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Aestheticization and the “Seduced Manager”:
Breaking the Silence of Aestheticization of Managerial Life in Sri Lanka’s Corporate
Sector

Risini Wasana Ilangasinha
ABSTRACT

Aestheticization of work organisations is a phenomenon which occurs in the contemporary
world and apparently this has an influence on the lives of organisational members in
diverse manners. In this context, this research study mainly explores how the managerial
life is being aestheticized and the ways in which it affects the lives of managers in
contemporary work organisations in Sri Lanka. Further it explores whether aestheticization
leads to seduce managerial workers and if so, explores the consequences of ‘being seduced’
in the lives of managerial workers in Sri Lanka. In this exploration, the feelings, emotions,
experiences and aesthetic judgments of managerial workers in relation to the aestheticized
organisational life are brought in to discussion. A qualitative research approach is adopted
for the research study. Mainly data are generated and analysed through adopting the visual
research method; photo-elicitation technique. A Sri Lankan corporate sector work
organisation is used as the research setting for the purpose of data generation. Based on the
findings the study mainly concludes that, the way managers perceive aestheticized work
environment differs with the work experience managers gain within the organisation. The
aestheticization leads to seduce managerial workers and has an impact on the existence of
them within the organisation, when they have to engage in stressful and repulsive nature of

work, such as being in an industrialised work environment. However, aesthetics seems to
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be less influential in an office environment. Managerial behaviour in such an environment
is influenced by unconsciously and collectively shared managerial assumptions on the
‘acceptable behaviour’ a manager should demonstrate within an organisation. Thus,
managers believe gaining aesthetic experiences or enjoying life at the workplace as an
undesirable behaviour for a manager. At the same time, the seductive capacity of the
aesthetically designed work environment is used by the managers as a tool to control the
behaviour of the subordinates. Thus, the subordinates’ efforts would be directed towards
achieving the objectives of the organisation. Further, based on the findings it can be
concluded that, aestheticized work organisation influences the identification of
organisational members and leads to create a sense of pride and superiority within the
minds of employees. With these findings it can be concluded that aestheticization of
managerial life has an influence on the lives of managerial workers in contemporary work
organisations, though the work experience that managers gain in the everyday work life

matters the way in which it influences.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION

1.1 The Context

In contemporary society, human beings experience aesthetics in every sphere of life. The
decisions, value judgments, preferences, tastes and choices of people are influenced by
different aesthetic considerations. Today, people consume on the basis of aesthetic values.
Organisations are also increasingly becoming sensitive to aesthetic values. The
phenomenon of aesthetics gained attention in the 19™ and 20" centuries. The term
originated from the Greek notion aisthetikos (Wesserman et al., 1998) and it is used to
express things with pleasing appearances and beauty. The origin of the conceptualization of
the term can be traced back to the work of the German Philosopher, Alexander Gottlieb
Baumgarten (1750-1758, Aesthetica). It was introduced as a special branch of philosophy
by Baumgarten (Harries, 2009; Wesserman et al., 1998). Aesthetics is perceived by the
sensory cognition rather than the rational cognition of human beings. Thus, it goes in
contrast to logic which has the ultimate goal of exploring the truth. Even though the term
has been defined in much earlier periods by philosophers, such as Kant (1781), Vico (1725)
and Hegel (1770-1831) in different perspectives, it is popularly understood as a “form of
knowledge” (Harding, 2003; Strati, 2000; Gagliardi, 2006; 1999) detained directly through

the five senses of human beings by experiencing the world (Taylor and Hansen, 2005).

The phenomenon — aesthetics — has gained popularity in recent times due to the high

attention given to the “aesthetic sphere of existence” in the theorisation of organisations. In



earlier periods, organisational theorising paid more attention to “instrumental” problems
(regarding efficiency and effectiveness) and “moral” problems (concerned on business
ethics) (Taylor and Hansen, 2005). However, with the emergence of aesthetics as an
interesting area of study different scholars have conceptualized aesthetics in different
perspectives. Among these scholars, Antonio Strati and Pasqual Gagliardi have contributed
massively to the field of organisational aesthetics (see for example Strati, 2010, 2005,
2004, 2000, 1999, 1996; Gagliardi, 2006, 1999). Both these scholars understand aesthetics
as a form of sensory knowledge which is acquired through the five senses of human beings
(Gagliardi ,2006, 1999; Strati, 2000). One of the main arguments which go on — when
conceptualizing aesthetics is that, it is not a phenomenon which always associates itself
with beauty or attractiveness. All sorts of other experiences such as feeling disgust,
ugliness and kitsch are understood as categories of aesthetics (Strati, 1996). Therefore,
aesthetics refers to all forms of sensory experiences. By referring the term to ‘beauty’ and

‘art’ is the way how it is being socially described (Gagliardi, 1999).

Due to the high recognition given to aesthetics in the recent few decades, it could be
observed that contemporary work organisations have an increasing interest towards
incorporating aesthetic values to the working life. Today by being at work, people look for
experiences rather than material benefits. As explained by Bauman (2005), “Like life’s
other activities, work now comes first and foremost under aesthetic scrutiny. Its value is
judged by its capacity to generate pleasurable experiences”(p. 34). Therefore, organisations
are currently paying great attention to designing the work environment in an aftractive

manner to make organisational members exposed to gain aesthetic experiences. These rapid



aestheticization processes that are going on affect the lives of organisational members —
workers or managers — in various ways and it influence their existence within the

organisation.

Thus, the rationale behind work place aestheticization has been brought into consideration
by many scholars in the field of organisational aesthetics. As it is identified, in the present
context, aesthetic attributes are incorporated into the working life in order to increase the
commitment and morale of the organisational members to work towards achieving the
goals and objectives of the organisation. When people are allowed to gain sensually
appealing experiences they tend to work more productively, thereby aestheticization leads
to enhance the performance of the organisation (Gagliardi, 1999; Schmitt &Simonson,
1997; Weggeman, et al. ,2007). Aestheticized artefacts and activities within an organisation
are accepted as capable enough to detract organisational members from boredom and stress

engendered by the rigid nature of work and its intensity.

Moreover, aesthetics has been deployed in contemporary work organisations to create an
impressive image within the minds of its clients, customers as well as workers and to
express its unique identity to outsiders (Witz et al., 2003). The distinctive image created by
the aestheticized work environment leads to promote the identification of organisational
members in relation to the outside world (Gagliardi, 1999). As previous studies done on
organisational aesthetics highlight, the aestheticized environment which is constructed by
the management of the organisation acts as a means which influences the feelings and
desires of organisational members and keeps them attached to the organisation. For

example, as Schultz (1992) argues based on postmodern criticisms on organisational



culture, different aesthetic forms of organisational culture, such as rituals, symbols and
artefacts become a “seductive force™ to guide the behaviour of organisational members and

to keep them embraced to the organisation.

In the process of creating an aestheticized work environment, managers are assumed to
play a critical role. Managers are the people who are responsible to get work done from the
workers within an organisation and to achieve the goals and objectives of the organisation.
To motivate people and to boost their commitment, managers are responsible to create an
environment which is conducive to work. Incorporating aesthetics in designing the physical
layout of the organisation, introducing activities, such as musical shows and talent shows
which generate aesthetic pleasure could be identified as new managerial attempts to keep
their subordinates continuously motivated to work (Warren, 2002). This is an attempt made
to hide the reality of the working life from the workers. The seductive embrace associated
with the aestheticized work environment supports managers to perform their managerial
role in a smooth manner. Therefore, there is a high tendency in the current context of
aesthetically embellishing the work environment which is rather evident in Sri Lankan

work organisations as well.

Thus, despite the lack of Sri Lankan specific literature on aestheticization, as per the
ongoing developments in Sri Lanka’s corporate sector it can be argued that, the
aestheticized environment affects the lives of all organisational members in their daily
experience in work milieu in Sri Lanka. It does not only affect the lives of workers but the
lives of managers as well. Thus, in the attempt managers make to “seduce” their

subordinates, which probably makes the managers “being seduced” by themselves in the



