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Introduction 

Rico Sneller 

Jungian Institute & Mandeville Academy, Netherlands 

Guido Enthoven 

Institute for Social Innovation, Netherlands 

Seweryn Rudnicki 

AGH University of Science and Technology, Krakow, Poland 

When did our ancestor primates become ‘homo sapiens’? What was the defining 
moment? This study builds on the hypothesis that ‘ideas’ have been crucial for 
the development of humankind over the past 100,000 years. Creativity, imagination, 
and the ability to explore, probe and prove alternative possibilities were a 
‘winning formula’ in the alleged ‘competition’ with other living beings. For the 
next 100 years, this ability to explore alternative possibilities may be crucial for 
the more sustainable development of humanity, now hopefully in harmony with 
other living beings. 

Ideas rule our world, so it seems. They give rise to countries and their governments. 
Religions are born from ideas. Arts and sciences thrive on ideas. Big companies 
organize research and development as well as rapid prototyping processes to 
develop ideas for new products and new services. Ideas also occur at the level of 
individual life. Planning activities for today, the upcoming week, or the rest of my 
life comes down to developing ideas. Shall I or shall I not apply for this job 
position? Shall we move to another part of the city, or stay here? Without ideas 
also any form of human culture at large would become impossible - analysing 
culture primarily comes down to analysing its ideas, and ideas make this culture 
intelligible.  

Reflections on ideas and their nature is often associated with Plato, but in our 
age, the writings of Thomas Jefferson, the third President of the United States, 
might have more significance. Jefferson’s plea for the free spread of ideas around 
the globe is especially relevant in the current debate on patent laws: 

(…) it is the action of the thinking power called an idea, which an 
individual may exclusively possess as long as he keeps it to himself; but 
the moment it is divulged, it forces itself into the possession of every one, 
and the receiver cannot dispossess himself of it. Its peculiar character, too, 
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is that no one possesses the less, because every other possesses the whole 
of it. He who receives an idea from me, receives instruction himself without 
lessening mine; as he who lights his taper at mine, receives light without 
darkening me. That ideas should freely spread from one to another over 
the globe, for the moral and mutual instruction of man, and improvement 
of his condition, seems to have been peculiarly and benevolently designed 
by nature, when she made them, like fire, expansible over all space, 
without lessening their density in any point, and like the air in which we 
breathe, move, and have our physical being, incapable of confinement 
or exclusive appropriation. (Jefferson 2009, 381) 

What is an idea, and where do they come from? 

The word ‘idea’ is originally Greek. Plato coined it to designate eternal entities 
supposedly at the root of the visible world. Cognate with the Greek verb for 
‘seeing’, Platonic ‘ideas’ remarkably refer to entities which cannot be seen, at 
least not with the naked eye. If ‘seeing’ applies at all, it will instead come down 
to reaching profound ‘insight’. In Plato, approaching the ‘ideas’ corresponds to 
advancing insight or in-depth knowledge. Such insight is concomitant with 
abandoning the visible world of change, history, particularity etc. As for Plato, 
the concept of idea (or eidos, in Aristotle) started its march through the history 
of Western thinking. Its meaning changed throughout this history. Our current 
use of ‘idea’ primarily draws on the Enlightenment (an idea as ‘a concept in the 
mind’) and the Romantic period, where ‘ideas’ were increasingly seen as 
individual or particular insights. Yet many great thinkers had their own 
concept of ‘idea’, which makes any discourse about ideas today confusing as 
well as fascinating.  

The meaning of the words: ‘idea’, ‘discovery’, ‘invention’ and ‘innovation’ may 
be almost similar in daily speech, but it is good to mark the differences. About 
ideas we come to speak later. By ‘discovery’ we mean recognizing something 
that already exists for the first time, that nobody has found before. Discoveries 
involve gaining knowledge about something that was previously unknown or 
unseen. So electricity was a discovery, i.e. recognition of an already existing 
phenomenon. We understand ‘invention’ as the outcome of the act of creating 
something new with one’s own ideas. Most of the time it is treated as referring 
to a new technical thing, but it can also refer to a musical composition, or any 
other product of the imagination. The light bulb was an invention – it was not 
an already existing phenomenon. Discoveries and inventions are both specific 
types of the genus ‘ideas’. 

By ‘innovation’ we mean the practical implementation of idea that results in 
the introduction of new goods or services or significant improvement in 
existing ones. One can distinguish between creativity on the one hand as the 
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ability to produce novel and useful ideas, and innovation, on the other hand, 
as the successful implementation of creative ideas within an organization or 
within society in general.  

This book is an attempt to summarize the different views and conceptions of 
ideas from various disciplinary perspectives. Rather than taking the notion of 
‘ideas’ for granted and reflecting on their generation or utilization, this book 
aims to improve our understanding of ideas as ideas. In doing so, it wants 
to bring together perspectives from various disciplines without claiming a final 
view or definition. And yet, a study of the variety of perspectives on ideas 
attempts to show some general patterns which are insightful.  

The following scheme gives a general, albeit vastly simplified, outline of the 
notion of ‘idea’ and its history (Table i.1). 

Table i.1. Four perspectives on ideas. 

 Broad Novel 

Individual A. Concept in the mind, daily 
thoughts, individual ideas (Locke). 

B. New solutions, relatively new 
concepts, seen as a solution for a 
particular problem.  

Collective C. Eternal ideas, innate, abstract, 
archetypical collective 
conceptions (Plato). 

D. Potentiality, the adjacent possible, 
novel ideas arise from a semi-
collective field where one can 
‘tune in’. 

 

We have just mentioned the Platonic conception of ideas (C) and the definition 
of ideas as concepts in individual mind (A). More recent accounts often define 
ideas in terms of their novelty. Ideas are nowadays seen as new solutions aiming 
to solve a particular problem. An ‘idea’ is a solution to a puzzle, e.g., the puzzle of 
unpredictable gravity, unexpected psychological reactions, or problematic 
behaviour of financial markets (see quadrant B). At the same time, there are also 
views claiming that ideas arise from a semi-collective field of potentiality, the 
adjacent possible (D). New inventions or discoveries often occur around the 
same time at different places. The invention of book print is one of the famous 
examples of this so-called synchronicity. People may say afterwards: ‘The time 
was right for it’. 

Therefore, a discussion of the nature of ideas – “what is an idea?” – is closely 
related to the question about the incipience of ideas: “Where do ideas come 
from?”. As a matter of fact, the word ‘incipience’ is cognate with the Latin capere, 
which means ‘to take’. The incipience of an idea may either be the moment when 
an idea is seized by, or seizes, a subject of agency, since it is not clear what exactly 
happens at its moment of incipience. Ideas rise, but where? Inside or outside the 
mind of those coming up with them? Are ideas found, founded, or invented? 
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Big ideas 

All scientific disciplines have their iconic ideas and discoveries. Thomas Kuhn 
introduced the term ‘paradigm shift’ for the solution of mysterious phenomena. 
Paradigm shifts, he said, tend to be realised by individuals or even loners who 
deviate from common ‘knowledge’: Keppler, Newton, Einstein, Heisenberg, etc. 
In the humanities, interpreting cultural artefacts may follow general, epochal 
standards; breakthroughs are only reached by a radical renewal of such 
standards. Romantic hermeneutics, for example, started exploring the creator’s 
inner life instead of merely applying the old rules of allegory or typology. To cite 
another example, Marx was one of the first to study the economy as a result of a 
historical evolution, human belief systems and societal patterns. C.G. Jung 
assumed the existence of a collective unconscious. Next to the natural sciences 
and the humanities, we can distinguish applied sciences: applied physics, applied 
mathematics, applied economics; architectural science; engineering (e.g., 
automotive, biological, biochemical, chemical); business administration, etc. 
Actually, in the applied sciences, especially today, we see a turn toward socialisation 
of idea generation: it is increasingly seen as a group process rather than as an 
individual achievement. Insofar as applied sciences take a goal for granted (e.g., 
maximisation of gain, creation of reliable buildings and infrastructure, production 
of antidotes, etc.), one can only expect that any form of idea generation will be 
promoted by individuals or by groups or even networks. Applied sciences take an 
essential place in this book since their practices fuels any form of reflection on 
ideas, their nature, and generation conditions.  

In addition to the above-mentioned ‘big ideas,’ scientific insights grow day by 
day through the vast multitude of ideas about new hypotheses, new methods, or 
connections. Some scholars state that most discoveries and inventions are now 
made at universities in an environment where information and ideas flow relatively 
freely. Steve Johnson collected 200 ‘big ideas’ – discoveries and inventions – from 
the last centuries. In most of the cases, these big ideas appeared to be a co-
production of several researchers instead of being a result of a heroic individual. 
And in most cases, ‘making money’ and capitalizing the invention was not a 
leading motive in the development of the idea (Johnson 2010, 218-231). This is in 
line with the research of Mariana Mazzucato who concluded on the basis of 
historical evidence that innovation is an outcome of a massive collective effort. 
Major breakthrough innovations are often based on public funding by 
governments or universities. At the same time, it is undeniable that major 
innovations are also developed in the research and development departments of 
big companies like Google, Unilever, IBM or Siemens and in numerous starting 
companies on solar energy, biometrics or artificial intelligence.   
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In their chapters, some authors touch on the moral aspect of ideas. An 
underlying assumption of the book seems to be that ideas are inherently good 
things and serve human progress. Some of the definitions as formulated by 
authors explicitly contain such a moral dimension. But what about ‘bad ideas’? 
What about ideas that are wrong but have been prominent, widely adopted, and 
dangerous or ruinous? Think of eugenics, slavery, imperialism, capital punishment, 
to mention only a few. It is important to recognize the moral dimension of ideas. 
An idea is not a neutral fact, it is often inherently a normative answer to a certain 
problem. There are several ideas on how to deal with mass migration, varying 
from opening western countries and welcoming immigrants to closing the borders 
and implementing push-backs. These are competing ideas with underlying moral 
choices. And sometimes it is not so clear if an idea can be qualified as a moral 
good or bad idea. When the guillotine was invented, this was at least partly done 
with humanitarian intentions, to execute the death penalty in a fast and relatively 
painless way. So was the guillotine a good or a bad idea? Reflecting on the moral 
dimension is an important task in the further development of a science of ideas.  

About this book 

This inchoate ‘brainstorm’ in the introduction of this book already highlights 
some highly relevant issues that will be discussed. It will soon appear that the 
authors use various definitions as to what an idea is. This partly transforms the 
quest of this book into a predicament. And yet, pursuing this quest did not 
necessarily lead the authors astray. Whatever the ‘essence’ of an idea (is there 
any?), ideas work. They are operative, and that is what inspired the research 
of every single author. Could it be that exploring the effects, the efficacy, or 
efficiency of ideas contributes to their essence? Could it be that the mystery of 
the nature of ideas is unravelled in proportion to highlighting what they do or can 
do? 

Granted, even without writing a book on them, ideas will incessantly come up. 
They have always done so and probably will continue to do so in the future. 
Where problems occur, ideas show up. Ideas are subsequent to problems, albeit 
that this subsequence is not linear and untrammelled. That does not mean that 
an idea is always a reaction to a problem. There are also ideas and inventions that 
arise and then go looking for problems to solve, or applications that might turn 
into a profit. A famous example of ‘an idea without a problem’ is the mobile 
phone. In the early nineties, there were lots of interviews with people about the 
question if they wanted a mobile phone. The general reaction was: ‘No, why 
should I, I don’t need one, we already have a phone at home and there are lots of 
public phone boots’. Twenty years later, mobile phones are ubiquitous. 
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We argue that studying into the alleged ‘nature’ of ideas can be illuminating at 
least in the following sense: 

• Studying ideas from various perspectives and disciplines will contribute 
to developing and spreading theoretical insights on ideas. 

• Studying the emergence, evolution and expansion of ideas will deliver 
more empirical insights and data on ideas. It may lead to increasing 
practical insights about how ideas work and the circumstances under 
which they thrive and accelerate the answers they are said to bring. 

• Studying ideas may enhance awareness of context; ideas can highlight 
the interrelatedness of objects and the role of human interaction in the 
creation and diffusion of ideas. Studying ideas will give more insight in 
how they become accepted by peers or clients, or the general public.  

• Studying ideas may be beneficial for scholars and students as a study of 
ideas and their nature could brighten their minds and open it up for new 
possibilities. 

This book is destined to at least three categories of readers who are interested 
in ‘ideas’: 1) practitioners, i.e., those who operate in between science and practice 
and translate ideas into new concepts or products; 2) specialists in the variety of 
disciplinary fields like innovation studies, organization studies, management, 
sociology, psychology who do research on ideas and innovation, or are interested 
in ideas as such; 3) epistemologists or philosophers who are involved in the study 
of the history of ideas. At this moment, it is mainly a kaleidoscopic volume with 
perspectives from various disciplines and individual research snapshots. At the 
same time, it has the potential – or at least the ambition – to develop in time into 
a textbook or handbook on a science of ideas. 

About the chapters 

While ideas have been significant for the progress of humanity, until now, there 
has hardly been any focus on ideas as such. During the last centuries, some 
attempts have been made to create a theory of ideas based on a different 
perspective. Guido Enthoven summarizes these efforts in his chapter ‘Towards a 
science of ideas’. Destutt de Tracy (1754-1836) was the first to coin the term 
‘idéologie’ as an open ‘science of ideas’. His theory of ideology focuses on four 
human faculties as determining factors for the development of ideas. The TRIZ 
theory, developed by Altshuller (1926-1998), states that every invention is based 
on one or more of fourty principles. Finally, Patrick Gunkel (1947-2017) argues in 
his work on ‘ideonomy’ that the study of ideas is a ‘mother discipline’ for all other 
sciences since each discipline has to develop and refine ideas in its own field of 
study. The sequence of chapters of this book is based on a tentative research plan 
to establish a science of ideas. In this research agenda, the definition, origin and 
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classification of ideas will be investigated first, followed by chapters on the 
evolution and development of ideas. Lastly, the acceptance and legitimacy and 
the realization and valorization of ideas will be discussed in this book. 

Before developing a science of ideas it is important to study renowned 
philosophers ’works. According to Plato, ideas exist independently from the 
thinking subject. An idea is an eternal essence in a plurality of entities. Descartes 
searched for a foundation of the possibility of certainty. He was aware that our 
minds and senses could provide us with false conceptions and perceptions. 
Therefore, Descartes was constantly questioning thoughts for their certainty. He 
differentiated ideas into three categories: factitious, adventitious and innate. 
Locke, on the other hand, found that ideas come exclusively from experience. He 
stated that an idea is not a physical object but a representation of objects in the 
mind. Berkeley argued that objects are immaterial. They are mere ideas or 
collections of ideas in our minds. Hence, ideas are our understanding of what 
reality is. In their chapter ‘Aspects of ideas’ Kathrin Bouvot and Gianluigi 
Segalerba conclude that these interpretations differ based on the environment 
one lives in. Each interpretation of the concept of ‘idea’ draws on the available 
knowledge at the time and one’s beliefs. As a result, the definition and 
interpretation of what an idea is alter over time.  

In recent decades, the definitions and interpretations given to ideas have 
become more solution-oriented. In his chapter, ‘What is an idea? Between 
synchronicity and opacity’, Rico Sneller states that an idea can be seen as a 
concept, a thought or an act to overcome an impasse. From this definition, 
generating ideas is a way for the world to move forward. While generating ideas, 
the generator’s structure of subjectivity is affected, enabling them to look 
forward to the future, past a given impasse. As an idea allows for people to 
‘foresee’ a future past the current predicament, ideas and idea-generation 
require some preconditions. Firstly, ideas should be viewed as configurations 
that comprise both subject and object. Secondly, idea-generators should have 
a vast understanding of current developments in the world, which is powered 
by interaction. Lastly, there should be a certain extent of opacity in ideas. This 
opacity is the result of an idea generator’s own inscrutable views on things.  

As the interpretation of ideas is subject to multiple explanations, so is the 
view on where ideas come from. In his chapter ‘Plato’s hunt for an idea: Socratic 
dialogue and idea formation,’ Jos Kessels states that looking at ideas from a 
Platonic perspective, they translate themselves into a concept that exists in the 
mind. An idea is an insight that leads to an outlook. As a result, an idea brings 
order to thoughts. It causes people to see many different things as a whole. On 
this Platonic view, ideas can only be created if they are hunted for. This hunting 
for ideas is done via the Socratic dialogue, in which dialogue and critical 
thinking are used to draw out ideas and underlying presuppositions. Since 
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having a dialogue is necessary for the hunting process, an idea is created by 
interaction and thinking. It is something that can be created by a group. Kessels 
states that hunting for ideas individually is virtually impossible, as dialogue 
must be constantly triggered to think further.  

The Platonic view on ideas is seen as a traditional perspective on ideas. From 
this angle, ideas are conceptual entities with boundaries and a clearly defined 
essence. In his chapter, ‘What are ideas made of? On ideas as socio-material, 
relational and dynamic beings,’ Seweryn Rudnicki states that there is another 
perspective from which to approach ideas can be seen: ‘translation’. This 
perspective helps redefine ideas. From this view, an idea is not a concept nor a 
mental entity. Instead, it appears in the course of a particular practice and is 
never entirely isolated from it. Ideas should be seen as relational concepts. The 
translation perspective has a different take on the role that tools and technologies 
play in idea generation. From the traditional perspective, tools and technologies 
are merely used to simplify the ideation process. The translation perspective 
sees tools and technologies as a medium to constitute ideas and endow them 
with different action possibilities. Using this approach, ideas can equally be 
seen as socio-material objects. From the translation perspective, there is no 
starting- or endpoint. Instead, there is only the process of constituting and re-
constituting through a series of translations, which is an infinite process.  

Seeing idea generation as an infinite process helps when defining ideas as a 
solution to overcome a problem. According to Laurens Landeweerd in his 
chapter ‘Ideas in science and art: Creativity and Imagination,’ a critical part of 
studying ideas is understanding the context in which ideas emerge. They are 
directed at something, and as such, they are intentional. Therefore, a study of 
ideas without their context and focus remains empty. Meanwhile, any definition of 
an idea also depends on its context. In science, an idea is associated with 
correctness, while in the field of art, it is related to novelty and creativity. Yet 
Landeweerd states that for overcoming impasses, creativity and imagination 
are crucial in both the scientific context and the field of the arts. Creativity helps 
a person see beyond a given problem and thus, plays an integral part in both 
science and arts.  

In his chapter ‘Ideas as interactors and replicators,’ Łukasz Jonak says that the 
development of ideas can be seen as a combination of Tarde’s replication 
approach and Kauffman’s interaction approach to society. In Tarde’s approach, 
imitation is a process in which inventions, or ideas, are transmitted between 
like-minded people. As such, the more people appreciate an idea, the more it is 
transmitted or replicated. Hence, the faster it travels through a social environment. 
Due to this, social relationships develop and the social world is formed. Kauffman’s 
interaction approach views ideas as if they were autocatalytic sets of chemical 
compounds. From this perspective, ideas result from the interaction of old ideas, 
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catalysed by the existence of other innovations, which can either lead to the 
reproduction of ideas or the creation of more complex new ideas.  

Throughout history, humans have been capable of creating ‘imaginary 
realities’ (to use Harrari’s expression) with the intentions to overcome impasses 
and find solutions to problems. As Han van der Meer and Willemijn Brouwer 
state in their chapter ‘A short history of deliberate creativity’ idea generation 
may be perceived as an intentionally shaped process leading to the emergence 
of new ideas. It is known as ‘deliberate creativity’ and the authors give a brief 
yet comprehensive account of multiple approaches that have been developed 
within this field over recent decades. 

Idea generation, while in many aspects a deliberate process, has also been a 
subject of many influences. Among the factors that impact creativity as the 
ability to come up with new ideas, the cultural ones play a great role. According 
to Seweryn Rudnicki and Piotr Prokopowicz in their chapter ‘Cultures and 
innovations: How Cultural Factors Affect the Emergence of Ideas,’ culture is one 
such factor that can be used to predict the creative ‘output’ produced within a 
society or an organisation. For instance, using Hofstede’s cultural dimensions 
model, the level of innovation in a country can be predicted based on the 
national culture. Likewise, the organizational culture can be used to predict the 
level of creativity within an organization. At the same time, creativity has 
become an essential aspect of contemporary capitalism, as companies’ growth 
and survival depend on finding new ideas for products, services, and 
improvements. Consequently, while creativity has previously been seen as 
divinity or individual genius, with the help of this shift in capitalism, it is now 
rather seen as a part of organizational life, something that can be managed, 
regulated and stimulated.  

Yet culture is only one of the factors that may influence creativity. In his 
chapter, ‘Where are ideas created? From creative spaces to landscapes of 

creation’, Jacek Gądecki explores the role of spatial factors. On the office 
level, managers are looking for ways to maximise productivity and creativity 
in the office space and it is believed as possible by altering the layout of the 
office to increase interaction and by establishing different kinds of creative 
spaces. On a higher level, urban planners are seeking ways to increase creativity 
in innovation districts. On this level, creativity can be enhanced by grouping 
different businesses together to reduce space between them. In these innovation 
districts, space is reduced by physically placing companies near each other, allowing 
firms to interact easily, leading to landscapes of innovation. Corporations, 
freelancers and city planners follow this theory to maximize innovation between 
firms.  

In his chapter ‘Idea creation in a post-pandemic world,’ Łukasz Afeltowicz 
looks at how the recent COVID pandemic forced us to work and think differently. 
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Working remotely has caused lower interaction levels. This raises the question as to 
whether traditional teamwork is still effective when conducted virtually. The 
answer might lay in prediction markets, where an alternative to the teamwork we 
have known for decades has been used for a long time. These markets leverage the 
wisdom of crowds to predict, for instance, election results and geopolitical events. 
The wisdom of crowds leverages the knowledge of individuals to come to the 
best possible outcomes. This might be useful for idea generation in a post-
pandemic world.  

In the past decades, a new practice to evoke ideas has proceeded. In his 
chapter ‘Towards a Parapsychic Generation of Ideas,’ Alexandre Zavlavsky 
argues that parapsychism can be used to generate ideas. When looked at from 
a Platonic perspective, parapsychism is not rational. That is because ideas are 
based on knowledge. Parapsychism, or divination as Plato called it, has been 
qualified as irrational by Plato since being a non-acknowledged true opinion. 
Therefore, it is beyond justification and, consequently, irrational. Interest in 
parapsychism resurrected in the late nineteenth century. Genuine parapsychic 
people were subject to testing in séances and laboratories. In the late twentieth 
century, a new study of conscientiology has shown that parapsychism can be 
consciously experienced. As a result, the main argument disqualifying it as 
irrational falls apart. Furthermore, practitioners of conscientiology learn to 
sharpen their parapsychic perceptions, making the experiences sensible and 
intelligible. Parapsychic idea generation can be seen as a new way to enrich 
generation of ideas. 

Now that we understand more about the definition of ideas and how ideas are 
developed, it is possible to look at ideas ’underlying patterns and tools. When 
ideas are defined as innovative solutions to problems, the underlying mechanisms 
can be explored. Altshuller’s TRIZ theory stated that all innovations could be 
reduced to several principles, yet this theory focuses on product innovation. 
This raises the question as to whether social innovations have similar underlying 
principles as well. In his chapter ‘How do ideas change the world? Patterns in 
Social Innovation,’ Guido Enthoven states that it is indeed possible to identify 
the underlying mechanisms of social innovations. For example, the underlying 
mechanism for the internet is ‘connecting’, the tool for the metric system is 
‘standardizing’, and the tool for human rights is ’securing’. These mechanisms 
are not singular; social innovations can have multiple underlying mechanisms. 
The more underlying mechanisms an innovation has, the bigger the potential 
for the innovation.  

Besides investigating the underlying mechanisms, it is possible to analyse the 
distribution patterns of ideas. According to Birgit Helene Jevnaker and Johan 
Olaisen, in their chapter ‘Travelling leadership ideas as a business virus infection,’ 
the spread of ideas in the corporate world can be viewed from two distinct 
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perspectives. Firstly, the travelling idea. This viewpoint states that virtually 
identical management ideas crop up globally, more or less simultaneously in 
similar organizations. In this theory, the distribution of ideas is conceived as 
analogical to the spread of viruses and multiple analytical benefits of this 
metaphor are explored, including the explanation of the support or resistance 
to new ideas, or the way in which the change the underlying mechanism of an 
organisation. 

The influence of the law on ideas is investigated by Rudi Holzhauer and 
Sander Gellaerts in their chapter ‘Ideas and the Law’. When looking at ideas 
from a legal perspective, it is very difficult to handle an idea as an abstract entity 
– the law needs a tangible reality to govern. Ideas are often intangible and 
abstract, meaning that they are ‘free’ from a legal perspective. However, there 
are certain areas where the law can intervene with ideas. The freedom of speech 
and the freedom to hold, pursue and express ideas are considered fundamental 
human rights. It is the expression of these ideas, however, where the law can 
intervene. For example, in most countries, a call to use violence is prohibited, 
and some countries have severe penalties on blasphemy. A second area where 
the law can intervene is in the protection of ideas. In practice, this is considered 
intellectual property. In this area, IP provides certain thresholds which should 
be met before an idea can be legally protected. In both regions, the law 
constantly balances interests: the representation, or creator of the idea, and the 
society, or the general interest. This balancing is a dynamic process, as can be 
seen in the recent debate on IP on vaccines against corona, whereby the 
research partly was funded by public money. 

A final step in developing a science of ideas is comprehending how ideas are 
realized and valorized. In her chapter ‘The impact of ideas on bodily processes. 
Lessons from mantra techniques’, Tatjana Kochetkova looks at the relationship 
between ideas and reality from a more religious perspective. According to 
mantra techniques, the idea is only a concept in the human mind. It reflects a 
mental image or a concept. According to the dualistic enlightenment paradigm, 
there is no direct connection between the idea as a concept in the mind and 
the external reality. Therefore, a mantra is seen as superstition. However, by 
using mantra techniques, it is possible to use visualization of sacred images and 
the recitation of mantras to participate in the divine creative power and impact 
external reality or oneself. By using a mantra, ideas are turned from representations 
of reality into tools to create, destroy or alter reality. Thus, ideas are the starting 
point of changing reality.  

Looking at the realization of ideas from a different perspective, new materialism 
can be used to help realize and evaluate ideas, as stated by Jurgen van der Heijden 
in his chapter ‘New materialism and climate change adaptation’. New-materialism 
is a modern field of inquiry in which it is critical for ideas to be based on the 

Jos Kessels 
Independent Scholar

Jos Kessels 
Independent Scholar



Jo
s 

Ke
ss

el
s

xx   Introduction  

integration of well-known phenomena. New materialism combines known 
phenomena, e.g. agriculture and solar panels, to create new phenomena, e.g. 
agrivoltaics. To do so, it is crucial to interact with each other constantly. New 
materialism aims to reach a point of intra-action in which phenomena function in 
multiple ways. For instance, a lake can be used as a recreational area, water 
purification area, and natural park. A critical part of this is understanding how 
multiple ideas can be realized in a relatively simple solution or by creating various 
purposes for products and waste. The development of ideas that comply with this 
view is crucial in the valorization process. As climate change adaptation is 
becoming more and more important, the practice of intra-action and integration 
when developing new ideas and realities is increasing importance in the 
realization process of ideas.  

Finally, why a ‘science’ of ideas? Why is it urgent to write a book about ideas? 
What makes it even necessary? There are several books and publications about 
‘the history of ideas’, and considerable literature about creativity and idea 
generation in psychology and management sciences. Relatively few are those 
attempts that try to focus on ideas as such; we name and honour the overviews 
of and reflections of authors like Russell, Whitehead, Lovelock, Boas, Durant, 
Johnson and Watson. But until now there are few empirical data, there’s not a 
grounded theory, nor a shared body of knowledge. 

In our present day society there seems to be no lack of ideas. Ideas are 
everywhere and new developments take place almost autonomously. But 
this might be part of the problem. The process of idea generation and 
transformation in concrete practices seems a huge widespread random process, 
mainly driven by market forces. If we continue this way, we’ll be probably be 
confronted with increasing dynamics, increasing instabilities and extremes.  

Our ambition in this book is to try to offer some conceptual foundations and 
inspirations for thinking about ideas as separate objects of study and to do it in 
a way rooted not in common sense, general wisdom, artistic expression, or 
journalism, but rather on the existing studies and perspectives in different 
scientific disciplines. We aimed for developing and refining concepts, finding 
theoretical angles, summarizing or questioning the existing scholarship, gathering 
empirical data – all of which may be treated as the essential elements of scientific 
endeavour. We are of the contention that ‘science of ideas’ has its own, distinct 
object of study that may be examined with the scientific (however broadly 
understood) apparatus. A scientific approach can lead to more empirical data, 
more theoretical insights, the development of specific methods and the 
emergence of dedicated learning communities. It can shed special searchlights 
on ideas, their origin, pathways and destinations. 
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PART III. HOW DO IDEAS EXIST, EVOLVE, 
AND TRANSLATE INTO ACTION? 
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Chapter 17  

Plato’s hunt for an idea: 

Socratic dialogue and idea-formation 

Jos Kessels 

Independent Scholar 

Abstract 

In this article, I discuss some of the main characteristics of a Platonic idea and 
the Socratic hunt for it, as seen in the Kant-Nelson tradition. The importance of 
this hunt has been poignantly clarified by Hannah Arendt, as well as why a ‘gadfly’ 
like Socrates plays a prominent role in it. Hunting for an idea requires that one 
both learns to deal with abstraction and closely connects to concrete experience. 
Otherwise, the inquiry gets lost in empty terms. Moreover, one only learns to hunt 
for an idea by practising real-time dialogue, not just by reflecting on theory or 
methods of hunting. After a sketch of these basic characteristics I address a 
number of less known features of an idea and the hunt for it: that one has to think 
‘backwards’, regressively, instead of ahead, towards some aim, and that an idea 
requires a form of self-examination, not just disengaged concept-finding. The 
hunt for an idea is, in the practice of dialogue, a quest for a certain kind of 
recollection, of presuppositions that one can recognize as essential without 
having been consciously aware of them beforehand. This type of recollection 
demands a systematic, regressive analysis down to the premises of our personal 
judgments. Once one discovers these, they appear not to be neutral. On the 
contrary, they make an appeal to act, they demand engagement, by showing what 
the ideal is and to what extent it lies within one’s reach. Thinking this way is hard 
work, not least because it implies a thorough inquiry into oneself. 

Keywords: Idea generation, Socrates, Socratic dialogue, Eidoskoop 

*** 

Socratic dialogue as a method for developing ideas 

Socrates is considered to be the patriarch of Western philosophy. He 
questioned his interlocutors in such a penetrating way that the participants 
examined their personal ideas and their behaviour and experience, and how 
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they had lived their lives until then. His conversations were not abstract 
reflections but primarily analyses of someone’s attitudes and lifestyle. He 
always attempted to lay bare the presuppositions of a person’s actions and 
thoughts, the “mental models” from which they originate, to test these against 
soundness standards, mastery and “the good life”. 

His student Plato was so impressed by Socrates ’interrogations that he made 
him the protagonist in almost all of his dialogues. Plato is the founder of 
Western philosophy. The scope and depth of his work are so great that some 
thinkers qualified the whole of Western philosophy as not more than “a series 
of footnotes to Plato.” The core of Plato’s philosophy is his theory of ideas. An 
idea can be described as a picture of the proper perspective in an issue - what 
Socrates was looking for in all his dialogues. The art of dialogue is to find such 
an idea. There is a variety of Socratic dialogues; this article focuses on the so-
called Eidoskoop. This is a compact tool for systematically searching for an 
idea. The word Eidoskoop means “idea viewer” (from “eidos”, idea or form, and 
“skopeo”, to look). 

In the last few decades, the practice of Socratic dialogue has found in the 
Netherlands a permanent place in coaching, consultancy and (company) 
training in various social sectors (healthcare, government, banks, police) and 
the business community. 

The Eidoskoop 

The Eidoskoop is a condensation of the Socratic dialogue into a step-by-step 
method for identifying an idea. It has the form of a ‘glass bead game’ (after the 
eponymous novel by Hermann Hesse 1949), built on the structure of the 
Tetractys, a mathematical figure consisting of the numbers one to four, 
arranged in the shape of a triangle (see Figure 17.1).  

Figure 17.1. The Tetractys. 

 

In the game, players investigate an issue using ten ‘beads’ divided over four 
levels. Each of the beads represents its field of research. Schematic: 
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Figure 17.2. The Eidoskop. 

 

   Idea      Vision 
 

  great   small     Poles 
 

 belly   heart   head    Person 
 

situation  heat point  development  question  Facts 
 

With this game, one analyses an issue by formulating a line of reasoning that 
includes the ten beads as ‘places’ or topoi. First, you map out the facts of the 
matter and develop the critical question: the bottom four beads. They represent 
the ‘four causes’ of the topic, the external reality. Then you examine the 
different attitudes or feelings with which you look at the issue, according to the 
‘division of the soul’ in belly, heart and head, or the three basic emotions of fear, 
fury, fortune, and internal reality. After that, you determine the two poles, the 
playing field of possible modes of thought. This is the level of dialectic, thesis 
and antithesis. Finally, you appeal to the imagination and formulate the final 
measure, the synthesis that ‘removes’ the contradiction by ‘elevating’ it to the 
highest level. That is the idea, the vision. It can take the form of an analytical 
answer and a metaphor, a story, an ‘oracle’. Together, the ten beads give a 
picture of the core of an issue, the essence. That is the purpose of the theory of 
ideas. 

Example: external orientation 

Let us have a look at a small example of an Eidoskoop. A government agency is 
reorganizing. One of the themes at stake is how to increase the external focus 
and attach more importance to the outside world instead of only the internal 
reality. The presenter of the case is one of the sector leaders. In a dialogue with 
seven participants, the game of the Eidoskoop yields the following analysis: 

I. Facts 

At this level, the facts of the issue are mapped using the four causes that create 
it: 

1. Situation, content (material cause): The officially fixed deadlines are 
not met. The wishes of the customer and the external environment are 
not dominant. Internal approval is much more critical. And we have a 
non-intervention culture. 
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2. Heat point, trigger (efficient cause): I got several severe complaints 
about that, it bothers me a lot. 

3. Development, forces at work (final cause): If I do nothing, more 
problems will arise. But disregard of the interests of the outside world 
will no longer be accepted in the (near) future. 

4. Question, core of inquiry (formal cause, essence): How can I, or can we, 
ensure that people organize their work so that they better meet 
external interests? 

II. Person 

At this level, one investigates the ‘inside ’of an issue, the vibrant colour, using 
the ‘division of the soul ’- in the language of organizations: risks, values, 
mission; in the language of mythology: monsters that threaten, inspiring gods, 
appeal to the hero; in the language of psychology: what scares, what makes 
joyful, and what brings up indignation: 

5. Belly, monsters that threaten: a culture change to external dominance 
is a challenging process, it directly affects the interests of the staff, 
takes a lot of time and leads to the unpopularity of the management 
(i.e. me).  

6. Head, gods that inspire: the ideal is external dominance with great task 
responsibility and a good feedback culture: more flies in one fell swoop. 

7. Heart, task of the hero: I am to bring about that cultural change, despite 
the difficulties and the resistance. I will have to face unpopularity by 
addressing people and giving them feedback. 

III. Poles 

At this level, one investigates the playing field or ways to carry out ‘the task of 
the hero’, the so-called great-and-small. Which views or scenarios are decisive 
here? Between what extremes do you have to navigate? This is the dialectic of 
thesis and antithesis: 

8. The one, the (too) small, Scylla, thesis: one extreme is staying soft and 
accept that internal interests remain dominant for the time being: ‘the 
citizens should adapt to us’. 

9. The other, the (too) large, Charybdis, antithesis: the other extreme is 
getting tough and make sure that external interests become dominant 
in the foreseeable future: ‘the staff should adapt to the demands of the 
outside world’. 
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IV. Vision, Idea 

At this level, someone (either the player himself or another) formulates the 
central idea in this case, i.e., what can bring the participants and the issue as a 
whole ‘in the right form’. The synthesis ‘removes’ the contradiction between 
thesis and antithesis by elevating it to another level. It is also an attempt to get 
out of the constraining logic of conventional thinking, and therefore uses 
another language, ‘oracle language’. In this case, one of the players formulated 
the following oracle: 

10. 
 

My house has a door. 
Right on the street. 
I open the door. 
Passers-by like to come to my house. 
My housemates welcome them. 
Nobody is cold.  

This text presents in visual language what, according to its author, is the core 
of the issue. It uses symbolic language, makes complex matters simple and at 
the same time stimulates reflection. Images and stories are much stronger than 
arguments or discursive reasoning. They appeal not only to thinking (logos), 
but also to the heart and the person (pathos, ethos). Some aspects of the issue 
are magnified, others concealed. Framing an image determines the way you 
look at the issue. In philosophy, such images are called ‘root metaphors’. 
Anyone who can introduce such an image defines the playing field of analysis 
and thereby determines the inquiry and the dialogue. 

Just as a mission and a vision must be translated into a strategy, an idea must 
be ‘unpacked’, translated into concrete actions. An idea without perception is 
empty; perceptions without idea are blind (after Kant 2011: B75/A51). The 
Eidoskoop primarily aims at finding the guiding idea (ascending dialectic). But 
the impact of the game also lies in the concrete thinking-through of the 
individual and typical consequences of an idea (downward dialectic, from the 
idea back to basics). 

At the end of the day, when we discussed the results of these and other 
‘Eidoskopen’ in plenary, the mood turned out to be ambiguous. Participants 
valued the dialogue and the research process. But some were not satisfied with 
the formulated oracles. What kind of conclusion should they draw from them? 
Would it not have been better to focus on concrete guidelines or codes of 
conduct? Should a conference on this vital issue not lead to something more 
valuable than such a vague text? The answer to these questions came a week 
later. Then a selection of leading people formulated, within two hours, the most 
critical parameters for the reorganization to be carried out. We were told 
afterwards that this quick consensus would never have been possible without 
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the in-depth preparation of the Eidoskoop. This is precisely the difference 
between vision or idea development and strategy development. That is how the 
Eidoskoop works in practice. 

Survey: instructions for the game 

Finding an idea requires analysing ten beads across four levels of research: the 
facts, the person, the poles or mindsets, and the final vision or idea. Start by 
determining the theme of research. Then investigate the beads one by one. The 
exercise consists of providing each of the beads with one or a couple of striking 
sentences to create a short, comprehensive and rounded story.1 

Level I - Facts 

BEAD 1 Situation 

Describe the situation you want to investigate. What is the theme of research, 
what are the main ingredients? Give an example from personal experience in 
which the theme plays. Make sure the description is clarified with concrete 
details of what you have experienced yourself. 

BEAD 2 Heat point, trigger 

How did this situation become an issue? What is the heat point, a crucial 
moment, a scene that shows the burden? 

BEAD 3 Development 

How will the situation develop if nothing happens? What is the expected future, 
the prospect inherent in the case, the field of force that operates there? 

BEAD 4 Question 

What is the issue, theme, focus of the research? Formulate it in the form of a 
question (both as a personal and a general question). 

Level II - Person 

BEAD 5 Belly, scared, monsters 

Which ‘bears’ can you see on the road? What risks are lurking here? What 
possible calamity should be averted or prevented? What costs, discomfort, or 
pain do you foresee?  

                                                 

1 For a detailed introduction, see Kessels 2012. 
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BEAD 6 Head, joyful, gods 

What values are involved here? What view, hope, or inspiration give meaning 
and significance to your actions? What should be protected or preserved? 

BEAD 7 Heart, indignation, hero 

What calls you? What is the ‘fire’ or holy indignation is evoked in you? What pain 
or suffering should the hero take on? And what do you have to give up, what 
sacrifice to make? 

Level III - Poles 

BEAD 8 Great 

Make the appeal of bead seven very large. What kind of attitude or approach 
does that lead to? What is the extreme you need to avoid? 

BEAD 9 Small 

Then make that view or attitude very small. What does your approach look like 
then? What here is the extreme to avoid?  

Level IV – Vision 

BEAD 10 Idea 

An idea indicates the essence, the ‘key’ to the matter, or the principle that a wise 
person with proper understanding would use. Are you able to capture that in 
an image, metaphor, story or ‘oracle’? You may not be able to answer this 
question immediately; it may take time to mature. Then try to express your 
hunches. It may help to determine what the cardinal virtues are here: 

• What courage is required here (fortitudo)? 

• What do you have to give up, decrease, in what sense do you have to 
keep measure (temperance)? 

• What do you have to face (prudentia)? 

• What is needed to balance the situation as a whole (justice)? 

Seeing the light 

Now let us reflect on what happens in this dialogue, to begin with the question: 
What exactly is an idea? I consider the following as its main characteristics. 
First, in Greek, the concept ‘idea’ has ‘seeing’ as its root. An idea is what makes 
you ‘see’. ‘You only start seeing it when it gets through to you,’ says the famous 
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Dutch soccer guru Johan Cruijff. That’s exactly how it went in this analysis. I 
vividly remember the face of the presenter of the example, when the ‘oracle’ 
was read out to him: he was struck, stunned as if a breach had been made in his 
way of thinking as if a curtain was slid open that he didn’t know could open, as 
if his perspective of the world around him had to be reordered. At first, an idea 
may turn your familiar vision upside down and lead to disorientation or 
confusion. But later, it gives way to clarity, overview and ease, a new order. An 
idea is literally ‘grasping something so that your eyes open up for it’; it is an 
insight that leads to an outlook. So an idea is an ordering, or reordering, 
principle, showing an underlying or overarching orderliness. 

That an idea has this ordering effect because you don’t see something trivial, 
but something essential. You get the impression that you perceive the essence 
of a situation or predicament, or at least a necessary aspect. You get through to 
what it’s all about. Now you can see what has priority and what doesn’t. This 
sensation of penetrating to the core, realizing that you have caught some truth, 
makes an idea so inspiring, a source of energy that enables you to make move 
mountains. 

Another characteristic of an idea is the synopsis, literally ‘seeing together’. An 
idea makes you see many different things together as a coherent whole; it 
reduces the multitude to a unity. You initially perceived many incoherent and 
dissimilar things; now, you get a compelling, logical picture. It is the same 
as what happens in language: a word brings many different things under the 
same denominator. Take a simple word such as ‘house’ or ‘door’. It isolates a 
thing from the multitude of phenomena; it creates a category through which 
we can see everything that falls in that category as the same. There are all kinds 
of houses and doors, in all shapes and sizes, but we nevertheless bring them 
together under the flag of one concept, which transforms diversity into unity. 

So, an idea is an intrinsically conceptual, linguistic phenomenon - it is not 
incidental that Heraclitus called the word, the logos, the beginning of everything. 
This is what language brings about: it is through concepts that we grasp 
something, literally get a hold of it. It implies at the same time another 
characteristic of an idea: because you understand something, you can also take 
it up: you can literally stand under, i.e., among, between, in the presence of it. 
If you know a thing or a situation, you know what to do with it, you get a grip 
and can get started. Without an idea, that is impossible. 

With concepts, we always have to deal with definition and what is included 
in it and what not. What does it mean to ‘open the door’? Although a definition 
is mostly not sharp and clear-cut, it nevertheless structures our perception it 
brings unity to the multitude of impressions and phenomena. This is what 
makes communication possible. We know from each other that if we call 
something ‘opening a door,’ it must somehow ‘participate’ in the definition, the 

Jos Kessels 
Independent Scholar

Jos Kessels 
Independent Scholar



Jo
s 

Ke
ss

el
s

Plato’s hunt for an idea  265 

ideal model, however unclear that may be. Also, an idea creates unity in two 
ways, both substantively - it brings different things under one concept - and 
relatively - we understand each other, we can share the same intention.  

Often you don’t just get an idea; you have to hunt for it. The reason to go 
for a hunt is precisely the lack of transparency of an issue, the fact that all 
sorts of things are intermingled: different views on what the issue is, different 
interpretations of the facts, different perspectives, points of view, interests, norms 
and values, etc. Besides, in Socratic dialogues, all kinds of personal issues of the 
participants play a role, such as status, hierarchy, trust, recognition, dormant 
conflict, mainly under the table, sometimes openly. They are the usual 
ingredients of the hunt for an idea. Nevertheless, despite the difficulties these 
may cause in a joint investigation, the Socratic principle remains the same: 
even in troublesome circumstances, it is possible to find unity in the confusing 
multitude, get through to the idea of an issue, and see the proper definition of 
a situation, a correct vision. The premise holds that the idea is a creative force 
that can transform chaos into order, connect people and coordinate all voices 
into musical harmony. 

Thinking, wondering, admiring 

An idea is different from a strategy. The one is the foundation of the other, the 
other the effect of the one. The Greek stratos means ‘army’, stratègos is ‘general’. 
An idea is the goal of the strategy, the situation you want to move towards, the 
‘good’ you want to achieve. In organizations, it is often called mission, vision, 
or ‘value driver’. A strategy is an idea or vision translated into operational terms. 
However, there is a close connection, as the idea itself is often only made clear 
by its operationalization, by drawing up a plan of action and investigating its 
implications.  

An idea is also different from a theory. A theory is an explanation for one or 
more phenomena that enables you to come to predictions. A theory is about 
truth, an idea about meaning. These are two very different things, even though 
they are closely intertwined. Something can be true and, at the same time, 
meaningless. Meaning has to do with values, significance and personal involvement, 
i.e., what you find worthwhile or what inspires you as a group. It has to do with 
beauty and goodness, something you find appealing or substantial, not just 
with the truth. In organizations, despite the appearance of the contrary, 
meaning is often a neglected domain. There are all kinds of theories in 
organizations - about the market, ways of organizing, leadership, etc. - and 
many objectives, but often few ideas. For ideas, you have to combine ‘the true, 
the good and the beautiful in one single image. In its original sense, the word 
‘theory’ still contained this combination: the Greek ‘theoria’ literally means 
‘watching or attending ceremonies.’ It not only indicates a contemplative, 
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inquiring attitude toward nature and everyday life, but also an admiration of 
the harmonious underlying order of things, the actual reality, not visible to the 
naked eye. As if you are attending a ceremony, a service that requires a certain 
respect for what is disclosed from concealment. This form of reflection, a 
combination of wonder and admiration, of seeking insight into what has 
dignity and esteem, was seen in antiquity as the highest form of human existence. 

With everyday concepts, such as ‘house’ or ‘door’, this beauty- or meaning-
aspect of an idea is not very obvious, of course. But with more abstract, 
more normative concepts such as ‘just,’ ‘open door’ or ‘what you should be 
concerned about,’ this aspect immediately plays an important role. The 
importance of this aspect for life in organizations has been demonstrated 
impressively by the Jewish-German philosopher Hannah Arendt (1906-1975). 
She attended the Eichmann trial in Jerusalem after the Second World War, 
about which she wrote her Report on the Banality of Evil. She was stuck there, 
she writes: 

by a manifest shallowness in the doer [i.e. Eichmann] that made it 
impossible to trace the incontestable evil of his deeds to any deeper level 
of roots or motives. The deeds were monstrous, but the doer – at least 
the very effective one now on trial – was quite ordinary, commonplace, 
and neither demonic nor monstrous. There was no sign in him of firm 
ideological convictions or of specific evil motives, and the only noticeable 
characteristic one could detect in his past behaviour as well as in his 
behaviour during the trial (..) was something entirely negative: it was not 
stupidity, but thoughtlessness. (Arendt 1981, 4) 

Arendt explains how Eichmann’s colourless, cliché-ridden language produced 
a kind of macabre comedy that he had also performed in his official life: ‘clichés, 
stock phrases, adherence to conventional, standardized codes of expression and 
conduct.’ There is nothing wrong with that in itself; they have the socially 
recognized function of protecting us against reality, against the claim on our 
thinking attention that all events and facts make under their existence. ‘If we 
were responsive to this claim all the time, we would soon be exhausted. 
Eichmann differed from the rest of us only,’ Arendt writes, ‘in that he knew of 
no such claim at all.’ It was this absence of thinking – ‘which is so ordinary an 
experience in our everyday life, where we have hardly the time, let alone the 
inclination, to stop and think’ - that awakened her interest. It was precisely this 
apparent absence of any thinking, any admiration for something, any reflection 
on the question of whether something is worthwhile or not, that raised the 
question for her: 

Might the problem of good and evil, our faculty for telling right from 
wrong, be connected with our faculty of thought? (..) Could the activity 
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of thinking as such, the habit of examining whatever happens to come 
to pass or to attract attention, regardless of results and specific content, 
be among the conditions that make men abstain from evil-doing, or 
even actually ‘condition’ them against it? (5) 

Asking the question is answering it. 

Arendt’s observations clearly show the importance of thinking and the hunt 
for meaning. Mind you, just as meaning is something else than truth, and an 
idea something else than a theory, so thinking is something else than the 
pursuit of knowledge. These are two different mental capacities with totally 
different workings. The German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) called 
them Vernunft (reason) and Verstand (understanding) (Kant 2011). The latter, 
the mind or intellect, wants to grasp and explain what is given to the senses, 
while the former, reason, strives to understand its meaning and significance. 
Reason does not ask what the senses make us perceive or what the mind 
presents us as logical, but about ‘what it means for something to exist’. Science 
is the activity of the mind, searching for irrefutable truth. Philosophy is the 
activity of reason; it seeks meaning. 

The origin of this search for meaning is wondering, the starting point of all 
thinking. But wondering is not just astonishment or bewilderment or confusion. 
‘It is an admiring wondering’ emphasizes Arendt. It is wondering about, but 
also an admiration of, an underlying order, a hidden structure, a harmony 
accessible only to thought. The observable sensory world only allows us a brief, 
flawed look at it: ‘The observable phenomena are a glimpse of what has not 
been unveiled,’ in the formulation of the Greek philosopher Anaxagoras. It is 
this thinking about the not-unveiled, the admiring wondering of an invisible 
order that Eichmann lacked and that led to his frightening, disastrous 
thoughtlessness. 

The gadfly 

To see this underlying order and get a sense of meaning and significance, we 
will need to cultivate a look of wonder. It demands careful observation, both of 
what is outside and what is inside. It means exploring external reality and also 
the inner self, one’s own thinking and feeling and wanting. It implies that we 
learn to put to the test the conceptual constructions with which we have built 
our world and test their adequacy. This is all the more critical for developing 
shared meanings, such as a joint vision, a common idea. We all have a lot of 
subjective ‘truths’ in mind. They determine our view of reality and dominate 
our actions. They are fixed thoughts and trusted arguments, the results of 
experience, beliefs that have proven their value so much that we have come to 
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regard them as indisputable certainties. It is these frozen images that need 
‘unfreezing’ to be able to find an idea.  

Socrates has always been an outstanding example of this process, unfreezing 
and purifying images and concepts. He is the patriarch of Western philosophy, 
the grandmaster of self-research and pursuit of meaning. Three metaphors 
clearly show the characteristics of his thinking: those of the gadfly, the midwife 
and the numb-fish. First, Socrates describes himself as a gadfly: he considered 
it a dictate given him by the gods to excite his fellow citizens, to stab them. If he 
didn’t do that, they would ‘sleep undisturbed for the rest of their lives.’ One just 
has to look around in an organization to see that this phenomenon is as topical 
today as it was then. In many places, one could use a gadfly very well, a Socrates 
that sticks and stimulates thinking. Vision and strategy development, in fact, 
any sort of reflection, first and foremost imply: shaking up, provoking research, 
inciting wonder. It starts with dispelling thoughtlessness. Not for the sake of 
achieving better results, more effectiveness or something like that, but primarily 
for the sake of itself: without good and lively thinking, life is of little value in 
Socrates ’eyes; it is not ‘fully lived’.2 

Secondly, Socrates describes himself as a midwife: he considered it his task to 
help others give birth to ideas. Gaining insight often requires a painful labour, 
where support is needed from someone who knows how such processes work. 
Socrates considered this his particular expertise. He could see whether someone 
was pregnant with an idea or not. And precisely because he regarded himself as 
infertile, he could see whether it was ‘a real child’ from which the carrier had to 
be freed, or just ‘a wind egg’, a false opinion or prejudice. According to Socrates, 
this is first and foremost the task of the philosopher, that’s why he was 
passionately involved in it all his life: helping others to bring their thoughts, 
opinions, views into the world, with all the labour-pains that go with it, and 
testing whether they are viable.3 

Thirdly, Socrates is compared to a numb-fish, a fish that paralyzes you when 
you touch it. ‘I have the impression,’ Meno tells Socrates in the dialogue named 
after him, 

that both in appearance and in terms of the rest, you look like that well-
known flat sea- fish, the numb-fish. It also paralyzes anyone who 
touches it. You have done such a thing with me right now. Because I am 
really paralyzed, both in my soul and in my tongue. I don’t know what to 
say anymore. And that although I have spoken about [this theme] 

                                                 

2 Plato, Apology, 31 a, 38 a. Hans Warren & Mario Molegraaf (1994/2008). 
3 Plato, Theaetetus, 149 a. Hans Warren & Mario Molegraaf (1994/2008). 
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hundreds of times, for great masses, and I think with great success. And 
now I am speechless.4 (Plato, Meno 1994 [2008], 80 a, b) 

This, too, is a striking image, very recognizable in practice. Ask someone to 
give an account of their views, ask a little further, and soon the person will be 
speechless. Socrates acknowledges that the image of the numb-fish is well-
chosen, provided Meno takes into account that he only paralyzes others while 
being paralyzed himself. ‘I don’t confuse other people while knowing the 
answers myself. Rather, the truth is that I contaminate them with my own 
confusion.’5 This is perhaps the biggest obstacle in setting up dialogues: 
thinking implies that one dares to get confused.  

There is a fourth image, the metaphor of the wind, of which Xenophon, one 
of Socrates ’followers, says that Socrates used it himself to explain the operation 
of thought. ‘The winds themselves are invisible, but what they do is manifest to 
us.’6 Wind sets in motion and sometimes blows away what seemed to be fixed. 
This is also the case with thinking; it melts or destroys what language, the 
medium of thought, has frozen into thoughtless certainties. Images, views, 
arguments can become fixed and inflexible if you don’t keep thinking about 
them. They change into reckless habits when you are no longer amazed and 
never search for the why or what that Arendt found so painful in Eichmann. 

Obstacles for hunting 

Still, many people shy away from the trouble of investigating, even though they 
are in a position that requires such thinking, a place in which they are expected 
to be able to account for their views and to weigh different perspectives against 
each other. Just like Arendt’s thoughtless people, they show little appetite for a 
hunt for ideas. They have already made up their mind and put their opinions 
on the table without further thought. Instead of aspiring to think, they aspire to 
be heard or simply obeyed. They prefer to lecture, expound their stories, keep 
speaking. Often they just want to show off what they know and think, and are 
capable of. No hunting is possible with such people. 

Then some do the same, lecture and expound, but to start a debate. They 
believe that ideas, truth and meaning, emerge from a conflict of opinion. If they 
can deliver their own opinion and others can put theirs against it, there is a 
chance that together, they will move forward. That’s right, but only to a certain 
extent. They are finding an idea that way depends strongly on the tone of the 
conversation. In an atmosphere of mere opposition, fierce contradiction, or 

                                                 

4 Plato, Meno 80 a,b. Hans Warren & Mario Molegraaf (1994/2008). 
5 Plato, Meno 80 c. Hans Warren & Mario Molegraaf (1994/2008). 
6 Xenophon, Memorabilia IV, III, 14. 
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attack and defence, an idea cannot be captured. Ideas are too fragile, too subtle, 
no matter how strong they are. They do not appear in an environment of pure 
antagonism. Dialectics requires not only debate, but also dialogue. That is, ‘a 
conversation among friends’, as Aristotle calls it. Violent contradiction ultimately 
only leads to reluctance or speechlessness, not to beauty or wonder about an 
underlying order. Let alone inspiration.  

After that come the ‘untouchables’, a peculiar quality that is common among 
intellectuals. Hunting for an idea is also tricky for them. They are often very 
capable of abstract thinking, but not of concrete thought. They cannot connect 
with experience. Ask such a person where they, in their own experience, come 
across the issue to be investigated. Ten to one, the following happens: 

‘Immediately they wander off into dream worlds, or else, when forced to 
stay on this planet, to the desert or the beach of the sea. You wonder 
whether among them it is really one of the most characteristic 
experiences to be attacked by lions or to be saved from drowning.’ 
(Nelson 1975, 223)  

That way, with purely hypothetical examples, one cannot hunt for an idea, 
argues German philosopher Leonard Nelson (1882-1927), the innovator of the 
Socratic method from the last century. One has to connect with a real, authentic 
experience, personal story and what we encounter. But for many, this 
phenomenology, the description of what happens, is too ordinary, too inferior, 
not exciting or far-reaching enough. ‘The if-then sentences, the imaginary 
examples, and the premature desire to give definitions are characteristic of the 
philosophically distorted amateur,’ criticizes Nelson (1975, 23), ‘not for the 
uninhibited beginner.’ Definitions are essential, but they are not the starting 
point of a research unless as a provisional consideration. They are the endpoint, 
the target. 

This is a sharp judgment. But if we want to go hunting for an idea, we should 
take Nelson’s advice seriously. For it is precisely this lack of concreteness, the 
inability to investigate experiences, the unwillingness to make accessible for 
general inspection what one encounters personally that causes a lot of thought 
processes to crash prematurely. Many a discussion about vision, identity, 
fundamental policy choices, criteria of professionalism, etc., runs empty like a 
balloon or ends up in mutual misunderstanding because it gets stuck in empty, 
non-committal abstraction. The most important effect of such a conversation 
is a silent despondency, the feeling that it is impossible to talk about things like 
this. It never leads to anything but empty hovering. And to confusion, 
disagreement, paralysis by analysis. 

This is misology, the disbelief that words can be productive, that concepts are 
active forces and that we can get a grip on those forces in an investigative 
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dialogue. It is the exact opposite of what Socrates managed to achieve. He had 
the contrary capacity to keep people together in a conversation, to fascinate 
them, no matter how complex the investigation became. He was able to seduce 
people into a thorough inspection of their views, despite all the difficulties this 
entails. That is the great lesson of Nelson, that we have to connect with the 
concrete, one’s own experience and one’s own life and give an account of that. 
We need to investigate its assumptions, trace its structural principles. ‘You and 
I need to be investigated,’ Socrates rebukes when his counterpart Protagoras 
starts speaking hypothetically. “We must not investigate formulations along the 
lines of ‘if this’ or ‘if that’”.7 But this is a difficult lesson to learn; self-examination is 
often hard for policymakers and strategy developers. 

Regressive thinking 

Now let us examine some of the lesser-known features of an idea. Above, we 
saw that an idea could be described as that what makes you ‘see’, what provides 
insight into a situation because it orders a confused multitude of phenomena 
into a well-arranged unity, a coherent whole. An idea puts things in a logical 
and correct context and thereby creates meaning. That is why ideas belong to 
the responsibility of people in a leadership position. Leadership can be 
described as the ability to respond to difficult questions and ‘impose meaning 
onto a situation’. We expect a leader to see what the essence of an issue is, what 
a situation is all about, what its real meaning is. Those who are unable to 
impose reality with intention will also be unable to shape it, determine a 
direction or guide those who do the work. 

To impose meaning onto a situation, one must be able to use dialectics, that 
is to say, analyse ideas systematically, weigh possible interpretations or ways of 
understanding against each other. Dialectical research, like in the example 
above, aims at finding a meaningful ‘reading’ or definition of a concrete situation 
by determining its boundaries and essence: this is the matter, not that; what is 
essential here is X, not Y; the proper meaning of the concept of ‘external focus’ 
in this context is this and that, not such and so. The starting point for such an 
investigation is a so-called ‘What-is-X question’: What is ‘opening your door’, in 
this particular case? What does wise managerial action mean here? This 
question is investigated by drawing up possible answers, in the context of a 
specific case. These are the so-called real hypotheses, statements in the form ‘X 
is Y’: (In the situation I would do this and that, because) proper leadership in 
this instance is opening doors, or: sensible managerial action is giving voice to 
all stakeholders; and so on. Such statements are then analysed and tested: is it 

                                                 

7 Plato, Protagoras 331 c. Hans Warren & Mario Molegraaf (1994/2008). 
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correct in the case we are discussing, are the concepts clear enough, are the 
assumptions and their consequences consistent and acceptable? The core of 
this process of testing and refinement (the Socratic elenchos, or refutation) is 
the determination of the right distinctions (dihairesis, literally concept splitting) 
and the right connections of terms (synagogè, aggregation): what should we 
keep apart, how is one thing related to the other? This is a process requiring 
imagination, tenacity, and communication skills. The aim is to achieve an 
interpretation that ‘does not fall over,’ a meaning that persists, because it is 
based on a ‘non-hypothetical starting point’ (anhypothètikon), that is to say on 
principles or facts that one is convinced to be true: balance can only be 
achieved by broad support; people always come first, not rules; and so on. 

The point here is that many people do not have clearly in mind, that in order 
to be able to think ‘ahead’- towards a strategy, a solution, a plan, - one first has 
to ‘think back,’ to the criteria with which such a strategy, solution or plan must 
be assessed to be adequate. If one is not clear about those criteria, if you do not 
know what your starting points or principles are, you will never find the right 
course. Without vision no strategy, without clarity of purpose no efficiency in 
action. Moreover, this thinking back is not just a matter of concept-finding, but 
also and especially of self-investigation. In the end, ideas can only be found in 
oneself. They are not purely objective meanings or impersonal definitions, they 
are first and foremost subjective, personal convictions.  

A further unknown aspect of ideas is closely related to this, perhaps the 
strangest of them all: one doesn’t have to create, design, construct an idea; one 
has to find it, discover it, get on its trail. Ideas are truths that become clear 
through mere thinking, says Nelson. This is possible because they have been 
present in us from the outset, in human reason. They may not be clear to us, 
they are a ‘dark knowledge’ (‘eine dunkele Erkenntnis’). The difficulty lies not in 
acquiring this knowledge, because we already possess it. The difficulty lies in 
“clarifying what has been from the beginning unclearly present in our reason” 
(Nelson 1975, 158-159). The art of Socratic dialogue and of idea-formation is to 
dig up that knowledge, to become aware of it by recalling it. 

This is a difficult obstacle. It appears to be an incomprehensible claim for 
many, that the hunt for an idea is in fact a form of backward thinking and of 
self-examination, a hunt for a certain kind of personal recollection. Let us take 
a closer look at that. 

Recollection and recognition 

Everyone is familiar with recollection and memory, but the type that is at stake 
here, idea recollection (anamnesis), is something special. Factual memories are 
awareness of earlier experiences. Idea recollection is an awareness or knowledge 
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that is logically earlier, earlier in reasoning, i.e., assumptions, premises, principles. 
These too require a form of recalling. For instance, if you want to determine 
what course to take in your personal life, you need to recall what life for you is 
all about, what your preferences and aims are, your personal principles. Such 
recollection may be a hard thing to do, but eventually, it can lead to a slow or 
sudden recognition (anagnorisis): “Indeed, this is it, this is what I was looking 
for”. The same goes for other topics, like in the example I gave at the start. How 
does that work in practice? How can one remember something that one may 
never have had consciously in one’s mind before? 

Here is a simple example from my own life. From an early age on I developed 
a great fondness of conversational inquiry – what I would now call philosophical 
dialogue, a concept that I didn’t have then. How this fondness started, where 
my affinity with such inquiries came from, and how it evolved in practice, I 
don’t know, my factual, chronological memory is limited and deficient. What I 
do know, however, and very clearly, is the reason why I started searching for 
those conversations at all. The answer to this question also requires that I ‘think 
back’, only in a different way from factual memory: I have to remember the 
essential motivation for pursuing such conversations, the justification for them 
or their principle. This final or formal cause can, strange as it sounds, somehow 
be recognized. 

The reason is, in hindsight, quite simple: it is the old dream of the philosopher’s 
stone, the clarification of ideas about ‘the good life,’ the analysis of intentions 
and attitudes that lead to ‘attunement’. It took me a long time, though, before I 
realized what this implied in practice, how to set up philosophical dialogues 
myself and ‘bring Socrates to the market’ in a convincing, viable, contemporary 
style. I had to discover it by trial and error. In this prolonged process, one 
particular memory stands out for me: at a certain point, I discovered Nelson’s 
practice of the Socratic dialogue, a type of conversation that fell neither into the 
psychological trap of therapeutic intentions, nor in the scientific trap of purely 
abstract theorizing, nor in any of the other traps of the types of dialogue I knew 
back then, of being too instrumental, too complicated, too far away from 
practical application etc. The first Socratic dialogue in the Kant-Nelson style I 
participated in was technically spoken a chaos, and yet for me a fascinating 
event, methodically a disaster and nonetheless a great promise. What I especially 
remember from that weeklong seminar in Germany is the strange sense of 
recognition: ‘Of course, this is how to do it, how come I didn’t see that before?’ 
It was as if I came home to a place where I had never been, a place of which I 
knew: this is where I belong, even though I didn’t know it at all. These are typical 
characteristics of idea recognition, the sensation that you somehow for a long 
time already knew, or even owned in an unclear way, what you just newly found 
or realized. It is a form of recognition that is based on what Nelson calls the 
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principle of ‘self-confidence of reason’ (‘Selbstvertrauen der Vernunft’): “Every 
person has faith in the reasonableness of his mind, his receptiveness to the 
truth, his ability to participate in it.” (Nelson 1962, GS VII, 628) 

This principle is in line with Socrates’ premise, that the acquisition of 
philosophical knowledge is ultimately a very personal matter. A similar process 
seems to be at work in the example at the start. An important aspect of it is the 
so-called ‘sense of truth.’ Nelson describes this sense as ‘an unclear awareness 
of the truth.’ It is a form of reflection that is not conceptual or argumentative. 
For example, we sometimes feel that an argument contains a fallacy without 
being able to indicate where the fallacy precisely lies. Or vice versa, we feel that 
an argument is incomplete or even clearly wrong, but the outcome nevertheless 
correct. In such cases, we trust that if we explore and think properly, we can 
discover the error. This feeling is not an intuition (in the sense of an ‘Anschauung)’, 
nor a form of conceptual thinking, but ‘a non-conceptual act of judgment,’ the 
same as Kant’s aesthetical judgements.  

Awareness of appeal 

These aspects of idea recognition can frequently be seen in a well-conducted 
Socratic dialogue or a proper hunt for an idea. By giving an account of what an 
issue, a case, means to the participants, they discover something they have long 
known in a certain sense, something they recognize as true and crucial, which 
gives them an insight and an outlook and a direction of how to act. Just as I 
attuned my personal history to the idea of the Socratic dialogue, so they in the 
dialogue attune their vision of the case, submitted for inquiry, to a story or 
interpretation in which the idea is properly expressed: ‘open your door!’ 

This implies that - in addition to thinking back, the ‘reduction to the origin’, 
and to recollection and recognition, the ‘oh-yes experience’ - there is another 
characteristic of the hunt for an idea. Some describe it as the ‘imperfection 
awareness’ (Klever 1962, 78), I’d rather call it a ‘sense of appeal’. It is the 
realization that the idea, which you find through hunting, requires something 
from you, it stretches further, grasps higher, asks more than you have given thus 
far. It shows you what is on your plate. Mind you, this awareness is not about 
guilt, the fact that you actually have fallen short, or even never can fully meet 
the ideal. It is not a condemnation, rather a plea, an incentive, an awakening to 
the fact that we are in-between beings, not saints or gods, not perfect and 
flawless, but also not foolish or unreasonable. It is a wake-up call to do justice 
to the reasonable (Plato calls it the divine part of our nature). The experience of 
recollection and recognition appeals to some knowledge we apparently have in 
us, a knowledge of the non-defective, the fullness of the ideal, what Plato called 
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‘the Good.’8 We ostensibly partake in it, even though we have lost our awareness of 
it, forgotten it, or blocked it somehow. In any case, it is this knowledge that we 
recover through the hunt for an idea, or at least glimpses of it. They suffice to 
give a picture of what one has to do, a guideline for action, a perspective that 
goes beyond solving a problem: that it would be good to be a little more 
sensible, humane, wiser. 

Socrates believed in the teachability of ‘virtue:’ he assumed that in this way 
talking and thinking about wisdom, justice, courage and the like, would make 
people more sensible, just and brave, even though no one ever received a 
definition or advice from him as guideline for their future behaviour. It is the 
hunt itself, the dialogue about the idea, that teaches virtue - precisely the 
counterpart of the thoughtlessness that Hannah Arendt found in Eichmann. 
Socrates’ dialogues are characterized by the aforementioned aspects: thinking 
back to presuppositions, recollection and recognition, the “oh-yes experience” 
and the awareness of an appeal being made to you. This is the essence of 
dialectic, the inquiry into ideas, and it implies a different style of talking: 
thinking back instead of forward, investigating presuppositions instead of 
directly drawing up plans, and assessing yourself instead of keeping yourself 
out of the inquiry. They are difficult things to carry out in practice, but they are 
essential for leadership, for the ability to impose the right meaning onto a 
situation. 

The hunt for oneself 

One difficulty here is that if one is not used to this kind of thinking, it is hard 
work, in a peculiar way. Hannah Arendt tells us somewhere how she got 
disturbed by the usual images of the active and the contemplative life (Arendt 
1994). As if the active lifestyle would be ‘hardworking’ and the contemplative 
one a state of pure tranquillity; as if action would take place in the open and 
contemplation only in the remoteness of the ‘desert’ or the silence of some 
recluse; as if the active attitude is devoted to ‘the need of thy neighbour’ and 
the requirements of practical life, while the contemplative one has all the room 
to devote itself to reflection on ‘the highest things’. The point is, it may well be 
the opposite, that active life is a state of tranquillity compared to the contemplative 
one, in which one has to work very hard, by thinking; that this thinking can only 
take place in public, by doing it together, while the action that follows can also 
be performed in silence or relative isolation; and that it is precisely contemplation 
that focuses on the needs of the loved ones and the needs of practice, because 
otherwise ‘the highest things’ will never be realized in active life. 

                                                 

8 Cf. Plato, Meno 81 b-d. Hans Warren & Mario Molegraaf (1994/2008). 
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But perhaps the biggest difficulty in the hunt for an idea is, that in the end it 
is always a hunt for oneself. You start a Socratic dialogue about an issue, and 
soon it’s about your own set up. What starts as an investigation of opinions and 
assertions, quickly turns into an investigation of the individuals gathered in 
conversation. What looks like a problem in the outside world rapidly appears 
to be a problem in oneself, or at least closely related to it. Often this transition 
arises naturally in a conversation, while Socrates evokes it on purpose. He 
deliberately leads the research back to one’s inner state, assuming that the 
outside world is always an enlargement of one’s own inner world, and the 
reality around us nothing but ‘the person writ large’.9 

That is why it is so important that there is a gad-fly, that stings you to examine 
yourself: every image of reality is intrinsically linked to a self-image. As within 
so without. And we only have a dark knowledge of ourselves too. It is a high art 
to become aware of who you really are, to face the truth about yourself. Yet that 
is what the hunt for an idea is ultimately about. And if this comparison is valid, 
if the way we give shape to the world around us is the same as we give our inside 
world, the implication is that only those people should occupy a function as 
designer of a larger whole, who are relatively sound and balanced in their inner 
world. Because only from them can one expect that they, also in the world at 
large, are able to see what the meaning of something is or what is needed 
for balance, that they know how to create unity and coherence above partial 
interests, that they apprehend how to preserve reasonableness amidst all 
ambitions and drives.  

I know very well, all these things are easily said, hard to do. That’s why training 
in systematic dialogue and the Socratic hunt for ideas is still so important. 

* * * 

Research agenda 

In the last 25 years, many Socratic dialogues have been conducted in the 
Netherlands and other European countries, in all kinds of organizations and by 
all kinds of professional philosophers, aiming at the analysis of fundamental 
issues and finding guiding ideas. For an investigation of what is already 
available in the field pertaining to the science of ideas, it would be important 
to set up a more empirical study, as a follow-up to the present, predominantly 
conceptual study, in order to obtain a good overview of what methods are 
actually being used in practice, and insight into characteristic processes and 
results achieved. This requires both broad empirical research, to map out 

                                                 

9 Plato, Republic 368 e, 434 d. Hans Warren & Mario Molegraaf (1994/2008). 
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existing experiences and expertise, and in-depth study of individual cases, 
revolving around questions such as: 

- What happens in practice when searching for ideas? 

- Who are the people looking for ideas? 

- For what kind of issues are professional idea-hunters being hired? 

- How do they proceed in an idea-finding process? 

- Which participants are involved and how do they participate? 

- What pitfalls and obstacles may complicate the process? 

- How do the initial questions transform in the course of the research? 

- How does an investigation come to an end and when is it considered 
successful? 

- What can we learn from evaluations of philosophical dialogues in 
organizational and social environments? 
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Conclusion: 
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As Robert Pirsig put it: “Some things you miss because they’re so tiny you 
overlook them. But some things you don’t see because they’re so huge” (Pirsig 
1974, 57). This book aimed to inspire a deliberate inquiry on such a huge thing 
– ideas. We believe that we can facilitate some new paths and opportunities 
across many areas of reflection and practice. Now, as we have approached the 
end of this volume and somewhat courageously assume that some foundations 
for a science of ideas have been outlined, we would like to propose next steps 
that we think could be taken for its further development. 

The first promising avenue for further studies in this field could be to explore 
more in-depth the themes that keep resurfacing in the articles in this volume. 
One of the recurring problems is the very notion of ‘idea’ itself. Although it 
seems evident in common-sense terms, it turns out that this notion is 
intrinsically complex. Its complexity manifests itself as the authors of the 
contributions to this book move through different theoretical perspectives 
(from classical philosophy to systems theories or accounts of sociomateriality, 
to name just a few), trying to grasp the essence of the notion of ‘idea’. It should 
also be noted that the definition problem is not only significant theoretically; it 
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also has practical consequences, as the chapter on the legal problems related 
to the notion of idea shows. If we treat definitions and concepts not as attempts 
to capture the essence of a phenomenon but rather as “tools to think with”, 
each offering different angles and possibilities, the further problematization of 
what an idea is could be regarded as a practical endeavour.  

Another problem that we think deserves to be deepened is the origin and 
sources of new ideas. In widespread visions on the subject, the spiritual, intuitive, 
random, or chaotic elements of the creative process are mixed with noticing a 
certain regularity, order and rule according to which ideas appear. This book also 
presents various modalities of idea generation - from parapsychic states to 
creative techniques and from meditation to formal rules underlying social 
innovation. Considerable attention is also given to approaches that question the 
individual mind as a source of creativity, showing the various environmental 
conditions (including material space and social environment) responsible for 
creating new ideas. The variety of theoretical accounts and reflections on the 
emergence of ideas seems to indicate an immense richness that - perhaps 
- could be even better used in inspiring the arrival of new ideas. 

Thirdly, some of the articles included in this volume indicate that ideas do not 
emerge in an intellectual vacuum but are entangled into more elaborate 
complexes. They not only appear as components of cultural currents or academic 
projects but are embedded into complex arrangements with political or economic 
forces, knowledge systems and technological apparatuses. Importantly, ideas can 
be commodified and treated as a resource within existing social, economic, and 
political structures but may also be a source of mobilization or a trigger for 
change. In this sense, every idea can be considered as situated, interconnected 
and non-neutral in one way or another. This naturally raises several ethical 
questions and dilemmas related to both intended and unintended consequences 
of the emergence and utilization of ideas that may start their life as purely 
speculative entities but later develop into hard results. The inquiry of the 
various entanglements of ideas and the diverse associations and alliances they 
help build seems to be another fruitful area of investigation in the future of the 
science of ideas. 

The latter observation may also be treated as an inspiration to pay more 
attention to what ‘science’ in the phrase ‘science of ideas’ means. One of the 
first associations with this notion may be to understand it as a systematic 
procedure that makes it possible to discover the truth about the world and the 
rules that govern it. To do science in this way would be to produce knowledge 
about reality that is as certain, solid, complete, etc., as possible - and thus 
provides the most justified views and responsible interventions in a given field. 
However, this way of understanding has already been proved simplistic, if not 
dangerous. Not only have claims to the objectivity or universal veracity of 
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scientific cognition been questioned (especially in the area of philosophy and 
sociology of science) and the work of scientists de-mythologised, but undesirable 
outcomes, delayed side-effects and serious ethical dilemmas associated with 
conducting research and using its results have also been repeatedly pointed out. 
Consequently, Steve Fuller’s more humble and inclusive understanding of science 
as a “systematic pursuit of knowledge” may be a more suitable alternative for a 
science of ideas. In this account, a science of ideas is not necessarily ‘scientific’ 
in a way that natural sciences are, rather a field allowing for different modes 
and genres of reflection. 

Finally, further development within a science of ideas may involve an attempt 
to embed it into intellectual currents and broader narratives reflecting on the 
state of the contemporary world and ways of making it a slightly more bearable 
place. It could be noted there that reasonably often, the very notion of ‘idea’ has 
a predominantly positive connotation. As individuals, teams, organisations 
and societies, we search for ideas, nurture them and often praise those who 
bring the most original and useful ones (or this is a widely held belief). It has 
not always been so in our history. Still, at least since the beginning of the 
Enlightenment, the Western civilisation became more and more interested in 
finding and implementing new ideas, improving our understanding of the 
world and the ability to change it. In the next two centuries, the world became 
increasingly hungry for new ideas, whether in art, science, business and 
everyday life. Anyone who later, much later, would look back through the 
eyelashes to the last centuries of the second millennium could only conclude 
that an exponential development of ideas characterized this age. Yet, in the 
recent decades, we have been witnessing an increasing scepticism towards the 
visions of progress and improvement proposed within the logic of modernisation 
- a resistance inspired by the understanding of how complex, problematic, 
unfair and often unintended its results could be. Such criticism, intellectually 
expressed in various versions of postmodernism, apart from subtlety and 
refinement in some of its articulation, has also encouraged some restraint from 
action and fostered nihilism, apathy, and the “end-of-everything” atmosphere.  

It seems, however, that now we are living in a complex world - one burdened 
with myriad and profound challenges induced by the different forms of crises: 
climate, demographic, migration, health, political, economic etc. On the other 
hand, ideas and creativity (as some contributors to this book suggested) are 
largely commodified, employed for profit maximization, and put to the service 
of new, more “intelligent” versions of inequality or even oppression. In many 
ways, we need ideas and - also - in need of an intellectual atmosphere that 
would stimulate new ways of thinking and finding a more sustainable and just 
future. Might it be possible to suggest a third way, a kind of postnihilistic 
approach in which the democratic traditions and a quest for discoveries and 
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new possibilities (in short, the results of the Enlightenment) are maintained, 
yet with the necessary awareness and precaution? Could it include a reevaluation 
of our identity, history, heroes, and values so that we could be both empowered 
and sensitive in addressing the challenges of our time? 

In this regard, one of the fascinating cultural trends can be identified under 
the name of ‘metamodernism’. While postmodernism has been characterized 
by apathy, scepsis and melancholy, metamodernism is about hope and pragmatic 
idealism. According to one of its proponents, Timoteus Vermeulen (Vermeulen and 
Akker 2010), grand narratives are both necessary and problematic, but hope is not 
simply something to distrust. In essence, metamodernism assumes the oscillation 
between genres, traditions and paradigms - and particularly between a modern 
enthusiasm and a postmodern irony. It is a new sort of romanticism with a 
strategy called “informed naivety” that stresses the sublime, the uncanny, the 
ethereal and the mysterious, and pictures peaceful, even if utopian, horizons. 
And while metamodernism is currently more a “structure of feeling” recognizable 
mostly in aesthetics and culture, could we use it as an inspiration for finding 
broader horizons for seeking new ideas and possibilities? 

The belief in progress, the potential of education and legislation for the 
formation of individuals, the idea that people are partly a product of their 
circumstances, the combination of self-interest and public interest, the importance 
of democracy and human rights, all of these thoughts are still influential at the 
beginning of the twenty-first century. Wearing rose-coloured glasses, you could 
argue that the initiative of thinkers such as Destutt de Tracy has unmistakably 
worked through the centuries. In the international competition, knowledge, 
knowledge infrastructure and especially the creative use and connection of 
learning are becoming increasingly important. In government, science, market 
and society, the call for innovation and renewal is getting louder and louder. 
Seen in this way, the ideas and intentions of that curious group that called 
themselves les Idéologues seem to gradually become a reality, step by step, trial 
and error. Perhaps the golden age of ideology is still ahead of us. Maybe it was 
more than a reasonable conjecture. 

For those who may regard metamodernism as too idealistic, there are also 
more down-to-earth approaches. In the last decades, there were parallel 
developments in openness in diverse fields in society, such as Open Government, 
Open Science, and Open Innovation. In 2011, the Open Government Partnership 
(OGP) was initiated to promote transparent, participatory, inclusive and 
accountable governance. Ten years later, 150 national and local – representing 
more than two billion people – along with thousands of civil society organizations 
are members of the Open Government Partnership. The movement is entering the 
next phase with new forms of democratic consultation and participation, leading 
to new ideas and insights from citizens and NGO’s. In the business field, Open 
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Innovation has been an ongoing trend since the year 2000. This paradigm 
assumes contact and cooperation with external sources of ideas and innovation 
such as customers, start-up companies and academic institutions. Finally, in 
the realm of science, Open Science is the movement to make scientific research 
(including publications, data, algorithms) and its dissemination accessible to 
all levels of an inquiring society. Open science is transparent and accessible 
knowledge that is shared and developed through collaborative networks. It 
encompasses practices such as transdisciplinary research and open access. 
A science of ideas can contribute to opening the fields of government, business 
and science and may thus be helpful to set some next steps in the direction of 
‘the best of all possible worlds’. 
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