M@n@gement
2019, vol. 22(4): 671-702

Food Coop (2016) - Tom Boothe

Unplugged - Voices

Olivier Gauthier @ Laure Léglise ® Alban Ouahab @

Emilie Lanciano @ Frédéric Dufays

Management and organization research can only gain from being inspired
by the arts, culture and humanities to rethink practices and enrich its own
perspectives. Life in organizations is artificially separate from ordinary life:
all mundane objects are thus conducive to astonishment, inspiration and
even problematization. The unplugged subsection Voices gives academics
and non-academics the opportunity to present an interpretation of an
object from the cultural or artistic world. While interpreted objects are, or
are not, directly related to organizational life and they resonate, or do not
resonate, with the moment, they do share some intriguing features. These
interpretations suggest a patchwork of variations on the same object.
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INTRODUCTION

This issue of M@n@gements Unplugged — Voices presents four
essays on organizations that are not conventional in relation to their
governance, their economic model and their consumer relations. Although
they are not new to the economic landscape, “alternative organizations”
have a growing presence in the academic management literature (e.g.,
Dorion, 2017; Meyer & Hudon, 2017; Parker, 2017; Parker & Parker, 2017).
The recent financial and economic crises and environmental crises such as
climate change and loss of biodiversity have helped to make these
organizations more visible (Parker, Cheney, Fournier & Land, 2014). In this
context, there has been renewed interest in the original model of the Park
Slope Food Coop (PSFC) in New York, with numerous projects replicating
this participatory supermarket model in Western Europe and North
America. The PSFC is an alternative organization in that it is a cooperative
and is therefore member-owned, member-controlled and benefiting its
members (Mamouni Limnios, Mazzarol, Soutar & Siddique, 2018). It was
created in 1973 in the USA, around the time of the counterculture (that is,
the peace movement, anti-corporate movement, hippies, etc.) that was
happening then (Jochnowitz, 2001). Today, the PSFC has around 17,000
members who, in exchange for three hours of voluntary work per month,
are allowed to shop there and therefore have access to better quality food
at an affordable price.

One of the pioneers of this recent wave of replication is La Louve,
which opened its doors in Paris a couple of years ago under the leadership
of Tom Boothe. While working with a team to establish the project in Paris,
Boothe spent some time in New York studying how the PSFC operated. He
directed a documentary on the topic called Food Coop (2016), which is the
object which the four essays in this Unplugged issue reflect upon. This 97-
minute long documentary follows different members of the PSFC during
their shifts or as shoppers. The absence of voiceover comments lets the
members describe and explain in their own words how they experience this
alternative organization.

Gauthier and Léglise ground their analysis of the movie in an
ethnographic study of the set-up of a cooperative and participatory store
that adopted a similar model as the PSFC’s. Adopting the approach of
Deleuze, they explain the fabulative function of the documentary, looking
for critical moments. Following the work of Gibson-Graham, Ouahab
considers the movie as providing economic imaginaries that participate in
the development of new forms of organizations, which he somewhat
provocatively calls “intellectual disturbing organizations.” He further
examines the distribution of the documentary as an element that
contributes to its performative effect. Lanciano takes a pragmatist point of
view on the collective action that results from individual involvement. She
questions the alternativeness of the organization by highlighting the
tensions between its portrayal as a caring organization and its bureaucratic
and ultra-rational context. Such tensions are also emphasized by Dufays in
his analysis of the metaphors used by members to describe the PSFC. He
argues that the experience of a democratic organization is one of
complexity, which explains why several (at first sight unrelated or
contradictory) metaphors are used to make sense of different aspects of
the organization and its behavior. Taken collectively, these essays provide
a mosaic of views on alternative organizations. This mosaic needs to be
extended further by complementary approaches. While various paradigms
and theoretical frameworks can enlighten the work of alternative
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organizations, theory can also be enriched by studying alternative
organizations.

Art, and cinema in particular, whether through fiction or
documentaries, has always paid much attention to (alternative) organizing.
The essays in this section show how a film, both in its content and as an
object, can help us understand an alternative organization model and its
diffusion. But, there is still much to explore, including: the perception of the
organization and its alternativeness by different audiences, for example in
terms of political sensitivity or cultural background; the individual and
collective actions triggered by viewing the film, such as enrolling in an
alternative organization or adapting an entrepreneurial project to better fit
the image of the organization model depicted in the film; or the potentially
prescriptive positioning of the film director through the film. We hope that
the essays in this section will trigger and inspire future art-based research
on alternative organizing.

The authors would like to thank Olivier Germain, editor of
M@n@gement’s Unplugged section, for playing the role of network broker
by bringing them together, and for his precious advice and his patience in
setting up this issue.
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WAITING FOR CRITICAL MOMENTS: BEYOND FOOD
COORP (2016)

It was pitch-dark that evening in April 2018. Only the streetlights
illuminated the entrance to the association building where the coordination
group had just held their monthly meeting. In the cool spring air, we
exchanged a few words and thoughts about what had just been said.
Everything had been going more or less smoothly since the launch of the
project in a large, provincial French town, just over a year earlier at the
beginning of 2017. Our number was growing steadily every day, and we
were confident that we were contributing to a worthwhile citizen
experience, the crowning moment of which would be the imminent opening
of a local cooperative and participatory store (Aufréere, Eynaud, Gauthier &
Vercher-Chaptal, 2019).

Yet the clouds had been gathering for a number of weeks, and it was
becoming harder to map out the path ahead. The autumn 2016 screening
of the film Food Coop (2016) — the inspiration for the project — held in one
of the city’s small independent cinemas, in no way suggested that such
difficulties would lie ahead. The establishment in 1973 of the Park Slope
Food Coop, a cooperative, participatory and self-managed supermarket in
the Park Slope neighborhood of Brooklyn, which is the subject of the film,
seemed like it had been running well for a long time. Based on a relational
ethic and a collective ownership model, over the years the New York
project had successfully managed to bring together more than 17,000
members who were on hand and ready to volunteer a few hours of their
time each month to ensure its smooth running, and who in return had the
opportunity to buy high-quality products there at reduced prices.

For us, the recent opening of similar supermarkets throughout
France, including La Louve in Paris, for example, which uses the same
model as the one in New York!, made our project seem even more within
reach. After all, on the surface, Park Slope Food Coop (PSFC in the text)
was a supermarket like any other, with its trolleys, aisles and freezer
cabinets. But it was also a place where any given shift might see a teacher
or graphic designer paradoxically working in a food aisle (1’ 33), a social
worker or psychotherapist becoming a cashier (1’ 58), and where you
might see a “manager” hard at work in the basement among a crowd of
volunteers (41’). There’s nothing magical about any of this and it is
certainly not a leap into the unknown. The world the film depicts is that of
our daily lives and our childhood games, but with an added element that
reveals another, unexpected America, which is rebellious and paradoxical.

For these reasons, the film seemed to offer wonderful potential and
a unifying ambition. What's more, the French cover of the film presented it
as “a user guide for the functioning and principles of these supermarkets,
which are more respectful of consumers, producers and also the
environment.” Some of us seemed convinced that the film offered a guide
for remodeling this system from “the outside,” a system which was rejected
by some of the film’s participants who viewed it as a breeding ground for
individualism, solitude, misery, violence, filth and decay (31’). From the
beginning of our project, everything seemed to be falling into place to
enable us to reproduce what the film itself claimed to be: “the most
wonderful social experiment in the USA” (French cover of the film).
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1.Tom Boothe (2016), who is also
the director of the film Food Coop,
is a co-founder of La Louve, Paris.

But in reality, the path ahead ultimately became a challenging and
winding one, which forced us to reconsider every step. “To begin with, it
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was a remake of the film (Food Coop). It was easy!” said one of the
participants at that evening meeting, before we took a break. This
admission, all by itself, marked the end of our certainties.

The choice of tense in his sentence struck us as being highly
significant, signaling a turning point away from the ethnographic research
which had led one of us to become an active member of the project. There
would therefore certainly be a before and an after Food Coop. Buoyed by
the film, we had undoubtedly underestimated the difficulties involved in any
collective entrepreneurial project. They now began appearing to us in
successive waves, like many obstacles to be faced all at once. That
evening, the film was of course still present in our minds but its magic no
longer played out in the same way. With one exception, the new arrivals
had not watched it, despite a new screening having been put on
immediately beforehand. It seemed that some of us were now living out the
references to Food Coop vicariously. Naturally, the experience gained in
New York, Paris and elsewhere still offered some reference points which
could be applied, some routines and arrangements that could be copied,
but other models, other systems also asserted themselves over time,
inspired by each individual's personal, professional, militant or charitable
experience. With every passing day, the references to Food Coop became
less common. And on that April evening, perhaps we fully realized that we
were only just starting to build “our” own store and not a pale imitation of
another one.

BEYOND FOOD COORP... PATHS BETWEEN IMPOSSIBILITIES

A great deal emerged from Food Coop. First of all, of course, there
was the film’s description of PSFC as an alternative organization, its history
and values. Then, there was the depiction of how PSFC had evolved into
its current form, the tensions and moments of joy or pain, of
disappointment and enthusiasm that Food Coop had triggered away from
the camera lens. All these points were naturally of great interest. But this
brief insight also led us to question the role that cinema can play — which in
our opinion includes documentary cinema — in the emergence of new
organizations and the underlying entrepreneurial processes. From our
point of view, therefore, and given the popularity that it generated, the film
Food Coop could no longer be seen merely as a detailed description of the
workings or the organization of an atypical organization It seems that there
was more to the film’s images than met the eye: an undeniably partial,
even biased representation of the documentary’s images from which
researchers will always seek to distance themselves.

Another facet of Food Coop which is equally intriguing is the film’s
ability to inspire its viewers, to encourage their creative spirits, to become
“inspiring.” In order to understand the “inspiring” nature of the film should
we perhaps expand our gaze to observe critical moments and even explain
the aspects that might encourage viewers to become participants?
Because Food Coop could never be a mere user guide! If that was the
case, the film would be nothing more than a provider of information and
would even deprive its actors or viewers of their ability to use their initiative
and to create (Deleuze, 1985).

To understand the “inspiring” nature of the film, it might even be
necessary to accept our removal from reality. As contended by Deleuze,
cinema — and in our view documentary cinema too — may not have the sole
ambition of representing the world and offering a detailed description of it.
The world, in fact, does not require us to provide it with a pale imitation of
itself as we experience it every day. If cinema represented the world as it
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is, it would simply illustrate its horror or beauty. But then, what would a film
like Food Coop document if not reality? What should be seen behind the
raw images of an organization’s daily reality? And... beyond Food Coop?
To gain a deeper understanding of the emergence of new
organizations, we perhaps have to accept the idea, like Deleuze, that what
cinema films or what literature describes is not just the world; it is also the
violence that it expresses and the “lines of flight” which it provides us with
(Valentin, 2006). As Deleuze commented on literature, writing represents a
“perpetually incomplete task of becoming, it is something which is always
underway and which overwhelms any issue which can be or has been
experienced” (Deleuze, 1993: 11). The same is true for cinema, as
according to Deleuze, it is not the world alone which matters and which
must be depicted through images; it is, rather, the loss of confidence in the
world (Zourabichvili, 2003: 40). According to Deleuze, cinema must
therefore film not just what is real, but also a reflection on what is real
(Valentin, 2006: 309). This is an important difference and inspires us, as it
makes us think beyond the real while not necessarily drifting too far from it,
as if we remained tethered to it. What Deleuze means is that recorded
images and words can potentially conceal a fable, stripped of its fabulous
content, which would then give oxygen to a possibility in the face of the
exhaustion of possibilities (Valentin, 2006: 311). And to comprehend this
“fable,” this “legend,” we must look for something which creates newness
for those involved, for the actors, and examine the break “not between
fiction and reality, but in the new mode of story which affects both of
them” (Deleuze, 1985: 195).
To move beyond this loss of confidence in the world, Deleuze tells
us that:
“It is thus necessary to go beyond all the pieces of spoken
information, to extract from them a pure speech-act, creative
fabulation which is as it were the obverse side of the dominant
myths, of current words and their supporters, an act capable of
creating the myths rather than benefiting from or exploiting
them.” (Deleuze, 1985: 353)

Fabulation therefore has the creative function of extracting the
subject from an unthought world where he would only be informed.
According to Deleuze, for example:

“Thus, when [the film’s director] Perrault criticizes all fiction, it is in

the sense that it forms a model of pre-established truth, which

necessarily expresses the dominant ideas or the point of view of the
colonizer, even when it is forged by the film's author. Fiction is
inseparable from a 'reverence' which presents it as true, in religion,
in society, in cinema, in the systems of images. (...) What is
opposed to fiction is not the real, it is not the truth which is always
that of the masters or colonizers, it is the fabulative function of the
poor, in so far as it gives the false the power which makes it a
legend, a memory, a monster.” (Deleuze, 1985: 196)

We can observe this creative function at critical moments in Food
Coop when, perhaps involuntarily, each member sets off on a fable,
labeling and giving their voice its full power.

In “What is Philosophy?” Deleuze and Guatarri remind us that:

“Creative fabulation has nothing to do with a memory, however

exaggerated, or with a fantasy. In fact, the artist, including the

novelist, goes beyond the perceptual states and affective transitions
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of the lived. The artist is a seer, a becomer” (Deleuze & Guattari,
2005: 349).

What Deleuze wants us to understand is that fabulation is not the
mere evasion of the present, but above all that it allows the individual to
imagine the possibility of reconfiguring it (Brito, 2016). Perhaps Deleuze’s
major idea was precisely to focus not on the present state of a system, nor
its reproduction, nor on its downfall, but rather to position oneself between
the two, to think of the world as a future, integrating what is in the past and
lies ahead within a single present. Cinema, then, would be interesting and
“inspiring” not just because it informed us of or invited us to a spectacle,
but also because it would be able to offer a space for its actors to envisage
something else, an alternative to the present. Filming therefore gives the
idea of freeing oneself from what one believes one already knows,
especially when filming in “one’s own environment” (Brito, 2016: 181), to
then trace a “path between impossibilities” (Deleuze, 1990: 182).

In cinema, as in literature, the “fabulative function” can sometimes
play the role of reconnecting the broken link between Man and the world,
re-strengthening our belief in the world. To fabulate is, then, to call on a
people who do not yet exist, “a people who are missing,” in the words of
Deleuze, and this call “must remain ateleological and must state
nothing” (Valentin, 2006: 319). To film is therefore to enable characters to
distance themselves from any redundancy. One of the limits, if not one of
the dangers, of modern political cinema is therefore for a film’s director to
be confronted with people who have been colonized twice over, from a
cultural point of view “colonized by stories from elsewhere,” as well as “(...)
by their own myths which have become impersonal entities at the disposal
of the colonizer” (Deleuze, 1985: 289). It therefore falls to the film maker or
to the author to give the real, non-fictional characters the possibility to
fabulate:

“The author takes a step towards his characters, but the characters

take a step towards the author: double becoming. Fabulation isn’t

an impersonal myth, but neither is it a personal fiction: it is a word in
act, a speech-act through which the character continually crosses
the boundary which would separate his private affairs from politics,

and which itself produces collective utterances.” (Deleuze, 1985:

289)

WAITING FOR CRITICAL MOMENTS...

The political scope of the fable is therefore immediate in that it goes
beyond any current reality in order to become part of a future, of a process
of becoming. However, this means that all representations, materials,
models and subjectivated myths disappear in one fell swoop. In fact,

“the function of the fable is the expression of an asymmetrical

becoming. (...) And this minority becoming affects both the dominant

as it does the dominated, the majority and the minority who, as they
become interconnected, bring an end to the identifying function

which supposes and imposes the majority system.” (Krtolica, 2010:

9)

If cinema’s aim would be to substitute one rule for another, it would
not be art. It is when cinema views itself as a model that it fails, and when
a director imposes that, then he/she becomes misguided. By contrast,
when it avoids confining the actors to a “redundant” model, it can hope to
become freeing (Deleuze & Guattari, 1980: 358). This cinema, as
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described by Deleuze, does not aim to force individuals into narrowly

defined boxes as the majority template would. As Deleuze reminds us,
“What defines the majority, is the model to which it also has to
conform. (...) The minority does not have a model, it is a becoming,
a process. (...) Everyone is taken into a minority-becoming leading
them along unknown pathways should they decide to
follow” (Deleuze, 1990: 235).

Caught in this prism, Food Coop is perhaps no longer only what its
director wished to create, namely a film that glorifies an organization. Nor
is it a user guide which would enable other organizations with which its
name was associated to emerge or expand. So, there is arguably another
way to watch Tom Boothe’s film, which consists of waiting, waiting and
waiting even more, of hanging on every word and sentence, of scrutinizing
the gestures and expressions of the participants in order to catch them red-
handed as they “fabulate,” as they earn that freedom which was given
voluntarily, or not, by the director, and which enables the outline of a near
becoming to be sketched and the “lines of flight” to be traced. These critical
moments of the film perhaps go beyond Food Coop. This is possibly where
we find this intention-free cinema whose objective is not to reshape the
world’s chaos but instead to allow it to be as it is.

In Food Coop, we perhaps experience these critical, political
moments through the way in which the members of the cooperative
represent their own organization (3’ 30), through everyday life (7°35), in the
call made by the man quitting the PSFC (18’), the words and expressions
of the lady laying her shopping out on her kitchen table (13’), in the
relationship members have with time (51°), and in their relationships with
each other (1h 28’) and other people (1'35). If we watch Food Coop in this
way, we will not only observe the real life of a community and an
organization, but perhaps in some critical moments captured on the go, we
will observe a call summoning a people, a people who are still missing.

More broadly, the Food Coop documentary thread raises three
questions related to the researcher’s field work. The first question concerns
the performative aspect of a documentary, of image, literature and the arts
more generally, over reality and even within films (for example,
Duymedjian, Germain, Ferrante & Lavissiére, 2019). The existence of a
complex performativity opens a new research agenda. Taking this
performative dimension into account leads us to investigate how individual
and collective subjectification occurs in connection with the emergence of
organizations (Hjorth, 2013). Therefore, the way we collect data should
reflect this interplay between the film (and the arts, in general), the reality
and how participants perceive it. But, according to Deleuze, the researcher
has to look for what is missing too and not just for what already exits. As
researchers, we have to consider the invention of a new “people,” a
“missing people,” and not just address a people that already exists. So,
looking at new organizations as the expression of a minority-becoming
could be a promising way to understand them, especially to understand
how an alternative or collective organization emerges.

The second question for the researcher arises from the difficulty in
representing and accounting for what is missing and for people who are
not yet there, for spaces which do not yet exist: How can critical moments
be shown when fabulation occurs? How can we present data, results and
other contributions? In our narration, for instance, the moment we quit the
influence of Food Coop could perhaps be interpreted as critical, as a sign
that a “new people” henceforth exist, and that volunteers have now to
create their own “lines of flight,” to build or rethink their own organization.
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Identifying these critical moments seems to be crucial to better
understanding the paths chosen by emerging or already existing
organizations, and not just within the films. While these questions
represent challenges that the researcher must overcome, they also open
liberating spaces. Berends and Deken (2019) highlight the challenges of
writing research articles:
“crafting a paper [...] requires difficult decisions about what comes
first. Do we lay out the data first, like Murder on the Orient Express,
and then move toward conceptual interpretation and theoretical
explanation? Or do we start by offering theoretical findings first, like
Chronicle of a Death Foretold, and then illustrate these with
data?” (Berends and Decken, 2019: 4)

Deleuze’s writings allow us to go beyond that. Because critical
moments and instances of “fabulation” are about minority-becomings;
investigating them creates space for problematizing, for new styles of
writing and presenting. Surprisingly, we certainly have a lot to learn and
write about... beyond Food Coop.

These previous considerations lead to a final and important
question: How do we grasp these fleeting critical moments? Perhaps a
solution is to accept becoming connected with the “others” in our fieldwork
and with the New York volunteers filmed in Food Coop, to accept living
these critical moments ourselves. On that April evening, engaged in an
ethnographic experience, we did not feel the solitude which sometimes
weighs heavily on the researcher. We experienced a moment of privilege,
full of emotion, and we confronted our perceptions and convictions. We
allowed ourselves to embark on this journey, thrilled by this moment. But
we also had doubts. The struggles of the previous days made our past
resurface due to uncertainties, hopes and prejudices. Had we perhaps
indulged in “fables” and decided, at a critical moment, to allow ourselves to
seek out these unknown pathways described by Deleuze and to transcribe
them into a language which would not conceal the multiple becomings
which we had started to sketch? It was certainly the case, on that April
evening, when, after opening doors, we started to imagine the outline,
without boundaries, of an organization in which we would like to live and
act. At the time of concluding this text, we have little doubt that the desire
to write it was born on that April evening. It is certainly when we are waiting
for these few critical moments and when we sometimes abandon ourselves
that research finds true beauty.
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DOCUMENTING SUPERMARKETS: CONTEMPORARY
EFFORTS TO SUPPORT INTELLECTUALLY DISTURBING
ORGANIZATIONS

INTRODUCTION

| am a cooperator of La Louve, a food coop in Paris inspired by the
Park Slope Food Coop (PSFC). Four years ago, in 2015, a friend told me
about a project in Paris involving a particular type of supermarket that |
might be interested in. Intrigued, | joined what at the time was just an
association. It was a year before the release of the film Food Coop by Tom
Boothe. Since then, more than 5,000 people have joined La Louve and
have become cooperators like me. Rather than learning about the project
through word of mouth, many of them discovered it by watching Food
Coop: an unusual documentary specifically about the functioning of the
PSFC coop. The PSFC was established in 1973 in Brooklyn and is still
running today with more than 17,000 members. It is often presented as the
icon of the successful food coop, where people work for three hours a
month to have access to more affordable food products.

Food cooperatives are not new in France. Michel-Marie Derrion’s
Commerce Véridique et Social in Lyon opened in 1835 and was one of the
first consumer cooperatives in history. More broadly, France has a strong
cooperative history even though the documentary does not mention it.
Food Coop presents a model of cooperative and participative
supermarkets. Although the consumers own the supermarket, they must
work regular shifts to have access to its discounted products. It is an
exclusive form of a cooperative in which non-members cannot access the
supermarket. As it is different to the usual types of consumer cooperatives,
the model presented at length in the documentary is new and foreign to a
large audience.

My aim is to explore the movie’s transformative potential. By making
sense of an unfamiliar organizational model, the documentary acts as a
tool for developing the Park Slope model across the world. In this short
essay, | want to explore how the movie actively participates in the
development of new food coops in France. To do so, | draw on the work of
Gibson-Graham on the performativity of diverse economies. Using her
work, | emphasize the role of economic imaginaries in the development of
new forms of organizations and propose the concept of “intellectually
disturbing organizations” as a fruitful way to engage with these
organizations.

ALTERNATIVE ORGANIZATIONS: EXPLORING OTHER
POSSIBILITIES

Food Coop (Boothe, 2016) is constructed as a series of oppositions
to our taken-for-granted views of the world. To hook the audience, each
scene is constructed to present the routine activities of a supermarket
which prove to be counterintuitive. For instance, we start by following
members doing very mundane tasks, such as working on the cash register,
folding cardboard or stocking potatoes, but we soon learn that these are
not the members’ main occupations. They are actually psychoanalysts,
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graphic designers or social workers who work with the homeless. This is
unsettling to our untrained minds: those individuals should not also be
working in a supermarket to make a living. Each scene shows us how the
supermarket deviates from our basic assumptions about what it is
supposed to be. This echoes the emerging literature on alternative
organizations in organization studies (Cheney, 2014; Parker, Cheney,
Fournier & Land, 2014; Parker, Fournier & Reedy, 2007). Academics who
work on alternative organizations aim to re-politicize organization studies
by broadening our way of thinking about organizations, showing that there
is no one best way to organize human activities. This research field seeks
to show that there is an alternative to neoliberal capitalism.

Opposition to dominant capitalism and its attached imaginary is
regularly featured in Food Coop. For instance, during the orientation
session, the cooperator hosting the session declares: “There is no CEO.
There is no board of directors; there are no shareholders to report to. We
don’t have to finance corporate jets; we don’t have to finance bonuses and
things like that. WE are the owners and as the owners, we run the place,
all 16,000 of us” (Boothe, 2016, Food Coop: 59°'10). We therefore
understand the documentary as a counter-hegemonic discourse, aimed at
deconstructing our imaginary of how a supermarket should be organized in
our society. This central role of imaginaries in supporting alternative
organizations is a key learning from years of research on the subject. To
create new organizations, it is necessary to discard our usual imaginaries
and develop new ones that draw on past and present experiences or
fictional works (Reedy & Learmonth, 2009).

THE ROLE OF IMAGINARIES IN DEVELOPING
ALTERNATIVE ORGANIZATIONS

To understand the political role of the imagination, | draw on the
work of J.K. Gibson-Graham. Although they write in the first person “I,” J.K.
Gibson-Graham is the pseudonym of K. Gibson & J. Graham, two
geographers with an interest in economic spaces. They are known in
organization studies for their concepts of diverse economies and
capitalocentrism, which they developed in their seminal book The End of
Capitalism as We Knew it: A Feminist Critique of Political Economy
(Gibson-Graham, 1996). Their key idea is that we do not live in capitalist
societies but in capitalocentric societies. We imagine capitalism to be the
only way to organize ourselves, while many alternatives exist. This
imaginary has self-reinforcing properties for the capitalist social system.
“We argued that the performative effect of these representations
was to dampen and discourage non-capitalist initiatives, since
power was assumed to be concentrated in capitalism and to be
largely absent from other forms of economy. In the vicinity of such
representations, those who might be interested in non-capitalist
economic projects pulled back from ambitions of widespread
success—their dreams seemed unrealizable, at least in our
lifetimes. Thus capitalism was strengthened, its dominance
performed, as an effect of its representations.” (Gibson-Graham,
2008: 616)

Not all forms of economic exchanges are organized through
capitalist structures and modes of organizing. Discourses on capitalism
are, however, hegemonic, acting as if (and sometimes explicitly stating
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that) there is no alternative. Gibson-Graham argues that these hegemonic

discourses on capitalism have detrimental performative effects: they

impede our imagination and capacity to engage with other forms of

organizations and thus reinforce the predominance of capitalism.
Gibson-Graham analyzes this capitalocentrism as a political
forfeiture: “Naturalization of the view that we have no (longer a) role
in making and managing the economy by which we live has had
limiting effects on economic imaginaries. A reluctance to engage in
economic experimentation because of its perceived futility, or for
fear of repression by the all-powerful economy, has become a form
of unfreedom, a discursive enslavement, a refusal to explore
economic power as unstable and fluid, as potentially reversible
‘strategic games between liberties’ that are always
available” (Gibson-Graham, 2003: 126).

Contesting the hegemonic discourses of and on capitalism is thus a
way of repoliticizing the economy. Permanent debates about the ethical
and moral principles that guide our actions re-emerge. Instead of blindly
following neoliberal rules, we regain the ability to take decisions. To
reshape our imaginaries is to reshape our actions. As advocated by
authors such as Castoriadis (1987) and Appadurai (1996), the imaginary is
not only a system of social representations, it is also a driving force for our
everyday actions.

Alternative organizations already exist in this time and space, but we
have to make an effort to acknowledge their presence and engage more
fruitfully with these other forms of economic organizations. However, the
definition of alternative organizations is vague and relative to what it is not.
This is why | prefer, particularly when | am teaching, the idea of
“intellectually disturbing organizations”. | contend that an organization is
disturbing because it challenges the taken-for-granted imaginary through
which we understand and act in the world. Talking about disturbing
organizations is meant to highlight the difficulty of teaching, researching
and engaging with those organizations. Disturbing organizations challenge
the status quo and the dominant social order. Intellectually disturbing
organizations are not just different, alternative, a different option among
others. They represent a problem, a complexity for our minds and
imagination. To foster disturbing organizations is thus a political program to
denaturalize mainstream practices (Fournier & Grey, 2000) and to propose
a radically different way of organizing social life2. Intellectually disturbing
organizations accentuate the ongoing struggles that take place to shape
our imaginaries, which | propose as an organizational perspective for
articulating Gibson-Graham’s understanding of capitalocentrism.

Tom Boothe’s Food Coop (2016) can thus be understood as an effort
to help viewers make sense of a disturbing organization, the Park Slope
Food Coop. It is a political project that contests mainstream supermarkets
and supports the development of other cooperative and participative
supermarkets. By reshaping our imaginaries, the movie is also a tool for
transforming reality; it turns out to be performative. To highlight the
performative dimension of the documentary, we need to look at how it has
been distributed.

2. Even though, as | will develop
later, what is disturbing and what
is mainstream is always
dependent on the social context.
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AN ORIGINAL DISTRIBUTION OF THE MOVIE

The documentary, produced by Lardux films, a small production
company, was initially screened in thirty French movie theaters at a time
when no similar food coops were in operation. Two years later, the movie
was being screened in hundreds of theaters, watched by more than 28,000
people and distributed internationally in Europe (Belgium, Spain, Italy and
Portugal) and North America (Canada and the USA). We can understand a
lot from looking closely at how the movie was distributed.

Many of the screenings were (and still are) not organized by movie
theaters but by local associations and citizen organizations. These
screenings are used to attract new cooperators for local food coop projects
around the country. In France, about sixty similar projects emerged in the
wake of the creation of La Louve, the pioneer organization in Paris. Food
Coop actively supports the creation of these local supermarkets.
Screenings are organized in different cities along with debates attended by
Tom Boothe, Food Coop’s director, or other cooperators willing to provide
information about and publicize this new model. Militant journalists or food
activists also participate in such debates and help to anchor the movie in
alternative values. Finally, established food coops continue to organize
internal sessions to present the movie to would-be cooperators. Thus, from
the outset, the distribution of the movie has been oriented toward an active
system, coupled with debates, meetings and brainstorming sessions where
viewers are expected to engage in creating similar local initiatives rather
than passively watch the movie.

This specific type of distribution did not happen by chance. The Park
Slope Food Coop model presented by the documentary is particular in its
self-sufficiency. The Park Slope has no hegemonic intention or need for
expansion. The members only need their supermarket to function well. If
other similar supermarkets are to be created, this will happen through
replication by local actors without the economic subordination of a
subsidiary to its parent company. Because coop members have no direct
incentive to expand their model, the diffusion of this disturbing organization
must rely on innovative devices. The movie is an example of such devices
compensating for the absence of spontaneous diffusion.

In France, the movie became a reference point in the activist scene
because of its active role in developing new organizations. As of October
24, 2018, the movie’s Facebook page was still active and continued to
relay news about the opening of new food coops (in Clermont-Ferrand for
instance). In retrospect, Food Coop’s producers can write: “Food Coop,
with its screenings all over France, has changed the world a little by
motivating dozens of groups, associations and collectives to create their
own cooperatives. Crazy!”3. This role has also been recognized through
prizes such as the “Inspiring live Awards” in San Francisco.

THE DOCUMENTARY’S PERFORMATIVE EFFECTS

The documentary is performative in that, as well as describing an
organization, it also transforms and supports the development of similar
organizations in France and abroad. The concept of performativity is
gaining traction in organization studies. There have been recent calls in
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critical studies for more scholarly engagement to foster new discourses
and practices to transform mainstream management (Spicer, Alvesson &
Karreman, 2009). For Gibson-Graham, the work on the performativity of
capitalism was only a first step. Current research has to counter these
performative effects by developing performative research on the diverse
economy (Gibson-Graham, 2008): “[Gibson-Graham] embraced a
performative orientation to knowledge rather than a realist or reflective one.
This acknowledged the activism inherent in knowledge production and
installed a new kind of scholarly responsibility” (Gibson-Graham, 2008:
615). According to Gibson-Graham the choice of research topics is not
neutral. By focusing on disturbing organizations, we can facilitate their
development and increase individuals’ engagement with these
organizations. By discussing and describing more anti-capitalist
organizations, we can change our economic imaginaries and thus our
range of action.

The movie rightly expresses this need to perform diverse economy,
the creation of a wider array of organizational forms. During an interview, a
Park Slope employee talks about the difficulty of engaging with non-
capitalist descriptions of organizations: “l think it is the greatest social
experiment in this country. Nobody wants to really write nice things about it
because we are a capitalist culture, so to have this egalitarian little nugget
really succeed is not good news. It’s not good news in this country” (26°36).

Writing nice things about this social experiment is a way to change
the world. Food Coop is therefore a way of creating performative positive
descriptions of the Park Slope organizational model. It is a key element in
understanding the documentary. Food Coop does not aim to merely
describe the functioning and organizing of a Brooklyn supermarket. Its goal
is to support the creation of similar projects across the world. Food Coop is
a documentary that aims to transform the world rather than describe it. Or
more accurately, the documentary transforms the world by describing an
example of the diverse economy.

The movie first had an impact on La Louve, whose founder is also
Food Coop’s director. The documentary was officially released on
November 2, 2016 (even though there had been previews since
September), and the French version of the Brooklyn supermarket opened
two weeks later on November 16. The movie was a recruitment tool.
Screenings in Paris were organized with the cooperators being present to
provide advice to viewers on how to join the French cooperative which was
about to open. The movie therefore ends with the sentence “The Park
Slope Food Coop supports the creation in Paris of a supermarket inspired
by their model: La Louve.” Beyond recruitment, the movie’s influence is
highly visible in discussions among members. It creates a common
framework for the shape of the organization in the long run. Cooperators
already expect it to have a daycare center, intercoms for talking and asking
questions throughout the shop, “walkers” (members who accompany
shoppers to the nearby station) and shifts dedicated to processing cheese.

Outside Paris, the documentary is not unfamiliar to the rapid
development of similar projects. Describing the organizational model of the
Park Slope Food Coop and, more impor