hyperreal constrains our ability to conceive of alternatives.
Hypernormalizatiopr event s us from fAiseeingo the true r
because neoliberalism is the dominant paradigm through which current practice is interpreted.
More problematically it leads to misdiagnosis of social problemghangursuit of technical
managerial rather than systemic solutions, as seen in initiatives such as the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGSs).

In this chapter weéheorizedthe process by which we arrived at the current state in the
era of neoliberal capitalism. This process has been the culmination of a deliberate and well
organizedoroject to increase the power and freedom to generate and accumulate wealth. This
process hmtaken a long time teealizeand has involved theeoliberalizatiorof key
institutions.Neoliberalizatiot her ef or e i s more than an abstr a
existingbé neoliberalism taking manyoth or ms in
institutions and mindsets.

If impunity and our current system are unsustainable, what actions can be taken to
address our contemporary soci-ptajeptdobbemmdv
that will bring about a posteoliberal or sustaable political and economic era then perhaps
lessons have to be learned from the success of the neoliberal project itself. The process of
neoliberalization was achieved through a highly political, \@gdlanizedand weltfunded
project. So any movemerd bring about a new sustainable political economic era must adopt
equally political and welbrganizedapproach. The neoliberal project has succeeded in
bringing about widescale systemic change, so in the same way the counter project must also
have such aambitious transformational goal. This highly political process will inevitably
involve resistance and struggle. Immense corporate power has been achieved and this will be
not relinquished easily. There is no incentive for the large corporations and¢aétiny
owners to change the destructive absurdity of the current neoliberal system, because it is not
absurd to them as beneficiaries of it. Therefore, the process to reshape the political economy
to a post neoliberal, sustainable era could entail anlgdoag-term project lasting 30 years
or more.
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Hypernormalizatiorcreates the illusion of permanence, but the Gd@gandemic
demonstrated that economic and political systems can be changed, and ultimately
governments can act to control the actionkigfbusiness. If this can be achieved in an
emergency situation then such transformational change can also be achieved to address the
long term crises and emergencies that the world currently faces. The current neoliberal era is
not a permanent state, @rcbe reformed and recreated into something more sustainable. The
power shift from business to government necessary for addressing destructive impunity is
demonstrably achievable as shown by the power that individual states were able to wield
during the pademic.

The transformation to a new era will require establishing new institutions, new norms
and practices. It will require alternative forms of business enterprises that are by nature
sustainable. It will require a social movement or social transformatiorstequally
successful as that which was abledalizethe transformation to neoliberalism. The irony is
that neoliberalism was a project of social change and transformation while at the same time its
espoused ideology was grounded upon the notion thatdghei s fino such thing
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Chapter 8: Absurdity of the Climate Transition that Never Happened
Matthijs Bal

Abstract

This chapter discusses the absurdity of the climate transition that never happened. After
briefly reviewing the history of awareness of climate change and the historical movements
that have emerged and raised attention to the necessity of climate actiddl(®e.gf, Rome),
the chapter follows with a more recent overview of the various societal dynamics that
underpin the inertia towards climate action. Climate inertia can be understood as another form
of absurdity whereby the current status quo is normalizeg, that governments and
companies are doing enough to address climate change; that climate action should not
interfere with economic rationale). By discussing climate inertia as hypernormalized
absurdity, new insights are generated into the perpetustitie status quo. Moreover, new
ways out of the hypernormalized situation can be constructed through the process of
problematization, resistance, imagining, and transformation.
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I n March 1972, the Club of Rome Lméaslteased t he
Growtho. In the very opening of the report,

fiMany people believinat the future course of human society, perhaps even the
survival of human society, depends on the speed and effectiwgtiessich the

world responds to these issues. And yet osiymall fraction of the world's population
is actively concernedith understanding these problems or seeking their soluéions.

Theseissues ef erred t o the déar ms r acationexplosion, r on me nt
and economic stagnationo. Later on in the re
hundred years the limits to growth on this planet will have been reached. At the time of

writing, it is 2022, precisely 50 years after the pudilmn of the report, and, as stated by the
report, we are halfway the hundred years | ef
population explosion was included to be one of the primary issues that the report addressed

(being the topic of the firsth@pter in the report as well, which was on exponential growth
including growth of populations across the w
be that pronounced as during the Cold War, but nonetheless remains a global challenge
(especiallyin the context of the integration of the global weapon industry within neoliberal
capitalism whereby it constitutes one of the most profitable industries to invest in). It is also
interesting to observe how economic stagnation was perceived as a ma@mprothe late

1960s and early 1970s, while today economic growth is also perceived as the cause of many
societal problems, rather than something tha
explosion remains within the sphere of taboo tadayen thoughhe Club of Rome report

guoted The Great Gatsby in mentioning that 0
Finally, and the primary objective of the current chapter, the report mentions environmental
deterioration as a source of major conc&vthile on the one hand, the report points to the rise

in carbon emissions, on the other hand, the
climatic effectsd (p.73). Furthermore, it 1is
production ofnuclear waste) was discussed as a potential alternative to fossil fuels, a

di scussion that continues to this day (e.g.,
notion of nuclear power has such long tradition, presenting a fantasy of hypernororalizat

without any real cost. Yet, before getting into the absurdities and hypernormalization around
climate change, it is important to postulate the main question that will be dealt with in this

chapter: why, if already the Club of Rome report raises tissses 50 years ago, is it that

nothing has been done over the last 50 yearsipdeal with the destructive effects of the

economic growth imperative for our existence on this planet? Why did the climate transition

never actually happen?

While there ee many responses that can be provided to these questions, climate inertia or
climate greenwashing can be theorized within the framework of absurdity and
hypernormalization. In so doing, | hope to provide new insights into the question of why the
climate tansition did and does not happen. In fact, since the publication of the Club of Rome
report, global emissions have (at least) doubled (EPA, 2022). There is little indication that
carbon emissions, which is one of the most important indicators of po)latiorate change,

and global warming, are substantially reduced (globally). Hence, it is not just a matter of the
global inability to address climate change, but in contrast, it is the case that the planet is on
course to seltlestruction through an almasteversible path of carbon emission growth that

is currently making life on the planet increasingly unsustainable, with extreme weather
conditions becoming a norm throughout the warfdom extreme droughts and wildfires to
storms, extreme rainfall, artosion of the planet. In the face of the complexity of our
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predicament, there are a variety of explanations including the sheer grand scale of the issue:

while a form of universal government is needed to address this global issue, there is

decreasing hapof the possibility of such effective global response (for instance through the

Uni ted Nations) . I n other words, while there
change at a global scale, at the same time, inertia dictates global respodseith the rise

of (temporary) authoritarian regimes across the globe, radical climate action seems further

away than ever. It is not difficult to postulate the absurdity of this situatasndescribed in

the first chapter, the ultimate impossiblegmox of the destruction of the planet for economic

profit and survival constitutes the very basis for the understanding of the current chapter.
After all, the absurdity of <climat exvisitterti a
selfconstucted destruction of the planet is not just illogical, inappropriate, ardfdune,

but also indicated through an active denial of the seriousness of it all (even when

governmental and business leaders raise the issue of global warming). In thislseate,

change is being hypernormalized as something that is taken for granted, part of contemporary
reality, and outside the caus#ect relationship of carbon emissigtobal warming.

Underpinning this hypernormalization is perhaps an existentialtgngige of a complete

breakdown of ontological security, and a disintegration of the self in the face of changes that

are no longer under control of and beyond the reach of humanity. However, this absurdity

does not only concern the individual, as it aleatains the tragic and dangerous nature

inherent to absurd social practice in our contemporary world: climate change does already
affect peopleds |ives profoundly, and throug
inertia, the tragic nature becomespdifired into something beyond, that what is referred to as

evil (Boym, 2008). When its tragic nature is fully revealed, it is difficult to speak of mere

absurdity, and it is more appropriate to refer to climate inertia as an act of evil pidbgece

active denial and unwillingness to radically alter the ways of living and organizing global

society. However, before such conclusions can be drawn, it is relevant to ascertain how

climate action and/or inertia unfold at the individual level. Any social pe&internalized

at the individual level, and while absurdity manifests through the interaction between a human
being and onebés environment, this chapter ad
fantasmatic involvement into climate inertia.

Ultimately the question is about why humanity seems to be unable to deal with the
consequences of its own destructive behavior, and find ways to constructively shape effective
responses to mitigate against these consequences. On the one hand, we are fdsed with t
absurdity of climate inertia or climateaction (Brulle & Norgaard, 2019; Munck af
Rosenschdold et al., 2014). While the destruction of our planet for the artificial gains of
economic profit could be portrayed as an inherent absurdity, wherebyteshogains (for a
privileged few) are prioritized at the expense of kbeign planetary survival, it is striking that
the responses to such tainted past and present, are inherently absurd as well. The absurdity of
the unwillingness of political leaderstoenge i n radical action to 05:
now more widely acknowledged. Hence, it seems we are confronted with a doubling up of
absurdity, a process that seems unstoppable, such as indicated by the continued growth of
carbon emissions globally ewthe last 50 years. In sum, the much needed climate transition
fromafossif uel economy and society towards a sust
constitutes an absurdity: inertia dictates current political, economic, and societal responses to
this proclaimed need for the climate transition.

However, at the same time, a courdegument holds that there is a lot of climate
action taking place across various levels: the United Nations has organizeti Gtsn2éte
Conference in 2021 in Glasgow, Scotland (COP26), it has developed the Sustainable
Development Goals to articulate the necessary changes that need to take place in various areas
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of society to make the climate transition happen, and the IPCC hédisoted and
summari zed the | atest scientific knowledge a
warming and how to do so (IPCC, 2022). Moreover, similargiiroate attitudes can be
ascertained throughout global society and even among business Iel@iess,. in theoretical
terms, we are witnessing a more nuanced form of hypernormalization of climate inertia,
which is in need of greater understanding. In other words, the acknowledgement of climate
change profoundly impacting our planet and life on oangl is now shared more widely
across society, and has also been confirmed by the more conservative, mainstream groups in
society. Doing nothing is no longer an option, and therefore, it can be observed how new
forms of hypernormalization unfold.

This moe complex situation that we have entered could be explained well on the basis
of the famous dictum from Toma sEverythingmusa mpedus
change for everything to remainthe same Hence, on the one hand,
organizations, and individuals are all aware of the need to engage in climate action, and to
take necessary steps to reduce carbon emissions and lead and participate in the transition
towards a green society. The notion of the necessity of the climateitraihsis now been
normalized across many countries globally. It has also been through advertising that large
organizations, including fossiliel companies, have actively contributed to this normalization
of climate action. For instance, it is no longerpsising to see large fossil fuel companies,
which have profited tremendously from sellin
commitment to combatting climate change and contribute to the transition to a sustainable
economy. Moreover, individuals abeing called upon to play their part by for instance
insulating their houses, recycling their waste, and reducing their own carbon footprint. Too
often, such discourse is strengthened through government campaigns, advertising and
scientific evidence thatgints to the role of individual behavior in the climate transition. In
sum, this all bel ongs to Lampedusads first p
6everything to changed. On the other hand, h
and une@restimated. This points to the necessary question of whether everything that has been
done so far has had any substantial effect on the climate transition. On the larger and global
scale, it could be assessed that there is a positive correlation betiwemgdmhized COP
meetings (i.e., global climate conferences to discuss the necessary steps towards the climate
transition) and global carbon emissions. In other words, since the Club of Rome report, we
have withessed a number of global initiatives to dis¢his necessary steps towards the
climate transition, but without any substantial effect: in fact, global emissions have only
increased over the last 50 years (EPA, 2022). In this sense, the imperative of economic
growth and profit have prevailed,anddomtue t o do so. Lampedusads
to describe the process of absurdity and hypernormalization accurately: while governments
and organizations call for the need of everything to change towards a sustainable society and
economy, everything alsought to remain the same. As articulated across various chapters in
this book, it is the dominant neoliberal capitalist hypernormal that also explains climate
inertia.

Hegemonic actors in society understood too well the core functioning of this process:
while attention can be drawn to the need to transform society towards a sustainable one, all
the necessary action and steps should remain within the sphere of neoliberal capitalism
(Brown, 2016). Hence, everything had/has to change, but all will renme@sathe. It is here
that we are confronted with the functioning of hypernormalization of climate inertia: a
perception or feeling has to be transmitted that society as such, and actors within society, are
genuinely engaged in meaningful activity towards batting climate change. This points to
the very meaning of actions such as recyclin
or green labels to consumption goods. Such action has direct meaning in the context of
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greening society, butisnotnearyadi cal enough (Gi gek, 2018),
way the underlying socipolitical economic structures that have contributed greatly to the
destruction of the planet (i.e., the notion of economic utility trumping everything else).

Engaging irsuch mundane action dissociates from the need of questioning such structures,
through which all can remain the same. It is here that hypernormalization is effective. We are
not merely speaking about the normalization of climate action, but the hypenzatioal of

climate inertia, which is disavowed psychologically through psaationi the feeling one is
contributing to a better environment, even though at a larger scale individual efforts pale in
contrast to the continued rise of global pollution.

This shows how hypernormalization is hybrid to social circumstances: even when a
particular societal fact does not seem deniable anymore (such as climate change, and thus the
need for climate action), and as sbludedatecannot
and public discourse, it can still be dissociated from its necessary implications (i.e., the need
for radical societal change towards a sustainable society). Hence, we are still withessing a gap
between authoritative discourse (i.e., governmentald or gani zati onal 6com
climate action) and realgxisting practices (i.e., continued investment in exploitative
neoliberal capitalism and evasing global carbon emissions). This very gap is continuously
being hypernormalized, and deniecetast as such. Powerful actors in society, therefore,
continue to portray genuine commitment to climate action, in order to maintain theggtatus
Thus, when Shell proclaims its commitment to renewable energy (Shell, 2022), it is not
merely incompatiblevith its continued investment in destructive fossil fuels, but it also
functions to legitimize the statugio. While the discussion whether fodsiél companies
have a role to play in a sustainable economy is not being held, these very companies go to
extreme lengths to protect their interests. Again, we are confronted with the absurdity of the
climate transition that is being hijacked by the very actors in society that caused and
contributed greatly to climate change itself.

The notion that those who hawcaused the problems cannot be the ones who also
profit from 6solvingd these problems, remain
powerful actors in society are the ones who currently benefit from the incorporation of the
climate transitionnto the hegemonic neoliberal capitalist system. That is, the transformation
towards a sustainable society, including the transition from fossil fuels to renewable energy,
can be neatly integrated into the capitalist framework: renewable energy becdraesier
profitable industry. Meanwhile, the old fossil fuel companies are given all the possibilities to
exploit the trade in fossil fuels for decades to come (without any proper restriction or
regulation from government), and are given priority acae$ise transition to a green
economy: these companies which have profited tremendously from the destruction of the
planet are given decades to transition to companies that build their profit basis on other forms
of energy, such as renewable energy (e.¢arseind, nuclear). Too often, such transition
process also comes with the benefits of government subsidizing, lobbied for by these
companies themselves, and thus paid for by the citizens through their taxes. Thgustatus
remains perpetuated and hypemalized, and meanwhile the failings of global government
in the neoliberal era are fully exposed: in afnegrket society, governments seem more and
more unable to control the companies that run their business on the basisgrbexeg
carbon emissian Furthermore, these companies have a global reach and act across borders,
making them almost invulnerable to national regulation, as their reach stretches globally,
enabling them to escape national regulation. Interestingly, the ways through which such
organizational behavior is hypernormalized requires a profound engagement with the
hypernormalization of this absurdity itself:
order to close the gap between that what can be now readily discernal@@bstitdity of
the contemporary economic structuring that prioritizes economic profit over the exploitation
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and destruction of the planet, and the conti
power in contemporary society. It is here thatalserve a deliberate, ongoing and
indoctrinating process of hypernormalization, of capturing the mind of the individual through
repeated exposure to greenwashing which has a numbing effect on the mind. While a
skeptical reader or observer of authoritatilecourse may dismiss its message and point to

the absurdist nature of its very meaning, at the same time, it may hypernormalize the status
guo in its very process of repeated exposure, which makes critical reflection not just a taxing
exercise, but an imeasingly impossible endeavor in the face of the continuous propaganda in
which governmental communication becomes strikingly similar to that of corporate
greenwashing. In the Netherlands, the following two campaigns show such similarity, that of
the integation of governmental and corporate hypernormalization of incremental climate
inertia.

Governmental Hypernormalization of Climate Inertia

I n 2019, the Dutch gover nmengomehingrted t he
[ledereen doewvaf] (Rijksoverheid, 2@9). The campaign aimed to show individual citizens a
variety of ways through which they can contribute themselves to a more sustainable society,
and offers O6practical tipsé, such as about i
frequently insted of a car. On the official website that [something] is italicized and
underlined, which has a double meaning in Dutch. On the one hand, and most likely intended
by the governmental PR machine, it refers to the notion that everyone can make a camtributi
to the sustainable transformation, and that this transformation can be aided by individual
behavior. In this sense, it points to the idea that everyone would be able to contribute their
(little) part to the sustainable transformation. However, on ther dtand, a darker
perspective emerges in another meaning of the campaign slogan. In this meaning, everyone
does something refers to the rather incremental natwaidf.e., something], underpinning
the rather marginal meaning of these behaviors in the context of the necessary climate
transition, which can only be approached as a transformative, radical project of large,
substantial societal change. With the campaigs,implicitly acknowledged that such large
scale change is not aimed for by the government, rather staying with the incrementality of
individual action. So, instead of the need to chamgaything the government aims to do
somethingFinally, thisnoon i s ampl i fied through the messa
for instance, insulating onebés house is post
saves money through lower energy bills. Such instrumentalization of climate action towards
financial benefit for the individual exemplifies the core notion: that any type of climate action
needs to be integrated into the dominant neoliberal ideology. Climate action is something that
needs to have appeal to the individual because of its instrumerdgai@ag, where a moral
appeal to engage in climate action lacks in conviction. In other words, the governmental
campaign itself is based on the impotence of the ethical argument for climate action: citizens
have to be seduced to contribute to climate action.

At the same time, it is noticeable that there is no counterpoint to such campaign: the
Oeveryoned refers not only to individuals, b
powerful actors in society. Meanwhile, implicitly the campaign (and govert)jrassume
these actors to be equally influential and capable to reduce their fair share of carbon
emissions, while the role of corporations in the destruction of the planet is entirely ignored. In
contrast, climate action is communicated to citizensKggpare 8.1) as an individual
responsibility, that may also come with financial benefit. In this way, government shapes
authoritative discourse, and disavows the crucial role of business and corporations in the
destruction of the planet and their continatt@mpts to deny their true responsibility, while
greenwashing their reputation and hypernormalizing the stjainis
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https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2019/09/09/klimaatcampmgisEeendoetwat-
van-start).

Corporate Hypernormalization of Climateertia

However, it is not only government that engages in such incremental,
hypernormalizing approach to climate action. Corporations are the driving force behind such
incrementalization of <c¢limate actibg (see fo
business campaigned against climate action). A clothing brand in the Netherlands has one of
their locations in the shopping mall near the central train station in Utrecht in the center of the
country. Conveniently located next to the train stationredecorated shopping mall (which
was originally built in the 1960s concrdteavy style) has been redesigned in a way that
resembles the American shopping mall, with bright lights, high ceilings and solely inhabited
by chain stores. Entering the shoppimgll gives a alienating experience, where one is
immediately disorientated through the lack of windows or authentic street signs. Jointly, entry
to the shopping mall presents an experience of entering a cathedral of consumerism, and it is
here where one onfronted with the corporate side to climate inertia. Figure 8.2 shows the
greenwashing of the clothing store, whose latest slogan has become #wear the change, using a
green background. In the middle, one can observe a woman with a child (supposetiigra mo
with her chil d), added with the statement o6nm
picture represents a mere example of greenwashing by companies (in this case greenwashing
by the clothing industry), it also represents the hypernormalizaiibin consumer society:
the absurdity of the clothing industry (with cheap and fast fashion, making use of globally
polluting production processes and supply chains, and the exploitation of workers throughout
the globe) is denied in the hypernormalizatidrcheap clothing. The greenwashing campaign
by this clothing store ignores its role in perpetuating exploitation and destruction of the planet
for the production of cheap fashion. For instance, the clothing brand was one the many
clothing brands that hateir clothing being produced in Rana Plaza (of which the 2013
disaster remains a fresh memory), but even though carrying responsibility for this, actively
lobbies against stricter safety regulation in the clothing factories (De Wereld Morgen, 2021).
Mearwhile, the very message of the new slogan intends to convey to consumers that the
company is genuinely committed to a wide range of corporate responsible behavior, including
climate action and protection of werkerso ri
effective: through such slogans, individuals can continue to consume, while doing so, avoid
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possible feelings of guilt by buying in into the greenwashing of an empty statement such as
Owear the changed6. Akin to trhedsapwtheri ous exam
responsibility to engage in radical action towards a sustainable society, and meanwhile

continue their lifestyles, as dictated through neoliberal ideology (Bal & Déci, 2018; Yngfalk,

2016). In this way, corporations have at least a doofitdeing to the consumer: it provides

the materialist desire for consumption (and was the meaning of the Covid pandemic to be

found not primarily within the disruption of consumerism, both as a way out of neoliberal
consumerism and an anxiety of consumpfi@e loneliness?), and it provides a soothing

mechanism in consumption itself, a mechanism that in the secular state was no longer

provided by the church. Figure 8.2 points to this very sefigious meaning in the addition

of Omade ithisisnho tl onveeréel v an odéempty statementd \
constitutes the cynical disavowal par excellence. While at first glance it offers an

inconsistency between the text and the picture, between how the clothing is made (with

6l oved) anisintdnaed (i.ew the athing should be worn by mothers and

children), the combination of both reveals the intended message. The clothing store reconciles
here the inconsistency between production and consumption, and unifies the love of the

mother forher child with the love that the clothing is apparently made with. Love is therefore

within the product itself, and through buying the product, love is bought in equal measure.

The catch, however, is within the cynical element of the (minimal) narrétiedove of a

mother for her child is not merely a white European midtss phenomenon, as pictured in

Figure 8.2, but extends in equal measure to the women working in the clothing factories
producing these cl ot hes 0 wystefiously addes &ithintHo we v e r
product, but subtracted from the workers, in the raw exploitation taking place in these

peripheral sites of productidnas the destruction of lives in the Rana Plaza disaster showed,

but also the environmental destructiomsad in the production process (Sakamoto et al.,

2019). Hence, the slogan O6made with | oved sh
an additive but in a subtractive way, whereby the factory workers earn their salary while

paying for the clothingvith their love. The neaolonial implications are present yet

obfuscated in the absurdity of the greenwashing attempt, and thus hypernormalized. In sum,

the analysis of one particular example within the clothing industry shows how corporations

engage irhypernormalization of climate inertia: there is never merely an explicit denial of the
seriousness of climate change, but authoritative discourse is shaped in a refined way. This

means that corporations do not just greenwash their products (i.e., pretévaditneir

products are made sustainably, without causing environmental or human harm), but there is

al ways another | ayer, such as the Omade with
layer speaks to the internalization of ideology throughefematic involvement, and therefore

always refers to the fantasy underpinning commaodity fetishism: the product is never merely a
product for consumption, but something speci
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Figure 8.2: Wear the change campaignicture taken by author).

A Psychology of Climate Inertia

While climate inaction can be attributed to the hypernormalization of the-gjadusy
governments and corporations as explained above, this represents only part of the story. While
there is tadency, especially among the political left, to attribute blame of societal
malfunctioning and evil on the elite, the powerful actors in society, such process can only
unfold through the internalization of ideology into the core beliefs of people about the
functioning of society and the economy. Akin the naked emperor, it is only because the

emperor is regarded as such by the people th
position. Hence, there is a mutual interaction between hegemonic actorsipsoeiet d o6t h e

peopled. Climate inertia is not only maintai
governments and business elites, but also th

Hence, in addition to the discussion above about the soligiafnormalization of climate
inaction, we are also in need of an understanding of the psychology of climate inertia.

At the individual |l evel, we can observe a te
very existing institutions that have cabtted to the problems themselves. While there is a

growing sense of awareness of the need to drastically alter our ways of living in order to

survive the devastating effects of climate change (even be it at the level of climate

adaptation), a process lofpernormalization is also present, as described above. This plays

out not just at the collective level, but through the internalization of a fantasy of normality. In

this fantasy, the individual is able to psychologically manage the destructive effelitsaié

change through a range of coping mechanisms. First, there is the fantasy that the climate has
always been changing, and for instance that the extinction of the dinosaurs was the very effect

of the climate changi ngclifiateuoeanexterna intdudeq suchr al 6
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as a comet). Accordingly, the fantasy holds that the current changing climate is also due to
Onatural 6 causes, and that the impact of hurm
emissions) on climate change is rathegligible. In this fantasy, the reality of climate change
is not necessarily denied, but the role of humanity in it disavowed, which results in a rather
fatalistic attitude about the possible role humanity can play in mitigating the impact of climate
change. Instrumental in this process is the role of authoritative discourse, which continues to
convey the O0genuineb6é commitment of gover nmen
through which the individual is able to strengthen the fantasy of normalibyhém words,
one is able to incorporate incremental, stafus driven, climate action by governments and
business into a belief that necessary action is taken to address climate change, while at the
same time, the necessity of radical, structural cha&denied. In this way, authoritative
di scourse, notwithstanding the absurdity of
practicesd6, is believed by individuals, and
reality. At the same time, authoritate di scour se O6col onizes the mi
through repeated exposure, decreasing possibilities for critical reflection to a point of quiet
acquiescence. As described in Chapter 3, the absurdity of climate inertia is internalized as a
fantasy of norrality, in which the absurdity is outright denied to sustain a perception of
effective action against climate change, or in other words a fantasy of the sustainable
transition which initiation has been put in place by government. However, this individual
level hypernormalization process does not unfold as merely-pra¢#ction strategy it
conceals a darker and more traumatic experience of climate inertia.

As the functioning of the fantasy of normality not only aims to protect the ontological
securityof the individual, there is also a darker side to the fantasy itself. In this functioning of
the fantasy, there is also the concealment of the more traumatic nature of climate change,
something which has received increasing attention in the literatureBeutie & Norgaard,
2019; Massazza et al., 2022; Woodbury, 2019). The meaning of these literatures concern the
impact of climate change and the destructive effects on the livelihoods of people across the
world as constituting a profound individual andlective trauma, through which people may
cope by fantasizing. In this case, the absurdity of climate inertia points to the Lacanian Real,
or the traumatic kernel or void that cannot be captured through authoritative discourse. This
traumatic kernel of aihate change does not only concern the existential crisis that unfolds as
a result of climate change (Woodbury, 2019), but also the breakdown of life and society as
such. The implications of climate change are simply too much to process, such a stressful
crisis that the selprotective measures to ensure ontological security include the clinging on
to the fantasy of normality and disavowal of absurdity in the face of the unspeakable and
unforeseeable impact that is bestowed upon humanity. It is theref@erpasing to observe
a process of mainstreaming climate change, whereby the-gqtaiusan be effectively
maintained and the traumatic aspects of climate inertia are disavowed. In this mainstreaming,
consumerist capitalism offers not only a way out efttauma of climate change, but also a
way to hypernormalize inertia itself. On t he
lifestyle, production (i.e., working) and consumption patterns, without having to make
necessary c¢hoi c e shavobtovarts agreateebalanoegetwerneobeself b e
and the environment. On the other hand, by living arhectonist lifestyle, one no longer has
to feel guilty for consuming: consumption can now be ecofriendly, with a green label. If one
feels the pressinignpact of climate change, the current capitalist lifestyles offer new choices:
the old petrol car can be exchanged for an electric car without compromising on the luxury of
modern forms of transportation. The electric car therefore exemplifies this wery ob
what could be referred to as ecapitalism (Guttmann, 2018): the possibility for the
indi vidual not having to compromise on any o
mai ntain oneds fundament al [Bal & Déeif 2018)nanp er s on a
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continuing to engage in the capitalist system, but then in a way that it also saves the planet.
This is similar to the notion of &6éhave your
haveboth ideological investment into néberal capitalism with all the material, self
centered growth and utility maximizaticand effective responses to climate change through
(responsible) consumption. It is not surprising to observe that such inconsistent duality can
only function as a faasy: after all, it is about the conjunction of two inherently paradoxical
elements into one. Nevertheless, such inconsistency has been the very promise of liberal
democracy for many decades: to have the raw capitalism with the celebration of the market
eonomy, without its externalities, and the costs that had to be carried by the planet, the
Global South and all those on the receiving end of exploitative practices.

Notions such as O0green growthodé or Osust ai
thereforeremain firmly rooted in the notion of fantasmatic involvement into ideology, which
offers individuals an escape from the traumatic Real of climate change/inertia. The notion that
humanity is collectively failing to adequately respond to climate changeighmwhich the
impact of climate change will be much worse than when a form of global government would
have found ways to radically decrease carbon emissions, has such a profoundly traumatic
connotation that hypernormalization of climate inertia seems tbhdmost effective
individual mechanism or response at the moment. It is therefore that fantasy offers a
productive and effective coping mechanism in the face of environmental destruction. Fantasy,
therefore, is not an escape from the reality of clinchnge, but forms an ideological
anchoring point through which reality itself is constructed. For many individuals, this remains
the only viable way to survive, to |ive onebo
Nonetheless, the limitation$ fantasy are always omnipresénivhen fantasy falls apart, the
void or the cracks in the system may be revealed to the individual. It is therefore that fantasy
and hypernormalization are effective only to a certain extent, as there is always theifyossibil
of absurdity to emerge through hypernormalization, where the hidden is revealed, and no
longer invisible. Even though hypernormalization may exert an even stronger impact on
absurdity concealment when an individual catches a glimpse of the abssirdh ibnger
guaranteed that the absurdity remains hidden. In sum, internalization, fantasy and disavowal
always remain functional to a certain extent, and may be so for many people. However,
similar to the Soviet Uni oimgssemadfaeven, tintifity per no
was no mored (Yurchak, 2005), the point in g
certainties of the statuguo become increasingbrertlyabsurd. This is also evident in
scientific research, which has for instance shavgenerational gap in climate change
awareness (i.e., younger generations are more aware of climate themgéder
generations), but at the same time a general increase over time across generations (Milfont et
al., 2021). It is indeed among younger g&tions that climate change awareness carries a
more traumatic kernel, as it is these generations who will be affected profoundly by the lack
of constructive climate behavior of their parents and grandparents. It is therefore not
surprising to observe memaladaptive responses to climate change awareness.

The Absurd Climate Moment

As Camus (1942) described, a moment of revelation may be necessary to identify the
absurdity of oneds predicament. This O6éabsurd
especialy among the younger generations (Milfont et al., 2021), who have been raised in a

rather unique period of climate change normalization, or the notion that the impact of climate
change looms large over the lives of millions of young people worldwide.ponss, it is

not surprising to observe a rise in depression, mental health problems, suicide, and post

traumatic stress disorder in relation to climate change (Massazza et al., 2022). This is where

the edifice falls apart, where a breakdown of ontologiealrity unfolds into despair, and
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young generations may be especially prone to it, a process which was amplified during the
Covid-19 pandemic (Wu et al., 2021), a pandemic which underscored the broken system of
neoliberal capitalism. Yet, these symptormastsas despair and depression should be
understood in the context of the larger systemic issues in which they have been generated.
Ultimately, they constitute the responses to the absurd moment, the moment when one
realizes the gravity of climate changealanertia. Fundamentally, this refers to the notion of
climate change becomirigo traumatic for the individual to sustain oneself in relation to the
world, a maladaptive response little discussed by the original theorists on absurdity. While
suicide was discussed (e.g., Camus, 1942) as a rather rational response to the absurdity of life,
Camus also recognized that suicide rarely results from such experience of absurdity and can
often be attributed to other causes. In contrast, we observegheldy of climate inertia to
be corresponding with a range of symptoms of ill health. For instance, recent work has been
conducted to understand recent climagkated social phenomena, such asautxiety
(Hickman, 2020; Panu, 2020), and apief (Agogon et al., 2022), the latter being a state of
grief about the loss of environment and species, and the anticipation of future losses. This
signals the disintegration of hypernormalization: younger generations have lost their faith, and
some start blamingarents and society for hypernormalizing climate inertia. The interesting
study by Hickman (2020) among childrends exp
emperor: it is children who are able to openly confront themselves with the more traumatic
aspects of climate change and inertia, and at
them. Again, it is the children who expose absurdity and hypernormalization and offer a
glimpse into unmasking the absurd.

While eceanxiety, guilt and griefnay be on the rise, and especially among younger
generations, it can also be observed how younger generations put such emotion into action:
climate protests and demonstrations are on the rise as well, demanding governments, business

and citizenstotakeael acti on against c¢limate change (H
the conceptual model of absurdity and hypernormalization meet its current limitations
perhaps climate change reaches its O0Fall of

1989 wten the Berlin Wall came down and signified the end of the Cold War and the Iron
Curtain. This constituted a period of transition, of the disintegration of established patterns of
hypernormalization, and where new forms emerge, and where new forms oftatiteor

di scourse develop. Such O6newd authoritatiyv
climate change has profound i mpacts, and t
change. However, it remains speculation whether this discourse wi#l neaningfully to

newly developed really existing practices, and whether the rising climate protest movements
will be able to affect governmental decision making. In other words, the question remains:
what is to be done?

e
h a

A Way out of Hypernormalizing Climate Inertia

Given the societal hypernormalization of climate inertia and the individual
internalization of fantasies of normality and disavowal of the impact of climate change are
reaching their limits, the question is what the future will hold), laow absurdity and
hypernormalization dynamics will unfold. The new climate protest movements, such as
Extinction Rebellion and Fridays for Future, have initiated new perspectives on the climate
debate, opening up the debate on the hypernormalizatidimaite inertia and the ineffective
responses provided by governments and business to climate change and the need to reduce
pollution. While the subsequent chapter will address a more strategic and stepwise approach
to Oescapi ngd hy prentdsaussioraaims to axploretime varigtyhokE c u r
techniques used in these movements to spur debate and initiate action.
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Generally, such protest movements are usually met with resistance from established
elites, but also from more mainstream, silent majppopulations. Some examples, however,
are relevant and interesting to highlight, in order to show how such dynamics unfold and how
they fit within a framework of absurdity and hypernormalization (and resistance to it). For
instance, the Extinction Rebelon ( XR) movement openly decl ar €
failed to actodo (Extinction Rebellion, 2022).
based on an unmasking of the hypernormalization of governmental inertia towards climate
change. However, isifrequently emphasized that the movement is about action rather than
words onl y. On t hieaditoedsirategies like petitorting, fokebgingt hat A
voting and protest have not worked due to the rooted interests of political and economic
forces. Our approach is therefore one of-mimtent, disruptive civil disobediendea
rebellion to bring about change, since all other means havedaillgdExt i nct i on Rebe
2022). At various points on the website, this action is mentioned to be nanyiae
disruptive. It is nonviolent as it claims to be most effective when refraining from violence and
damaging property, while understanding that violence at times may be necessary (but not
undertaken by XR). Yet, the movement aims to be disruptiveshadould be witnessed in the
events on 17 October 2019, when XR protesters disrupted the metro in London during rush
hour, by for instance climbing on the roofs of the trains and gluing themselves to the doors of
the trains (The Guardian, 2019). Commutdicsnot respond well to these actions, and angry
travelers started fights with the protesters, who had to be rescued by the London Underground
staff. After these events XR issued some apologies, stating that while the intentions of their
actions were aimedt disrupting daily life, it should not lead to violence (such as was the case
with angry commuters starting to fight with the protesters).

Similar events have been witnessed withthetJdi s ed group Ol nsul at e
protest movement which more spgmally aims to draw attention to the need to insulate
British homes, in order to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. On 13 September 2021 and
following days, Insulate Britain protesters blocked various motorways around London to raise
awareness among theit&gh population of the need to better insulate British homes, as fuel
poverty forces Ahundreds of thousands of fam
(Insulate Britain, 2022). Protesters glued themselves to the motorway, and caused disruptions.
After many of the protesters had been arrested, various government figures, including prime
ministers Boris Johnson, condemned the actions, and promised tougher penalties for those
protesters disrupting infrastructure.

Both of these examples illuminate algahe dynamics of absurdity and
hypernormalization in the contemporary climate change debate, and how protests expose such
absurdities. Both protest movements aim to disrupt the process of hypernormalization, or that
what is taken for granted in socieBspecially infrastructure as determining the foksgl
dominated landscapes offers the possibilities for problematization of the very notion of
hypernormalization: these protest movements draw the attention to that what can be
considered the invisibldrsictures of absurdity in our societies. In this sense, infrastructure is
continuously hypernormalized as entirely o6no
UK, where these protest movement are also active, the infrastructure shows the dominance of
the fossitfuel based society: roads meant for cars are prioritized above anything else, public
transport has been struggling under decades of austerity, and cycling is generally considered
to be one of the more dangerous means of transportation. érégdre not surprising to
observe that the targets of the protest movements have been aimed at disruption of the
infrastructure. It is precisely these taken for granted aspects of society where insights are
generated into hypernormalization when exposeangdportation is one of the areas where a
reduction of carbon emissions is strongly needed, but at the same time, it remains a sector
purely driven by neoliberal doctrine (e.g.,
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countries in the Glob&outh, tourism as economic driver). Therefore, both protest
movements combine their goals (i.e., awareness of climate change and the need to insulate
houses) with the more problematic areas in society that affect pollution.

While critiques have been utésl against both movements, these critiques have been
primarily been aimed at the disruptive effects on commuters in public transport (XR) vs.
disruption of catbased traffic. While the latter was directly targeted at those people who are
driving cars, andherefore directly contribute to carbon emissions, this should not be
automatically favored vis-vis disrupting public transport: after all, it does not matter which
people are targeted, ageryonas just as involved in hypernormalizing climate inertiad as
such, there is no better or worse audience to protest for/against. Nonetheless, the response
from both law enforcement (usually arresting protesters for disruption of the efficient and
smooth functioning of neoliberal society) and government ttatest direct resistance from
the elite members of society against exposing absurdity: it once again shaasgeeous
nature of absurdity, as exposing it will be directly met with legal implications. It also shows
how the law functions: the law haslitin common with environmental justice and as such is
there primarily to protect the interests of the elite, and therefore to sustain hypernormalization.

The ways of contemporary climate protesting through disruption show support for the
model presentenh this book: such disruptions are threatening the ontological security of
those who are affected by it: a situation of a traffic jam caused by climate protesters cause
grave emotions among those in it: there are accounts of anger, frustration, vishentmg
and so on. Such moments of conflict confront those affected with the absurdities of climate
inertia, but they might or will disavow such confrontation: because it is too threatening, too
much ontologically insecure, anger and denial take ovesdape the more traumatic
conclusion that the protesters unmask: that
very behavior in the moment. Hence, violent disavowal surfaces in those affected by the
disruptions: it touches upon the traumatic aspetour predicament, and the violent rejection
serves to deny the very acknowledgement of this trauma.

Ultimately, <c¢limate action is more import
or visiting relatives or friends. Questions of effectivenessioi protests are irrelevant, as the
denial of the relevance of a particular action is in the denial of the very goals of the

movement: there is not a 6ébetter strategydo t
citizenso6, but wated,na beimgdissptive candithengby to be safgyrand
easily ignored. The di srupt i oigthewery necessatys very

means through which their goals (e.g., climate awareness) are achieved. The governmental
and law enforoment response to such protests indicate the functioning of hypernormalization,
and thus that against which the protests are aimed. When governmental leaders condemn
these protests, it also shows the emptiness of authoritative discourse, as the explosure of
gap between such discourse and really existing practices, is by definition met with resistance.
These protests also show a possible way out of hypernormalization, by taking discourse
literally: the infiltrati onolacdmpaXyRShal me mber s
followed a statement by the UN General Secretary Guterres that fossil fuel pollution should
end (Guterres, 2022). This represents a case of taking authoritative discourse literally, and
filling it with bottom up generated meanings (Yua&h2005). This way, authoritative

discourse (such as by the UN General Secretary) does not remain empty in hypernormalizing
the statugjuo while fantasizing about genuine commitment, but is used by these protest
movements to generate change within sociétipssil fuel pollution should be ended, as

argued here by the highest UN representative, it means there is no place for companies such
as Shell which are too strongly invested in maintaining the statoiswhile making billions

of fossil fuel profit anually.
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Conclusion
In sum, this chapter argued that climate inertia is being hypernormalized, and that,
even though authoritative discourse is fille

climate change, global emissions are only on the rise, presenting little imdlicba real

change in carbon emissions. The absurdity of the destruction of the planet for economic profit
extends to the devastating impacts of climate change which is currently unfolding across the
world. It is also evident that global responses haentoo little, too late Framing climate

inertia within a model of absurdity and hypernormalization helps to understand why the

statusquo is being normalized and perpetuated. Because climate change is already too

traumatic, it is not strange to obseraatasy playing an important role in sustaining belief

that commitment of our leaders is genuine, and that appropriate action is being taken.

Moreover, fantasy helps to deal with the more difficult questions around radically changing

our ways of living, anécknowledging that perpetual growth is the problem rather than a

solution. Fantasy helps to sustain beliefs in notions such as green growth, or the idea that it is
possible to maintain oneb6s |ifestyle without
switching to vegan diets, stop flying). Ultimately, climate change poses a deeply traumatic
process, from which many people, especially younger, are already suffering, including
experiences of eeanxiety and ecgrief. Easy ways out are not possible, dmelresistance

work of protest movements such as XR and Insulate Britain, and political parties such as the
Green Party in the UK, and the Party for the Animals in the Netherlands, show that there are
ways to engage in meaningful action and political wovkards climate action and

developing new, collective edaendly lifestyles. Nonetheless, there is little reason for hope,

and it is perhaps time and there should be s
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Chapter 9: A Way out of Absurdity and Hypernormalization
Matthijs Bal, Andy Brookes, Dieu Hack-Polay, Maria Kordowicz, & John Mendy

Abstract

This chaptepresens four steps through which resistance to hypernormalization emerges:
problematimg, resising, imagiring and transforming. We contribute to the literature by
showing how these four steps may offer a way out of hypernormalization in society and
workplacesFirst, problematization is needed in society and workplaces to expose absurdity
for what it is and what effects it has on social practice. A wider acknowledgement and
recognition of absurdity is the first necessary step for change. Seconihgexising

absurdity provides a way to bring about necessary change in response to the status quo
pertaining to hypernor mal i ziagtsiaoetdssarywaytoe f unc
achieve change as the formulation and articulation of alternatives isial step in the

process. Finally, transformation refers to the key processes following the articulation of
alternative imaginaries: it defines how change is materialized in society and workplaces, and
the ways through which change may unfale presentmexample of an academic
transformation initiative within work and organizational psychology, the FOWOP network
that strives to bring about change in academic institutions.
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Introduction

Is there a way out of absurdity and hypernormalization? Following the previous chapters,
where we discussed the theoretical foundations of absurd social practices and the
hypernormalization of such practices, the question is whether there are bothcdhkaneti

practical alternatives. Given the broad range of social practices that are pervaded by absurdity
and hypernormalization, it is tempting to suggest that they are fundamental aspects of human
life, and that life is simply absurd (as Camus holds)hatr many social practices contain
impossible paradoxes, which cannot be resolved. Yet, at the same time, the impossibility of
the impossible paradox resides within the very same space where absurdity can bé located
and as such, impossibility is a ratlsecially constructed phenomenand not so much
o0naturallyd emerging element. Throughout the
and ideas in relation to absurdity and the ways these become integrated into the core fabric of
society, social @ctices and what it is to be humasisuch. Identification as a particular

human being, or identification with a particular social group, therefore, always carries the
implicationof the internalization of a fantasy of normality. In other words, defmitibwhat

it is to be human is absues one seeks normality within a void that never appeared on the
basis of a distinction normalbnormal Hence, as iterated before, there is no simple stepping

out of absurdity and hypernormalizati@o, thatenunciatio andactualpractice can be

aligned better, and discourse to reflect more accurately really existing preibe there is

no natural order that determines norfabhormal, at the same time, the absurdity of
meaninglessness of life is by definitioridd through the creation of such distinctions to

guide human life. It is in this vein that over the last 400 years capitalism has been normalized
as a guide to human life and ordering. Such normalization graduatigrdealizes any

deviation from capitaltsunderpinning (while itself infiltrating nedemocratic, authoritarian
systems through finding the even greater fit between capitalism and authoritarianism; Brown,

2019).% al luded to before, O6it is easier to i m;
capitalismdb (Fredric Jameson), and hypernorm
6everything to change so all can remain the

dictums refer to both the lack of alternatives that contemporary society hottsofidyeral
capitalism and the essential functioning of hypernormalization in the process of maintaining
societal status quo under the illusion of action.

Giventhe sheer psychological violence that hypernormalization enacts upon citizens
and individualshrough creating a strong sense of hopelessness in the face of great societal
chall enges ( Gtosgep kut of l/fedn@rhalizatian ntay e met with some
cynicism as to its actual potential. Hence, hypernormalization is effective becausg its ver
construction defines its outcomes: the attempt to hypernormalize the qiattakesany
alternative become suppressabhormal, and ridiculed. In this sense, it is also the trauma of
Communism (Shafir, 2016) that haunts modern society: while the Coisir8ocialist dream
held the promise of an equalbnexploitativeand dignified society, the actually existing
terror of the Communist Soviet Union crashed the legitimacy of thevie§ project in
creating a more equal society. It is therefore notrging to observe thabsurdity of the
contemporary political divide exisg between neoliberatentrist politics and rightving
extremism: the left lost its cultural legitimacy after the collapse and moral bankruptcy of
Communism, andoublylost its poitical legitimacy after uncritically embracing neoliberal
values in the 1990s. In political terms, therefore, getting out of hypernormalization is not a
matter of oOreturningd to the polnmoteeéquah | l ef t,
society n which human and planetary dignity is prioritized, can be savored.

We argue that there is no way out of hypernormalizatisitdsome state of
onormalityd: the nor malisprovidesbasisetanatneturatbits ur d i n
For instance, the escape from the Soviet Union from its absurd Communist system only led
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the Eastern Soviet countries into another form siatlity in enforced neoliberal practices

(see Klein, 2007). There is no O6authenticbd s
sociallyconstructed. In other words, light of the socially constructed foundation of

absurdity which has materialisffects on the dignity of the planet and peojtlis, not so

much a matter of finding a more straightforward, direct relationship to our social

constructions, but to entirely change our construction i{gédhoy, 2019) To do so, we have

to interrogateabsurdity, understand it, problematize it and embrace it, in truly Camusian

ways. In the followingsections we will discuss in greater depths the individual and collective

ways to do so.

Individual Ways out of Hypernormalization

Albert Camus wrote about the absurd moment: that moaiertvelatiorwhen an individual
recognizes and acknowledges the absaurdity of
moment of absurdity may entail a deep sense of anxiety and ontological ins@gdawkins,

2019), as it means a viol ent 4guophduaisesthef oneod
immediate question: what is to be dovext? It is therefore not surprising that in such

moments, hypernormalization is also functional, in denyegabsurdityhat alreadyexisied

or even at the level that one realizes that Jiitleot anything can be done about the absurdity

itself. Absurdity is therefore aligned with a total absence of hope (Camus, 1942; Hawkins,

2019). In this situationofthpel essness (Gi gek, 2018), Camus
absurdity through embracing it. However, Camus refrained from taking a more radical

position, aghe onehis contemporary Jedpaul Sartre took in endorsing Communism and

revolution to overthra current capitalist system€amusadvocated a more personal and

peaceful rebellion, one that coldd materializel for instance through the creative act

(Camus, 1942; Davj2011; Hawkins, 2019). The embracing of absurdity entails a process of

no longerdenying the hypernormalization of absurdity in lieu of integrating the core
inconsistencies and i mpossibilities of [1ife
means that one no longer uses binary distinction between what is absurd, yet societally

normative (and thus hypernormalized), andthathhb onst i t ut es a &ér easona
Absurdity transcends logic, operates beyond thatik either a logic of the political right

of left and functions in a different dimension. It may be the ttietethese competing logics

are of an impossible nature themselves, and jointly become absurd. For instance, the logic of

fake news (i.e., deliberately creating untrue stories to manipulate public opinion) competes
with o6factchecki nlpéral media.pioneued inattre impatende of tha n y

latter to actually recognize that truth is not so much a static entity, but something that is

reified in its own construction, a mirror reflection of fake news is created: fake news has a

deep untruthful, absdist nature in luring the individual into believing something that is

pertinently a lie Absurdity is also present axccounterparelement the liberathegemonic

attempt to normalize a particular, Western version of the truth that obfuscates the more

cont ested notions of the West ecoloniabantliberall i zat i o
misogynist, racist, xenophobi@ndsupremist tendencies. For the individual, the con&toor

of oneself with the absurdity of social practice, of everythivag makes up society, also spurs

the need to critically reflect upon onedbds ow
very attitude towards this statgsio. It may not be only a security that is found in the

legitimacy of the hypernormal, a pretdibility of individual desire (i.e., compliance with the

statusquo in society provides an aficlusive life, including direction about what one ought

to fundamentally desire; Eyer s, 201 2; Gi gek,
reflect upon aeself as an individual made up through life experiences which are

fundamentally biased towards (some form of) privilege. The embracement of absurdity, as
something not merely relating to the meaninglessness of human existence, but to the very
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impossibility of alignment of the various paradoxical manifestations of social reality, seems
more difficult than ever. As also alluded to
biased, with for instance his example of Don Juan as the absurdtlietberefae (in
hindsight) the exposure of the gap within th
absurdity), that the exclusionary nature of this embrace is revealed, and thus its inherent
limited practical value in societyn neglecting the misogyny derlying the portrayal of Don
Juan as embracing absurdity, the question remains what the practical value is of a description
of absurdity escaping through the embracing of it, and subsequently the creative act as
exemplifying such escape. To what exteng¢slthis provide the individual with a clear
i mplication out of the O6absurd moment 6°7?

When an individual has a moment of revelation, when the skies beconer wear
show the inconsistency, inappropriateness and tragic element of an absurd social practice,
does not automatically lead hypernormalization to cease its functioning. The individual is now
alone, in her or his wonder of the absurdity that one is surrounded with. It is far frem self
evident that the indivi dualditysasddécahseqguerfy moves o
formulates an appropriate form of rebellion against hypernormalization. It is therefore that a
process is needed that is more dialogical (Bal, 2017), a process that follows from the
revelation of absurdity to the sharing with anotinelividual or individuals As absurdity
concerns social practice, the individual has a limited number of options after recognizing the
absurdity of such practice. First, the individual can maintain a position of compliance
(Alvesson & Spicer, 2016), wherby one cynically accepts oneos
absurdity: even though one is aware of the inconsistency of social practice, one maintains
compliance due to maintaining ontological secufitybare survival)As explained earlier,
fantasy may supgpr t oned6s position to retain consiste
fantasmatic belief that while social practice may be absurd, nothing can be done, and that
other powers, such as government, will act to remediate absurd social practicel{sather t
perpetuating it aa primary social actor). Second, the individual may engage in sensemaking
foll owing the recognition of absurdityds inh
estrangement, the individual may problematize social practice, arsdaina evidence into a
guestion (Pfaller, 2012).

Hence, in |Iine with Pfallerdéds (2012) inte
becomes the necessary first step to start problematizing absurdity and hypernormalization.
When social practice is continusly normalized, the question is how such estrangement can
take place. In this regard, Bal (2017) point
which is a strategy that follows estrangement. Reversed logic, according to Bl rgfers
to the reersal of the logic underpinning hypernormalization: practically it can be used to
observe practices in society (such as the increased militarization of many \Wst@pean
countries in response to terrorist attacks), followed by the question whethevensalof
such practices would lead to less or more (human, planetary) dignity. In other words, the
provocative approach of reversed logic assumesasiingwhether a complete reversal of a
practice (e.g., whether in response to terrorist attackscags@ide-militarization would be
more effective than the usual response of introducing and intensifying military presence on
the streets, including a militarization of police) can be the starting point to the questioning and
addressing of hypernormalization. Tostm Bal (2017, p.272) argues for the following
approach: hypernormali zation should be expos
hy per nor nidghbse geapleiwlosedigniand resiliencéave been violated and
harmed as a result of such hypmmalization. In our current description of absurdity, its
tragic potential harmthe dignity and resiliencef individuals and/or the planet, and exposing
such effects opens up the way for problematization of hypernormalization.
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However, if the intern&ed protection mechanisms (e.g., fantasy, disavowal) against
hypernormalization exposure are functioning, the question remains how absurdity can be
exposed more effectively. As Kilroy (2019, p
ofdemasking s actually fueling the ideological en
exposing absurdity may even create a stronger hypernormalization, in both creating a feeling
that nothing can be done and that it is merely a matter of individual survival amagthr
(such as is the case with climate breakdown),thaedreation oén illusion that action is
being taken by powerful actors in society, such as governments and businesses. Exposing
absurdity, therefore, is never enough. Yet, at the same time, dp®xplbsure remains the
very first necessary step towarsre meaningfuthange. How can the individual absurd
moment be linked to more collective responses, which would be imperative in the context of
effective hypernormalization response? To do soyiddal estrangement (Pfaller, 2012) can
become a mediator between collective problematization and collective responses, as
individual estrangement can be just as strongly orchestrated as the hypernormalization process
itself. In other words, a programmagpproach towards escaping absurdity can overcome the
limitations of the low likelihood of individual estrangement. We will therefore now discuss
the more collective responses to hypernormalization, while focusing for each of these steps on
the individualimplications.

Collective Responses to Hypernormalization

Because of its inherent ideological di mensi o
stepping out of hypernormalization (Freeden, 2083)Freeden (2003) argues: while

everything has an @blogical dimension, not everything is necessarily ideological. Hence,

there is no real escape out of the hypernormalization ideology, and escaping such would only
mean entering another ideological framework, in which other or quite similar fantasieis preva

(Gi ¢¥89).1tis likely that awareness of absurdity creates ontological insecurity or a loss of
sense of self (Kinvall, 2004). Ideology provides a structure and maintenance of fantasy, and
thereby the comfort of predictability (Jost et al., 201 Zyakeness of hypernormalization is
uncomfortable, as it involves a dramatic rup
about the world (i.e., the recognition of a practice as absurd). Therefore, there is no
straightforward way out of hypernormaliin, not merely because it is primarily a social
phenomenon that has grave persg®ichological dimensions, but because it always
involves a radical breach f r tominterrelatédsvaye nt ol o g
through which hypernormalizath can be challenged in society: problemagzresising,

imaginng, and transformingrhese four strategies are linked to each other, such that usually
problematizing is followed by resistance, and they build on each other. However, they are not
purelyperceived through a stepise approach, thereby assuming that the later stages can

only be foll owed when the previous ones have
constitutes a continuous process of reflexivity, whereby through change processdsaigli

and collectivegontinue toquestion the purposes and outcomes of our actions. Finally, we

refer to these four strategies ageabrather than a noun, as it should not be considered to be a

rather stable entity (e.g., authoritative discourseablpmatized), but as a continuous

process, whereby the emphasis lies ordttiegand oncontinuously engagg in these

practices in order to affect social change.

Problematizing

A first necessary but insufficient step towards effectivadigllenging
hypernormalization is problemaitiy particular instances ahbsurdity and
hypernormalizatiomn society and workplace&ey to understanding the potential ways out of
hypernormalization involves estrangement (Pfaller, 2012). Through suchitmog
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previously held assertions about the -ssfident nature of certain practices in society and
workplaces are transformed from evidence into a question. This can be done through exposing
absurdity, in its illogical and inappropriate nature, andssé@paration of reality from
ideological inscription causing humaaffeing. When absurdity has tragic potential, its
detrimental effects on human and planetary suffering can be exposed through research,
activism and politics. Such exposure functions ragfahe hegemonic interpretation of
absurdity and authoritative discourse, and thus involves the unmasking of that which is
concealed. For instance, the work of Bal and colleagues (2021) around the neoliberal
ideological underpinnings of the use of the @apt of sustainable careers attempteexigose
such hypernormalized hegemonic interpretation of authoritative discourse, which occurred at
the expense of marginalized groups across global society who would never have the chance to
obtain a sustainable career and are subject to a b aisecurityand precarity. They
argued and showed how a concept such as sustainable careers have become part of
authoritative discourse, and notwithstanding its neoliberal anchoetagns a powerful
appeal to scholars, practitioners and workers. Exposing the eblibterpretation of
sustainable careers, the authors concluded that sustainable careers have become interpreted as
an individual responsibility of workers, while typically marginalized groups in so(eagy
autistic employees, immigrant workers ancdsphave been excluded from obtainisigcha
sustainable career.

Problematiing absurdity therefore helps people to recognize its strangeness. The very
act of doingsoconstitutes the first step towards getting out of hypernormalization. One
crucial difference between the Soviet Untolypernormalizatiorand contemporary Western
society concerns freedom of speétlthe sense tharoblematization of the absurd can be
conducted more openly, and thereby exposed more widely to p&bplereative ways
through which people in the Soviet Union were forced to manage the gap between
authoritative discourse and practice, is both similar and different to contemporary Western
society. While living in the Soviet Union always carried the risk of being arresteguaunto
prison, modern society exerts its influence on citizens in different ways. It is therefore that
problematizing absurdity and hypernormalization has more potential in contemporary society.
With the rise otheinternet, problematizing has even be@more accessible to wider
audiencesandremains the crucial first step towards social chamfge Occupy Movement
from 2011, the #MeToo Movement from 2017, and the Black Lives Matter Movement rising
in 2020 have shomwthatby exposing the absurdities thie economi@andexploitative system,
the prevalence of sexual harassment in society, and the inequalities and racism towards black
and nonwhite peopehese issues can be effectively addressed within society

However, at the same time, problematizingynunfold in a space that is not merely
captured by critical voices emphasizing the dignity of people and the planet, but also by
critical voices resulting from the fear that surrounds society (Fromm, 1941). It is therefore not
the case that exposing abdity is sufficient in changing social circumstan¢esuch
exposure is always embedded within the process of hypernormalization itself, and as such
always risks to be hypernormalized. For instance, it is possible to expose that sustainable
careers are, ifact, a myth and resulting from a fantasy about workers achieving sustainable
careers, while neoliberal ideology keeps on constituting the very essence of sustainable
careers itself through emphasizing the instrumentality and individualism underpin{Bag) it
et al., 2021). However, this does not mean such exposure is effective, as people may use
psychological mechanisms to deny the very nature of what exposure éfegaite, exposure
of absurdity may as well lead to strengthening of hypernormalizasqre@ple may escape
absurdity by clinging on to their ontological security and seek ways that actually strengthen
absurdity rather than contesting it.
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Art-Based Problematizing

Estrangement of absurdity can also be achieved through acceptance of alisalfdity
There are various abtased expressions of how absurdity is dealt with through acceptance and
immersing oneself into the absurd (Cornwell, 2016). Becabiserdity does not concern
itself with truth-statements (Foroughi et al., 2019), it is ingight tomerelyexpose the
untruthful nature of absurdity. However, absurdity can be exposed through taking it one step
further, by forinstancea o6 napved, | iteral readi &g of auth
Sewell, 2002). This classical approach was u
Sol dier Gvejk) and Voinovich in the Soviet U
literal reading of authoritative discourse and the staging of naive pnideégarho internalize
this discourse, the system is exposed in its absurd manifestticimliteral reading of
authoritative discourse exposes the absurd nature of discourse itself in describing actually
existing manifestatios) thereby also exposing thd@ngerous nature of the absurd: in the void
of absurd meaninglessness (of discourse), suddenly the space emerges in which alternative
interpretations may be formed. It is this approach that could be understood as théengscape
absurdity, a deliberatetatnpt not to resign to a mythical counterpart of absurdity in which
reason prevails, where singular truths based on reason and logic can be maintained, but where
the absurd absence of logic is embraced, in order to find that alternative space where
absurdiy fully resides and where this is something that could be transformed into a
constructive process of dignityotectionl t may be a case of o6écreat.i
authoritative discourse into botteap generated new meanings, as Yurchak (20GByetl in
his research. This entails a hijacking of discourse by those with seemingly little or no power,
through using authoritative discourse in a way that fundamentally dissociates itself from the
emptiness of this discourse as rendered meaninglessiioneio really existing practices.

Such escape into absurdity of meaningless discourse may expose the inherent
meaninglessness, but may also provide opportunities for creative reinterpretation. For
instance, in the space where sustainability becomes pity eaoncept, it is a question of

finding new meanings for sustainability that are properly radical and move beyond hegemonic
statusquo driven interpretation.

This escap@éto absurdity may have a twofold effect. For instance, the movie the
@QJokeH(2019)is described as an escape into absurdity, where the character of the Joker is the
very product of an absurd society, @avbbyabsurdityis exposé through its doublingip,
albeitwith the destructive force of violence. The central premise of the moviedkatdd to
the Batman series) is that The Joker holds the deeper lying truths about Gotham city (i.e.,
modern American society), such as its raw capitalist, excluding nature, through which
suffering is common. The Joker exposes such absurdity, but does@aly by doublingup
through an even deeper engagement with absurdity in all its violent potential and thus
unleashing tis violent potential of absurdity that was always there, but ti@nh existed
only in a moreniddenform, in the void of societyHowever, in using extreme violence to
expose absurdity whi ch i s reminiscent ,difgntygoedr gessd Cl o
resilience aralso absent, through which absurdity is merely confirmed in its
meaninglessness. In the absence of a counterpart taliypstne escape into absurdity does
not do more than exposing it, while finding perverse enjoyment in it.

Another way absurdity is exposed is through comedy (Cornwell, 2016), atyazh
may have ambiguous effect s.eofrometylagexmsing hand,
the absurdities in society may lose its constative meaning in merely reproducing the absurdity
itself. During the Trump Presidency in the US (22021), many satirical US television
shows merely addressed the clownish nature gbtbsident, without exposing the more
deepseateddeological naturef this facade of the clown as president. In this sense, comedy
may act as exposugesdistraction: while pointing towards the absurd nature of contemporary
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sociopolitical manifestatisand enunciatios) it also legitimizes the statwgio without

exposing the underlying principles that give rise to the manifessadfabsurdity It also

legitimizes through its underlying message which is usually aimed at making fun of the

powerful in s@iety, but also accepting their status and the general sfatuas how things

really are. A comedgxample that does challenge such ideological assumptions is that of
academic Edina D6ci (2019), who takes an absustdjtyared approach, whereby the

absurdty of contemporary society is taken to the extreBye(again)adoptinga literal

reading of its authoritative, ideological, discours®esubsequently revessit throughusing
reproduction of form (e.g., by performing her comedy as an academic lecture or as a Ted

Talk) to unmask ideological absurditsf( t he popul ar Facebook bl og
All 6, where gender st ewheleffegtpetyabesdhe sameTbeyv er s e d
result of such absurdist comedy is a genuine reflection upon the very assumptions of

ideological discourse, both in society and academia. Thereby, comedy may not just act as a
legitimization of the statuquo, but also as a catalyst hretprocess of problematizing

absurdity.

However, such problematization is not yet sufficient to change hypernormalized
practices. As arguedakfore it is even the privileged elites from the World Economic Forum
(2019), who are now problematizing incomegualities. This is partly because absurdity
risks being hijacked by those who have invested in retaining hypernormalization as it benefits
those in power. While awareness of absurdity can be remediated through cynical disavowal
and ideological internalizin, it is therefore needdd link resistance tproblematization.

Resising

A second necessary, yiatitself insufficient, strategy, concerns the roleresgisting
absurdity. While hypernormalization has to be problematized thnaagignition of its
strangeness (e.g., throydbr instanceexposing its detrimental effects dre dignityand
resilienceof people and the planet), it is also needed that people actively resist such practices.
Recent academic literature has revaluedaoles of resistance again in bringing about social
change (Contu, 2018; Derber, 2017; Weinhb&rBanks, 2019). Resistance is necessary as
problematization in itself is unlikely to change social reality; it is needed to actively resist
hegemonic ideology wibh facilitates absurdity to manifest and perpetuate. Contu (2018)
speaks in this context of O&éparrhesiasticbd ac
Resistance can manifest both individualhcollectively, and hiddeor public (Mumby et al.,
2017), and aims to address the use of power to subordination. Within Soiaat
hypernormalizatiorfas still is the case within contemporary Russegistancéecame more
and more dangerous due to the risks of being incarcerated. Open resistante¢hegaagsne
became impossible, and therefore, other forms of resistance were needed. One such form
appeared througthe creativereinterpretation of the constative dimension of authoritative
di scourse (such as a r evalywhlsggengaginginahe |l ect i v i
performative rituals of the Communistsystetnur chakés (2005) research
examples of how individuals engaged in the enforced rituals, such as taking part in
Communi st Party Meet i nghbmeetngsdAtthelsameitimeg oneds
however, there wasxamplicit common understanding among the people of the
meaninglessness of such meetings in buildind developingociety For examplewhile
such meetings were obligatory, individuals actively searohiedréative ways to reinterpret
Communist ideals such as solidarity and collectivity into constative meanings that actually
built relationships with others.

Similarly, performativity is often enforced in Western society, whereby individuals
have to complysuch as is the case with bureaucracy in organizations (Alv&sSqicer,
2016 Alvesson & Szkudlarek, 2021For individuals working in organizations or finding
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their way in modern society, it is not so much a matter of displaying overt resistanc# again
the increased bureaucratization, but being enforced to comply with the bureaucracy at the risk
of exclusion. In other words, individuals have little choice than to participate in the rituals of
contemporary existence, rituals that have a strong canstitmeaning in distributing
valuable resources. For instance, unemployment forces individuals to engage in the
increasingly bureaucratized and absurd unemployment benefits system. Refusing to do so
simply means that one will lose the right to benefitsl, tuerefore there is no real choice here,
than to make théneoliberal)do r i ght choi ced. Similarly, parti
a ritual as well, whereby the choice between political parties has become the choice of
different flavors of neoliberem (Brown, 2019), in either the choice between liberal
democracy and authoritarian populism. In such moments, for many pengptaly form of
resistance is by not showing ugy, retreaing from participating in the democratic system at
all. Thisisremni scent of t he n oBnsibsobr&aelacidezg 6by o3 0o e na
Saramago, in which 83% of the populace cast blank ballots in a parliamentary election. The
confused government quickly retreats to implementing something similar to a gtalie®
control the silent population, who has chosen to distance itself from the fagcade of the
democratic electoral system. In a similar vein, this is shown in the story Bartleby by Herman
Melville, where Bartleby, a clerk to a Wall Street lawyer, refuseamy out tasks, while
saying he o6would prefer not tobé (carry out a
refusion to participate, either in the electoral system or work, is the necessary first step
towards changing social circumstances, as it ckb@rground for an act that will truly lead to
transformation. Resisting through nparticipation, therefore, can mean an important step in
the process of addressing absurdity and hypernormalizétente, it is either within such
constraintof the systmthat resistance can be generatedugh norparticipation or
through more collective forms, wharalividuals benefit from their participation within a
group in societyin order toprotest against the destructive naturalegurdity and
hypernormalization.

Yet, resistancen itselfis insufficient to address and change hypernormalized
practices. For instance, the Gilet Jaune (Yellow Vest) Movement in France originated in 2018
as a protest against rising fuel prices (whiahsed many liberal environmentalists not to
sympathize with the movement), and led to resistance across Europe (Masquelier, 2021).
However, while this resistance movement initially protested against rising fuel prices, a lack
of problematization underpindéhe movement. These protests concerned a resistance against
the hegemonic order, but without a clear problenragiaf the hypernormalization that
caused the unrest and frustration. Absurdity exposed itself here, as the French neoliberal
government impa=d secalled environment taxes which would affect the most vulnerable
people(while for instance the airlines remained excluded from fuel taxafidng led to
people protestinggainst(a rather incremental form of) climate action. Absurdity emerged
herein the impossible choice for people between climate action and economic survival,
thereby pretending that the two wéunadamentallyunrelated to each other. At the same time,
the French government responded with military intervention, delegitimizingateden the
link between environmentalism and emancipatory economics (for the poor). Nonetheless, the
lack of success of the movement can be partly attributed to the lack of problem identification,
as well as a lack of alternatives that are necessarytessfully counter hypernormalization.

Finally, as argued by Brookes in Chapter 7 of this book, absurdity and the
hypernormalized state is held in place by systems of power, including elites in society who
have carefully crafted and shaped the neolitstede that dictates the primacy of free
markets, homo economicus and economic profit in running and structuring society. Such
neoliberal ideology is consequently internalized through ideological fantasy (e.g., Bal et al.,
2021), and resistance is therefapeded in relation to both the elites maintaining the
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hypernormalized stateguo in society as well as the resisting in the spirit of Bartleby: by
saying no to the performative rituals of neoliberal ideology, new possibilities are emerging to
resist the ®tusquo and to start formulating and creating the necessary first steps to get out of
the hegemonic neoliberal ideology, imposed and enforced through corporatization of the
entire society.

Imagining

Lack of alternative is a strong driver behimgbernormalization dynamics. It also
explains the persistent nature of hypernormalization; people in the former Soviet Union
dreamed of Western life (Yurchak, 2006pntemporary society lacks such a comparative
perspective, contributing to inertia and qaiance (Alvesso& Spicer, 2016). In addition to
problematimmg and resishg, imagiring is therefore needed to bring about chatge. g e k
(2009) anKilroy (2019) thereforeadvocate garallax view which entails the formulation of
radical alternativesA parallax view consists of taking a radically different perspective, and to
remove oneself from the narrow binary distinction present in society. For instance, in
formulating a response to fake news, it is not a matter of belief in facts, and in regponse t
climate change, it is not a matter of believing in the fantasy of green growth to eradicate the
impossibility of aligning ecanomy and ecéogy in contemporary societhdopting a
parallax viewpoinimeans to fundamentally break away from absurdity, anty merely
trying to expose the falsehootdraoathéab¢éaodbuygh
al ., 2019) would implicitly assume that ther
appealing in itself (e.g., a fantasy of a return to psefpd, efficient bureaucracy in
organizations). It is therefore needed to formulate alternative visions of reality that may
provide a way out, or a way for people to co
that protects the dignity of people ah@ planet (Bal, 2017). This includes the formulgti
and provding of new forms of ontological security (Kinvall, 2004; Mitzen, 2006). As
problematimg and resishg without imaginng of alternatives only create or enhance
ontologicalinsecurity, it is mperative that a more fruitful way out of hypernormalization is to
create new visions for identifprmulation and collective solidarity, and thus new forms of
ontological security for people society andvorkplaces.

Imaginngi nvol ves thewcfaataeneseb, 6as absurdit
fantasy about aoguesal hatdéwe &r geXiej@epkonsi bl
Fiennes, 2011), and as such, we are responsible ourselves for creating and formulating new
fantasies, in which the dignity of all people and the planet itself is respect, protected and
promoted (Bal, 2017}-or instance, bureaucracy entails a fantagh@tmoothly functioning
and efficient organization, which may become absurd wiem@pplication oits bureaucratic
procedure®n people are normalized and thereby becdestructive. In response, imamig
involves the dreaming of alternatives, datmulatingcounternarratives of how authoritative
discourse in society could obtain new constative meanings, providing new forms of
ontological security to individuals and collectives.

One more mundane way through which ontological security may be maisct
through engagement into the performative dimension of an ideology of absurdity (e.g.,
through participation in bureaucracy), while at the same time, finding creative ways of
reinterpreting hegemonic discourse into meaningful action. Such dual erggagsmlike
practices of individuals in the Soviet Union (Yurchak, 2003, 2005), and may have greater
importance than initially recognized. Key to such endeavors is the combination of
problematimg, resising and imagimg, as they may jointly form the tidote tothe
reproduction ofbsurdityand a way to which creative reinterpretations of constative
dimensions become materialized.
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Creative Reinterpretation

A primary way through which imagining may be linked with current (absurd) practice
concerns theole of creative reinterpretation of authoritative discourse (Yurchak, 2003, 2005).
For individuals, resistance may prove challenging, and other ways to undermine absurdity and
hypernormalization may be in need. Being part of the triad problemategnjng-
imagining, creative reinterpretation may follow from the observation of social practices to
have become absurd. However, in the impossibility for individual open resistance against
absurdity, people might refrain from acting out their unwillingnesntgage in absurdity and
hypernormalization. It is therefore that in imagining alternative modes of behavior, a
straightforward approach lies within the creative reinterpretation of authoritative discourse. In
other words, society is continuously bombardgith discourse that is inherently appealing,
yet opposed to actually existing practice (just as was the case in Soviet Union). It is therefore
possible temploya more literal reading of discourse, and find creative and innovative
meanings that contribetto greater dignity. For instance, concepts such as sustainability have
lost their meaning, being anchored in a variety of interpretations, but generally being hijacked
by neoliberal discourses (i.e., sustainability can only function instrumentally noraeo
goals Brown, 2016. Hence, sustainability can be considered an inherently empty concept,
which is filled ideologically through authoritative discourse. Creative reinterpretation of the
concept, however, may present new possibilities for an acexiting meaning of
sustainability (Bal & Brookes, 2022). Therefore, the concept of sustainability can be
0l i beratedd from its inherent ideologically
through ways that conceptualize sustainabdityy when it contributes to greater dignity of
people and the planet. In such cases, it is not necessarily needed to get rid of these concepts,
and invent new ones, as these new concepts risk the very same hijadkigigroeaning to
fit ideological discourse &also happened to inequality, which was stripped of its radical
meaning through adoption by institutions such as the World Economic Forum). Instead, it is
about saving such concepts in a way that they become interpreted more radically, in the sense
that thiey contribute to respect for, protection of, and promotion of greater dignity in
workplaces and society (notwithstanding the meaning of dignity itself being hijacked
ideologically).

Experimentation may play a central role, whereby engagement in tioempatif/e
dimension is conducted at the minimum level of necessity and in a way that authoritative
discourse becomes meaningless. For instance, in an organizational bureaucracy where
employees continuously have to fill in forms, these forms can be promtiethe same
reproduced, meaningless content that act as empty signifiers that nonetheless fulfill the
bureaucratic desire for content. At the same time, individuals may experiment with new ways
of organizing and collaboratirgeyondoureaucracythrough informal organizations within
the formal structures (see e.g., Pardeal, 2014). Such experimentation may provide
meaning locally, but may also give rise to more collective forms of solidarity, meaning
making and collective action to spur chang society and workplaces.

Transforming

Ultimately, scientific research finds its value in linking with actual practice in society.
Problematizing, resisting and imagining are strategies to inform the practice of absurdity
normalization in society,ral in doing so, new avenues are created for change in society and
workplaces. However, at the same time, change may be less real than sometimes seems the
case in society. Addressing absurdity invites for a transformation process to take place, not
merely b step out of ideology, as discussed above, but to engage in a process of unmasking
the ideological and fantasmatic underpinnings of reality constructions, which ignores the
more traumatic aspects of hypernormalization. Transforming means to change onegelf e 6 s
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environment, and establish collective means to effectuate change. While contemporary
society tends to prioritize personal change beyond societal change (or disavowing the
likelihood of societal change entirely), the question is how contemporamng fofr collective
action may be undertaken in order to mitigate the undignifying principles underpinning
absurdity. This calls for more collective responses to absurdity, and thereby moving beyond
Camusian individuafocused response towards a more Sdoaised radical notion of societal
change, which nonetheless has to remain based within principles of dignity (Bal, 2017). In
any case, transformation is a process that unfolds through collective effort, and as such
transcends the individual. To be able temylify the process of transforming through
collective effort, we will discuss the rise of the Future of Work and Organizational
Psychology (FOWOP) Network from 2017 onwards, a collective of academics in the field of
work and organizational psychology tngi to change the rising neoliberalism of academia.

Transforming Academia: FOWOP and the Struggle against Neoliberal Academia

How does transformation take place in workplaces and society? Faced with the
hypernormalization of neoliberal academia (Ball, 2012; Parker, 2018), a small group of
academics in the field of work and organizational psychology gathered in 2017 at thelbiannua
EAWOP conference, which took place in Dublin, Ireland. EAWOP is the professional
association of academic work psychologists in Europe, and therefore, the main body
representing the interests of academic work psychologists, and organizing biannual
conferences primarily for academics, but also attended by practitioners. This small group of
12 academics organized an interactive panel discussion on the future of Work and
Organizational Psychology (WOP), as the organizers felt that while academic conferences
took place regularly, they were never the site of actual discussion on the future of the field
and the roles of scholars in advancing the field. Moreover, it also came across to the
organizers that scholars in the field seemed to express little agendp@vewn work
environments. There was little, if not any, discussion among academics and at the conferences
about the future of the discipline, and how academics wanted to play a role in contributing to
the future of wor k ( aarmedeaammdadenia dikeThe t opi ¢c 6
interactive 1,5 hour debating session attracted a group of 60 participants, of which about a
third constituted practitioners. As stated in the original proposal submitted to the conference,
the first purpose of the sessiwas to expose how cultural, econorpulitical and societal
factors affect work psychology. Moreover, the proposal described as an important purpose to
promote more critical and humanistic perspectives in the field, and finally, to discuss how the
acadent structures and cultures related to aforementioned questions. Pertinent to the session
were the observations that the field of work psychology has little meaning towards practice
beyond perpetuating the (neoliberal) stequs (Bal, 2015), that the fielof WOP had
developed a culture that allowed only positivistic, realist perspectives on the psychology of
work (Symon & Cassell, 2006), and whereby other ontologies and epistemological
orientations were excluded. Beyond all, a shared observation pertaitnedrather
masochistic nature of (academic) work psychologists, who would merely submit to the
structures imposed upon them, and who seemingly lacked any real agency to affect changes to
oneds own environment and t h®60aFmomtheldbb)c wor | d
Such submissive attitude was widely shared, whereby perceptions dominated that one should
merely try to fit in, join the hypercompetition within academia to ensure an academic career,
and thus, retrospectively, to accept and comply thi¢hinner and inherent absurdities within
the academic system. The session proved to be a first moment of transformation, where
academics and practitioners from across Europe found a space to share their experiences of
working in the field of WOP and acachia more widely. At the same time, the proposal and
the session was aimed to start a process of changing circumstances in the academic world, and
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the proposal stated that the session should be followed up with meetings and further work on
this theme. Theession proved to be one of the first structured ones in the history of EAWOP
conferences where a collective of academics and practitioners were offered the possibilities to
problematizeexisting practices and cultures within the discipline. Through time &b brief
5-minute presentations by the panel (on the topics of methodology, humanistic concerns, the
relation with practice, and the purpose of scientific publishing), sgnailp discussions, and

a joint interactive panel discussion, the session affareopportunity for problematization,

and a first articulation of ways for the participants to start resisting against neoliberal
academia, and to very preliminary start to imagine alternative ways of organizing academia.
Nonetheless, given the noveltytbe session in the (perhaps rather conservative and
mainstreardriven; Fromm, 1955) discipline of WOP, the session also meant a first

possibility of problematizing the absurdity of the contemporary academic world (see also Bal,
2017, Chapter 8).

After the successful session, four of the organizers (Edina Déci, Yvonne van
Rossenberg, Xander Lub and Matthijs Bal) gathered and initiated the {fgtida/the session,
and started to organize a Small Group Meeting (SGM) on the Future of WOP, for which
fundingfrom EAWOP would help to cover organizational costs. Benefits of the organizing
team included their physical proximitythe organizers lived and/or worked in The
Netherlands and Belgium, through which the organizing would not have to take place solely
online, but provided the opportunities for the organizers to meet and prepare in the best
possible way. The SGM took place in Breda, the Netherlands in May 2018. While SGMs
were funded on the basis of small groups of scholars gathering to present andotigscuss
specific topic (<25 individuals), the popularity of the SGM and the stated inclusiveness of the
meeting meant that 50 scholars eventually joined the SGM. The meeting was organized from
scratch in a way that each aspect and detail of the confereneémeabat delivering a
meaningful contribution to the future of WOP. Dissociating from the established norms (i.e.,
what would be considered O6normal 6, or hypern
organizers sought to find ways to meaningfully engagle thie topics of the SGM. For
instance, the organizers questioned the effectiveness and meaning ofrimit€
presentation, Bninute discussion format that was prevalent at academic conferences. While it
offered individuals the chance to present thesearch, the discussion time would never allow
a meaningful engagement with the topic, and the space for more fundamental discussion.
From a more critical perspective, it could also be explained as a rather intentional and
deliberate strategy to maintaimethypernormalized statwggio, as academic conferences
would provide academics a perception of a space for sharing and meaning (e.g., usually
academic conferences in WOP and management would have themes closely aligning with
authoritative neoliberal discous e, such as 6éDare to Cared or 6
while at the same timeot offering any structured space for fundamental debate and critique.

A widely shared observation pertained to the role of informal chats during coffee breaks and
informal dinners, which academics would often value strongly over the official program, as it
provided them opportunities for discussion, networking and friendships.

For the SGM, the organizers wanted to break down this perceived meaninglessness of
the actuaprogram, and bring meaning back into it. Distancing from the presentatefn
discussion format, led by powerpoint presentations, the organizers developed a wide variety
of interactive formats, and fitted submitted abstracts from the 50 participants 2% day
program. This way the actual meaning found in thesareduled parts of a conference was
brought to the fore, and while retaining the value of these unscheduled meetings (e.g., the
meaningfulness of the chats during the coffee breaks), thaiaegs reduced radically the
time for presentation in lieu of interactive discussion and even Serious Lego Games were
played to visualize the academic system and how to make changes within the system. The
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SGM lasted for 2,5 days from Wednesday morningriday morning, in order to allow

participants the time to travel back home on Friday afternoon, and not to give up their

weekends for academic conferences, which is so often the case (thereby presuming that

academics would automatically favor spendingetiamh academic conferences over nonwork

activities, including spending time with family in the weekend). The SGM was successful and

the activities led to fundamental discussion among the participants about the discipline, the

state of ac a deenrthisaystanm Building a interactive activities such as the

coll ecting of the acad e-itsiard ordearig anel sategofizing ne 6 s w

them to visualize shared collective values, the meeting brought a significant number of people

together. Hence, the meeting allowed the space to discuss in much more depth the problems

that academics in WOP face, and thus the possibility of a deeper and more fundamental

problematizing of the absurdity of contemporary neoliberal academia. Two observatiens

pertinent during the meeting. First, while some participants had been drawn primarily to the

theme of the SGM (Future of Work and Organizational Psychology), not all of the

participants were ready to make etadademiéj umpo f

meeting towards a highly interactive format, in which the active participation formed the

essential ingredient of the program. While conventional academic conferences allow the

academic to sit back and passively join, or do something else éwanigmic presentations

(such as checking emails on the phone), the SGM required patitveipation Hence, during

the SGM, there appeared a split between the majority who did so, while a small minority of

individuals O0resigneeetingf rom the i dea behind
Second, the time dimension proved to be especially relevant in the success of the

SGM. While most international but also Netherlabdsed participants had arrived on the

Tuesday prior to the SGM, the intense program meant an accumulatiogoé fathong the

participants. Due to the highly participator

back angerhaps hlsoxnibroring the need to become actively engaged in changing

neoliberal academia, as there is simply no easy wayHomtever, the accumulation of

fatigue among the participants also meant a buplebf meaning: during the Friday morning

plenary session, aimed at discussing the next steps for the collective, various participants

shared their own emotional stories of suing academia, stories of struggle, discrimination,

and the psychological violence inherent within the contemporary academic system. Fatigue

helped to break down the barriers among the participants, to openly share stories, cry, and

find a home for persah sharing in academic meetings. This also showed how problematizing

absurdity can never manifest purely as an academic debate, in which rational arguments about

the irrationality of the system lead to a deeper truth: it is via the transcending ofdtaalllo

into genuine emotion that an opening was created into the personal experience, into what it

means to be human in academia. Stories of struggle did not only open up the ways for

problematizing contemporary academia, but also provided a first instghesisting the

academic system and introducing the i dea tha
During the meeting, four themes became central in the need for the collective network

to pursue in greater depth in the future. These included (1) the needrocmtical

perspectives in WOP, (2) the promotion of equality in academia and the fighting against

various forms of inequalities, including gender and ethnic inequality, (3) the protection of

health and welbeing in academia, and (4) building more plityan methods employed in

WOP. It was decided that the four themes would be prioritized in future work, and that it

would be necessary to capture the outcomes of the SGM in a document reflecting not just the

insights from the discussions and activitiest also displaying the agency that academics

have in changing the circumstances of our system. While the participants were dissatisfied

with the inertia within the academic institutions when it came to addressing the inherent

problems of neoliberal academthere was a shared perception that more active participation
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in the change process would be needed. At the same time, the participants also felt the
privilege of having been at the SGM, and the need to share the outcomes more widely among
the academicommunity, in order to not only inform others who could not attend of the
outcomes of the meeting, but also to build a larger network across WOP to initiate meaningful
change.

The 2018 SGM proved to be the starting point of a new network or movement of
academics within WOP, which would be called FoOWOP (Future of Work and Organizational
Psychology). A website was launched prior to the S@Mw.futureofwop.conto facilitate
communication with participants and ireeted others. The four organizers of the SGM would
continue to run the network, and initiate the outcomes of the meeting and set up taskforces for
each of the four themes, of which both participants and others could be part of. The network
and the taskfors would be democratically run, even though there was also an assessment
among the organizers that as FoWOP did not c
would be needed to be more directive in the early stages, to initiate activities, ouatmimes
first direction f ordetmpe rtad dicfoorsaeas.t SDUch hae
perceived in |line with Leninds retreat to th
capitalism was introduced and where dogmatic Communist principlés lmeperceived to
have been betrayed (Garcia, 2021). However, in contrast to the New Economic Policy, which
would be transformed in authoritarianism and terror under Stalin, the FOWOP network carried
its values from the beginning: as alluded to aboveSth® centralized the values
underpinning academic work and life, as generated by the participants themselves (including
values such as openness, integrity, collaboration). This provided a framework for members of
the network to identify with, and a guidanfor the organizers to continue their efforts in
building the network.

As there was a shared perception that the outcomes of the meeting should be spread
more widely, three of the organizers collaborated on the development of the ideas towards a
Manifesb for the Future of Work and Organizational Psychology. On the basis of the
sessions, outcomes, and notes made during the SGM, the authors developed a first outline and
draft for a FOWOP manifesto, outlining the responsibilities of researchers in WORe On t
basis of the SGM, the organizers felt it imperative to explicitly refer to the duties and
responsibilities that we have as academics. Even when suffering under the restrictive
circumstances that neoliberal academia had created, academics still hawalége of their
intellect to problematize the absurdities of the system (e.g., Contu, 2018; Girschik et al.,

2022). While the small group drafted the outline of the manifesto, all participants to the SGM
were invited to ceauthor the manifesto, in ordr make use of the strength of the collective
group of academics, enabling more collective and collaborative work for a more humane
future for WOP. While the main writing of the manifesto was conducted by a small group of
authors, the process itself pravanother way to bridge problematizing and imagining. For
example, through large scale authoring of academic papers, the competitive nature of

academic publishing was problematized and r e
Additionally, for many imlividuals taking part in the eauthoring of the manifesto, the
publication of i1t also contributed to their

demand for publications in academic journals. Nonetheless, ethical practice was also taken

into account in order to avoid compromising on the contribution of each author: authorship
could only be 6earnedd through proper contri
way, the first authors drafted the various versions of the manifestdjioh about 30 other

co-authors provided their input. The input was collected by the first authors and they drafted a

new version on the basis of these inputs. Going through several rounds of writing and

rewriting of the manifesto was conducted untilaiveosn t hat was deemed OsU
reached. Through the writing of an academic paper with 33 authors, we also dissociated from
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the usual possubmission peereview system, and implemented a system ofspiamission

peer review, obtaining around 30 peeviews including input from the total author team.

Input from the authors differed on the basis of time available and expertise in the area of
writing academic papers, and ranged from minor comments on the text to extensive input on
the ideas included.

In close collaboration with the editor of the European Journal of WOP, the academic
journal associated with EAWOP, and the EAWOP President, the group was able to publish
the manifesto in the journal, with an introduction from the EAWOP President (AB8&8l,

Bal et al., 2019). It constituted a landmark piece in the development of the network, and
qguickly after the publication of the manifes
with the possibility t o gtedeatedinthe Mamiefso name t o
(https://www.futureofwop.com/manifegtar his strengthened the connection of individual

researchers with the Manifesto. It was also distributed widely, and has been dodmoaide
18,500 times on the publishersd website (bei
Lincoln making funds available for 6Gol d Ope
downloads from the other platforms, such as personal websitesséitutional repositories

and informal distribution). The Manifesto proved to be a statement not only of problematizing

the absurdities of WOP as a field or scientific practice and institutional practices, but also a

space for imagining the roles of the demic work psychologist in the university, and more

broadly the role of universities in a more dignified system. Heavily based on earlier work of

the authors, the Manifesto emphasized the role of human dignity and workplace democracy in
transforming the umersity to become more sustainable for the future. The Manifesto also

guided the various taskforces in their work to pursue change within specific areas of the

academic environment and academic practices, including the inclusion of more critical

perspectre in WOP and using the expertise of WOP to contribute to healthier academic
workplaces.

Various initiatives followed the publication of the Manifesto, including the activities
within the taskforces and the organization of a FOWOP Day at the EAWOPawrdan
2019 in Turin, Italy. Over the years, the network grew to a membership of 300+ academics
within WOP, who actively contributed to the taskforces or passively supported the activities
and goals of the network. The rapid growth of the network alstwledordination problems,
with the small group of initiators (i.e., the four organizers of the Breda 2018 meeting) unable
to coordinate all the various activities under the FOWOP umbrella. This proved to be a point
wheredemocratizatiorwas needed, such that members could be more centrally involved in
the coordination and the future of the network, and the activities falling under the FOWOP
umbrella. This led to the setup of a central coordinating committee, where members could
join and ke part of. The Covid9 pandemic meant a disruption of the FOWOP activities, as
many active members of the network were struggling with balancing their work duties
(teaching online, publishing) with closing of schools and thus homeschooling their children,
and other sudden obligations and pressures resulting from the crisis. While some online
activities were organized (webinars), it meant a difficult time for the network, as the process
of democratization and the sharing of responsibilities coincided gtlrisis, through which
the lack of established routines, responsibilities and physical meetings became a problem in
sustaining the effectiveness of the network. At the time of writing this chapter (summer
2022), another FOWOP SGM is being organized &pt&nber 2022, which is likely to
kickstart another wave of activities and taskforces.

The FoOWOP network was founded to elicit change in an academic system that has
been dominated by a hypercompetitive culture, where people are systematically expbbited a
abused and being held hostage in dasting temporary contracts with little prospect of job
security, and a system which had become to prioritize meaningless research published in the
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top-tier journals above critical thought focused on meaningfulaedsmpact for a better

society. Hence, as academics, we have been confronted with the rising absurdities inherent to
contemporary academic life. At the same time, there has been a strong push over the years to
hypernormalize the statwgio in academia, W the tendency to portray current state of

affairs as entirely normal, and the way it should be organized to deliver the highest quality
research and teaching. At the same time, over the last years, there has been a rise in
problematization of this statd affairs, with academics having the privilege of thought and
writing about their own predicament (Alvesson & Spicer, 2016; Bal, 2017; Bal et al., 2019;
Ball, 2012; Parker, 2018). Hence, we are observing a rise in the problematizing of the
contemporary ademic system. However, this has not led to systemic change (yet), and
resistance has become activated. For instance, in the Netherlands, the WO In Actie (HE In
Action) Movement is a collective of university employees and students in the Netherlands
resising the neoliberalization of academia (e.g., the austerity imposed on higher education
funding by government). In 2019, the group organized a strike among university employees
and students to protest against budget cuts to university funding. Such ogamecesagainst
current academic institutions has drawn the attention in society towards the increasingly
deplorable state in which university education and research has to be delivered, and the work
pressures imposed on academic staff.

The FOWOP networkas engaged in written forms of resistance against hegemonic
ideology, such as expressed in the Manifesto (Bal et al., 2019). While more implicit within the
movement, resistance has been primarily included in the problematization of existing
practices andiorms, and the deliberate attempt to dissociate from such practices. An
important emphasis within the network has been on the notion of imagining, or the narration
of alternatives, such as expressed in the Manifesto, which discusses bothrehartd log-
term recommendations to create more dignified academic institutions. The actual
transformation process entails the most difficult stage, and is about how actual social
circumstances may be changed. While action groups such as WO in Actie in the Nesherla
span the entire academic field, and therefore have the human power to lobby for changes at
governmental level, the much smaller network of work psychologists, such as the FOWOP
network, has the ability to experiment with changes at a local leveltlibdhigand showcase
how alternative academic systems may look like. The collective network brings together
many (critical) work psychologists who have been isolated within their departments and
institutions, and feeling little empowerment and agency toenchlanges in their own work
environment. It is therefore that such networks bridge between individual action and larger
scale action. Each of these are needed to contribute to the transformation of academia towards
a more dignified system, whereby the digrof university staff and the students are
prioritized, and where teaching and research output do not dominate beyond the health and
well-being of those delivering it.

The transformation of academia is a large scale andtengprocess, just as it Mi
be for many organizations and society alike. There is no binary choice needed between
revolution or pragmatism (Garcia, 2021), as there is no choice betwedovwopand bottom
up change. Both are necessary to engage in the transformation needed daawarels
sustainable society that is able to reflect upon its own destructive behavior, and which is
willing to engage in truly constructive solutions towards the greatest challenges that society is
facing.

Conclusion

Throughout this chapter, we haveaegd to hypernormalization as manifesting at
societal level, but often used examples from the workplace. The relevance of studying
hypernormalization in the workplace in addition to social life, entails an understanding of the
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workplace as the sphere whabsurdity unfolds in extreme degrees. Whielicationson

neoliberal ideology (Ba& Déci, 2018) hae argued that societies experience a

6commodi fication of everythingbé, it is the w
where work takes placeshere absurdities are particularly prone to manifest. The rise of
bureaucracy and neoliberal ideology in defining the structure of contemporary workplace

have been given attention through writings on stupidity (Alvegs&picer, 2012), bullshit

jobs (Graber, 2018), and nonsense (Tourisli2@0Absurdities are rife in the workplace, and

the four interrelated strategies of problematiziagistingimaginingtransforming may

provide ways in both organizations and society more broadly to address absandities
hypernormalization and find more dignified and resiliebhased solutions to these problems.
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Chapter 10: Moving Forward with Absurdity
Matthijs Bal, Andy Brookes, Dieu Hack-Polay, Maria Kordowicz, & John Mendy

Abstract

The final chapter brings the chapters together and discusses the red threads and lessons
learned from the various chapters and case studies. In particular, it summarizes the
observations and findings from the various empirical contributions in the babk, an

synthesizes these contributions into new understandings of absurdity, the abnormal, and its
normalization. The chapter also engages with the personal reflections of the authors writing
the book and developing the ideas presented in the book. It disassseforward, including
research that can be conducted in the future on the basis of the book, as well as more practical
interventions and work that can be designed on the basis of the theorizing and analysis of
absurdity and hypernormalization.

Introd uction

This book explored the meanings and manifestations of absurd social practice in society
and in workplaces. Starting from the observations of absurdity manifesting across many levels
in global society including individual, interpersonal, organizati@nd societal levels, this
book theorized upon the notion of how and why absurdity manifests, what this absurdity
consists of and how such absurdity remains concealed and hypernormalized over time.
Throughout the book, we have introduced a variety ofswayhink about absurd social
practice, including the tragic and dangerous nature of absirthig/notion that absurdity is
never O6innocenté, and inherently carries an
hypernormalization not a surprising factor givendestabilizing potential. While absurdity
has always been part of human existence, we can currently observe a meaeharg type
of absurdity and deliberate attempt to hypernormalize the sjatuat the expense of
absurdity explosion itself: singt to the Soviet Union (Yurchak, 2003, 2005), the absurdities
whi ch may have been | ong conceal ed, are no |
increasingly surface within public discourse and mainstream media. Hence, on the one hand,
it seems as if hyprormalization becomes less operative in concealing absurdity in society
and in workplaces. I n reference to the o6ul ti
for economic profit), it is now widely known across the world that exploitation rentiaén
basis for the organizing of economies and thus of societies. Such exploitation fills news
reports and discourse at a daily |l evel, and
our facebd. On the ot her havwvedandispgripapsreveomonea | i z a
strongly present in portraying the need for change, so that all can remain the same. In this
sense, hypernormalization is all but an absurd process in itself: as hypernormalization can be
orchestrated by powerful actors in sgi(e.g., governments, business, ideologically driven
think tanks), it often serves a conservative and neoliberal agenda that perpetuates the neo
colonial capitalist status quo, benefitting the rich in society (Brown, 2019). Absurdity,
therefore,issombti ng t hat can be 6érationall yé managec
Soviet Union rulers made the deliberate choi
creating absurdity while benefitting personally, in contemporary society we obiserve t
rational hypernormalization of absurdity by multinational corporations, governments, and
other actors in society.

This shows the complex nature of the relationship between the absurd and its
normalization: even when the absurd experience may becongecormmonly shared among
people, it is far from evident that hypernormalization is no longer functional. In contrast, it is






