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"No other technique for the conduct of life attaches the individual so firmly to 
reality as laying emphasis on work; for his work at least gives him a secure place in 
a portion of reality, in the human community. The possibility it offers of displacing 
a large amount of libidinal components, whether narcissistic, aggressive or even 
erotic, on to professional work and on to the human relations connected with it 
lends it a value by no means second to what it enjoys as something indispensable to 
the preservation and justification of existence in society. . . . And yet, as a path to 
happiness, work is not highly prized by men. They do not strive after it as they do 
after other possibilities of satisfaction. The great majority of people only work 
under stress of necessity, and this natural human aversion to work raises most 
difficult social problems." 

Sigmund Freud, Civilization and its Discontents, James Strachey ed, footnote (1), 
page 27 
 

Freud raises a central question. If work can provide such satisfaction why do we dislike it so 
much? How can it be libidinized so that in working with others we grow to appreciate them 
rather than dislike them. Howard Schwartz has brilliantly argued that the text of Civilization and 
Discontents answers this footnote and that this footnote is in the thematic spine of the text. 

In the text, Freud suggests that civilization is so demanding and provides such little gratification 
because it integrates people into large wholes by making them feel increasingly guilty. We 
internalize civilization's codes through the dictates of our superego--our moral conscience—that 
then punishes us whenever and wherever we fantasize taking pleasures that violate cultural or 
familial norms. In turn, the superego takes hold of the aggression we might deploy against others 
and directs it against ourselves. To lead a civilized existence, thus is to live in a guilt-ridden 
world. We punish ourselves both for our imagined deed and for our failure to meet the highest 
standards of our community. This is why success so rarely brings pleasure. All we have 
succeeded in doing is discharging an obligation. (Schwartz, 1983) 

Since work is an integral part of our civilized life, it too must be organized through the 
mechanisms of guilt and punishment. The question that Freud asked can then be rephrased: How 
can we reduce the role that the superego plays in shaping our relationships at work? How can we 
lihidinize work? 

                                                           
1 From Colman, A. and Geller, M. Group Relations Reader 2  Washington D.C.:  The A.K. Rice Institute, 1985 
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In the following paper I explore this question by examining the psychodynamics of taking a 
work role, of stating to self and others this is my role, these are its hounds, this is its relationship 
to the tasks we face together." In the first section, I examine the consequences of failing to take a 
role by studying a critical incident in my own consulting work. In section two, I examine the 
psychodynamics of taking a role successfully and show how the relationship of superego to ego 
is changed in the process. Finally, in the third section I examine the consequence of this analysis 
for a general critique of work. 

A PERSONAL EXPERIENCE 

Consider the following: The county office of a state welfare department had to develop new 
criteria for determining old people's eligibility for home health services. These criteria would be 
used to channel a sizeable increase in service money to various providers throughout the county. 
My colleagues, Jane and Henry, contacted Robert B., the deputy of the office, and offered their 
consulting services. They argued that the office faced a complex political and policy problem. 
What planning process could the office use so that the resulting criteria were both technically 
and politically credible to hospital administrators, mental health centers and interest groups that 
represented the elderly? 

Robert B. was frustrating to deal with. At first, he said he was very interested in our center's 
service but then failed to return successive phone calls and answer letters. After a month of 
silence, he contacted Jane and Henry, and the two met with him to discuss a possible scope of 
work. The conversation was a difficult one. Robert B. was aggressive and indirectly demeaning. 
How could the consultants really be of help to him? What could they do that social workers 
couldn't do? What was their distinctive competence? Unspecified "others" believed that they had 
none. He then told Jane and Henry of his plans. He was going to establish two committees, one 
technical and one policy, to establish and legitimate the new criteria. He was going to set up the 
former first, since the latter committee would have to deal with the more complex issues of inter-
organizational and interest group politics. Experts on aging throughout the city would sit on it. 
Could the consultants really help here? If they were simply good at "process" and "planning," 
what contributions could they make to the technical committee? 

My colleagues returned from the meeting uncertain what to do next. They asked me to consult 
with them. As they described their meeting, I was struck by their depression. They had been hurt 
by Robert's attack and felt vulnerable, anxious and deskilled. 

I suggested that Robert's plan was inadequate. He was dividing the work between two 
committees, technical and policy. But could the two be so clearly differentiated? First, if 
technical committee members came from organizations that served the aging, would they be 
representing just themselves or their home agencies? How would this be clarified? Wouldn't 
Robert have to consult initially with the directors of these organizations so that the status of 
technical experts on the committee could be clarified? Constituting a technical committee was a 
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political process. Second, could the work of the two committees be differentiated in their 
substance? Robert imagined that the technical committee might create sample eligibility forms 
containing an array of medical and social service information. But the questions asked and 
unasked had policy, and therefore political, implications. For example, if the questionnaire 
emphasized medical status rather than the old persons' relationships to relatives and neighbors, 
the resulting service and funding patterns might favor hospital rather than social work services. I 
argued that perhaps Robert himself was quite anxious about the process and had created a 
fictitious division between policy and technical matters as a way of avoiding the difficult 
political tasks he faced. 

Jane and Henry took my comments uneasily. I seemed to be depressing them more. Jane 
protested; the technical committee could be composed without regard to political considerations. 
Perhaps I didn't appreciate that the field of aging services was a "mushy" one in which people 
frequently crossed between roles. I replied that if this were true, people would then be even more 
confused about their role, mandate and delegation on the technical policy committee. 

Jane asked what they should do. I advised that they write Robert B. a letter, which reflected on 
his plan to create two committees. The letter could highlight the risks that Robert faced in 
separating the two without at first negotiating with key stakeholders in the aging field. Such a 
letter, if thoughtful and supportive, would show Robert how the center could deploy its skills in 
planning and process to help him. The letter should end with a sketch of a work plan and an 
estimate of the contract cost. 

Jane remained anxious. She worried that if they wrote a letter, Robert could ignore it as he had 
previous ones. They had to carry the letter by hand and make an appointment with him on the 
spot. I advised that they not try to "trap him." They were outsiders and could not scheme against 
him as if they were insiders. Since the process of entering and contracting with an organization 
so centrally shaped the consultation itself, it was important for them to negotiate with Robert in a 
direct manner. If they got a contract, they would get it with terms and conditions that would 
facilitate good work. 

Jane and Henry appeared even more depressed. They seemed resigned to my advice in particular 
and my authority in general. My emerging authority had undermined theirs. More importantly, 
their depression stimulated feelings of "victory" in me as if I had conquered them by revealing 
their flaws. These feelings were further stimulated when Jane, noting that Henry had to leave for 
another appointment, suggested that the two of us wrap up the meeting. I demurred, feeling that 
Jane was somehow aligning with me, the stronger male, against Henry. This was, after all, 
Henry's project not mine. But in protecting Henry, I felt again victorious, as if I had once again 
exposed Jane's weaknesses. 

We ended the meeting, and upon leaving Henry's office my feelings of competence and mastery 
soured. I felt guilty and concerned. Had I paradoxically hurt my colleagues by helping them? I 
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turned to Jane and asked her if she had read the draft report for a different project we were 
working on together. She looked at me quizzically, "which report?" she asked. I described it to 
her. "Oh yes," she replied tepidly. I felt punished. She "obviously" did not like my report. 

A LEARNING FROM EXPERIENCE 

This case vignette highlights several interconnected processes. First, anxiety about work can lead 
people to step out of their work roles. They do this to turn away from work realities and create a 
surreal world in which threats can be met with fantasies of omnipotence, dependence or 
defensive denial. Second, when people depend on one another to do effective work, when they 
must collaborate, one person's anxiety may trigger an anxiety chain, through which anxiety 
becomes general and helps shape what Bion called a "basic assumption" group. In such a group, 
people deploy collective fantasies to deny risks. Third, such fantasies are filled with violence as 
people both punish themselves for their own failings and imagine that others are their 
persecutors. Finally, as people step out of role they also step away from one another. They 
experience real others as if they embodied the characteristics of fantasy figures, particularly 
"fragmented" or caricatured figures who are either all good and beautiful or all bad and evil. 
Such "part object" images, stimulated by fresh experiences of anxiety, draw on both infantile 
experiences of parents and siblings as well as juvenile memories of fairy tales and fantasies. Let 
us examine these propositions in greater detail. 

ROBERT: AN HYPOTHESIS 

I did not meet and experience Robert directly, but surely his behavior toward Jane and Henry 
was peculiar. They were potential resources for him, yet he terrorized him. Jane and Henry's 
obvious anxiety and sense of incompetence was surely some measure of Robert's aggression 
against them. Why did he act this way? Let me propose the following hypotheses about his 
behavior. 

Robert faced a difficult political problem—how to create an eligibility system that met the test of 
technical and political credibility. He faced real risks, for in constructing a policy he would have 
to manage many interest groups so that they produced a consensus that did not undermine his 
own agency's position and credibility. His behavior suggests that he could not directly face those 
risks and take the role of a convener and manager of a political process. Instead, he created a 
fiction of two separate processes, one called technical, one called policy, hoping that the former 
might limit his risks when facing the latter. This fiction, I suggest, enabled him to create an 
unconscious fantasy of "control." He could control a corps of free-floating technicians (who 
might be manipulable in a "mushy" social service field) and so deny his actual dependence on 
unpredictable political processes. In fact of course, his control over the technicians would be 
limited as well. As he stepped away from reality and out of role, as he failed to supply 
leadership, the technicians themselves would be thoroughly confused about their roles on the 
committee. This confusion would quickly reintroduce the interest group politics he sought to 
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avoid. 

Melanie Klein speaks of the "manic defense" as a psychological system for avoiding feelings of 
dependence on others. People repress these feelings when they evoke memories of earlier 
dependence on punishing and often hated parents. The manic defense cloaks these memories of 
injury and violence in the fantasy of control and omnipotence. However, the renewed experience 
of early punishment does not simply disappear. Rather, as in all defense systems, the feeling is 
transposed, and the anxious and, in fact, overly dependent person tries to punish other people in 
his setting. In so doing he feels "triumphant" over them and so secure in his once threatening and 
risky environment. 

Klein's description of the manic defense may explain Robert's peculiar behavior toward Henry 
and Jane. I hypothesized that he was anxious when facing his work and developed a two-
committee strategy, which in fantasy limited his dependence on potentially hostile others. Henry 
and Jane were two consultants who "depended" on him to make a sale. They consequently 
became ready targets for his fantasies of omnipotence and feelings of punishment. He terrorized 
them because he was feeling punished by the real risks he faced. 

Now consider the ways in which Jane and I interacted. When I entered Henry's office Jane 
seemed anxious. As I advised the two, Jane seemed increasingly depressed, suggesting that I was 
punishing her by advising her. At the same time her punished look stimulated feelings of victory 
and contempt in me. What is going on? 

Melanie Klein (1975) talks of the process of "projective identification," a psychological 
interaction in which one person deposits unwanted feelings into another's feeling system. The 
first person wishing to get rid of an unwanted feeling treats the other as if they had or embodied 
the feeling state. For example, someone burdened with intolerable sorrow may imagine that it is 
others who are sorrowful and may treat them as people to be pitied. By pitying others he may 
deny his own feelings of misery. The second person may respond in two ways. First, he may 
experience the projection consciously and feel uncomfortable that he has been given a part in the 
first's internal drama. He may resist being pitied. In contrast, he may respond unconsciously to 
the projection, may take the imported feeling as if it was his own, thus confirming the first 
person's projection. The latter possibility is most likely when the second has an emotional 
valence for the first's projected feeling state. Those who value being pitied may welcome the 
projections of those who cannot face their sorrow. 

Jane and I were engaged in just such a psychological "dance." Let me propose the following 
hypothesis. Jane was feeling punished. She had internalized Robert's attack on her personal 
competence, she "took it personally." This stimulated her own "superego" voices, those voices 
within all of us that evoke the early reprimands of our parents who upbraided us for our failings, 
for "being bad." Such voices are frightening, because they lie within us. They can "spy" on us 
and hold us accountable for failings we hide from everyone else. These are the voices that shame 
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us in front of ourselves alone. Jane projected these punishing voices onto me to diminish their 
power within her. The voice made concrete in a real other, particularly one who is a friend, 
becomes less terrifying, even if more real. I therefore became her persecutory agent, the source 
of her misery. This is why I began to feel unaccountably victorious and triumphant over her and 
Henry. As a persecutory agent, my job was to catch others in their failings. 

But I also had a valence for this role, for such feelings of triumph. I believe that upon first 
entering Henry's room, the pain and discomfort of my colleagues made me uncomfortable. Their 
pain evoked all too painful feelings in me of past professional failures. Like Robert, I 
consequently deployed a manic defense, a defense against feelings of vulnerability by accepting 
Jane's projection. By feeling triumphant I could deny past and current feelings of pain and injury. 

My behavior after the meeting, asking Jane to evaluate my report, is telling here. As I left the 
meeting, I once again became aware of Jane's pain and felt guilty and ashamed for having 
triumphed over her. I then asked her to judge my work, just as I had judged her, but clearly I was 
less interested in her opinion and more in simply "submitting" to her. After all, I only inferred 
from her tepid response that she thought little of my work. I did not engage her in conversation. 
By submitting to her, by offering myself up to her for evaluation, I hoped to relieve my guilt. I 
would sacrifice myself. It is possible of course, that my wish to submit stimulated a symmetrical 
wish in Jane to punish. She could take back her punishing voice, for now it could punish me for 
my failings rather than her for her felt limitations. In such a case, her tepid response was meant 
to punish, but clearly 1 had "asked for it." 

The sequela of this incident is revealing. I returned to my office to begin work on another 
project. I and another colleague had contracted to work with a legal firm composed of six 
partners, numerous associates and many staff. One partner had just had a heart attack and others 
complained that the work was difficult, killing and frequently gave no pleasure. We were to 
begin by interviewing the six partners. I sat down to write a letter to the six explaining the 
interview format. Peculiarly, I stumbled on the problem of confidentiality. While I had 
interviewed clients in preparation for work on other projects numerous times, the problem of 
confidentiality suddenly loomed large. What would be the rules, what should they tell us or not 
tell us? Would they hamstring us, by revealing secrets in private that we could not therefore use 
at the retreat itself? 

I composed a letter. It was written starkly as if I were pronouncing upon a set of logical 
propositions or laws of behavior. I reproduce the relevant part of the draft here. 

". . Our ground rules for confidentiality are based on the following assumptions: 

• to be effective as consultants to the group we need to understand the processes, choices, 
preferences and values that are affecting firm X's development 
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• to be effective we need to share our learning and data with the group therefore, individual 
partners should share that information with us that they feel the group of partners should 
know and understand." 

The letter is bizarre. In content, it is strikingly noncollaborative, asking clients whom I barely 
knew to take on the full burden of revealing and concealing information. I would provide no 
assistance, nor could I be trusted; this despite the fact that in most other consulting activities, I 
found it relatively easy to take "organizational secrets" and present them back so that no single 
person was identified as the source. Moreover, as my colleague pointed out, what was the point 
of private interviews, if not to get information that was not readily revealed in public. He 
wondered if I was being too uncollaborative and had not carefully thought about the problems of 
"entry" into the organization. 

The tone of the letter is even more suggestive. It is strikingly none-motional, nonaffective. Its 
format—a set of logical propositions—is a sign that it emanates from an overly rational or 
rationalized mind, as if affect and feeling were too dangerous. The term "merciless logic" is 
suggestive, since no mercy or consideration was shown for the burden I was placing on the 
partners. Yet peculiarly, as I composed the letter, I felt strikingly strong, even proud, that I was 
so clearly defining my role and now they had to define theirs. 

The manic defenses are once again evident. The pain of my last interaction with Jane spilled over 
into my other work. I retrieved my triumphant feelings, this time by demanding that my potential 
clients submit to my logical rules for conducting interviews. A chain of punishment and guilt 
extended from Robert's initial anxiety to my hapless letter to the lawyers. 

THEMES FROM THE CASE 

Let me examine some key themes that emerge from this case. First, real uncertainty and risk 
underlie this entire dynamic. The vicissitudes of work are ultimately grounded in the fact that 
people have to undertake tasks that present risks and pose threats. People's anxiety is not simply 
rooted in their internal voices or private preoccupations but reflects real threats to professional 
identity. Robert faced a real threat to himself and the interests of his organization in trying to 
coordinate politically a diverse set of political interests. Jane and Henry faced real uncertainties 
in trying to collaborate with a difficult client who might refuse to give them a contract. Finally, I 
faced real uncertainties in my role as an advisor and teacher. If I could not help Jane and Henry 
understand their situation I would fail as their consultant. 

Second, if the anxiety grounded in work is too great, too difficult to bear, people will escape by 
stepping out of role. The role shapes their vision so that they see the work reality for what it is. 
But if they cannot hear the latter, they need to step out of role, so that they can step away from 
reality. Jane confused her role as a consultant who stands outside the organizational boundary 
with that of an employee or member who stands within it. This was why she could scheme 
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against Robert and plan to trap him. But the fantasy of entrapment enabled her to turn away from 
the real uncertainty she faced—that as an outsider Robert had no commitments to her and might 
not give her a contract. Her fantasy enabled her to deny her essential dependence on the 
unpredictable behavior of others. 

Similarly, in response to Jane and Henry's pain I stepped out of role twice. Jane and Henry 
engaged me as a consultant and teacher, but instead of focusing my efforts so that I could help 
them, I used my skill to undermine them. My skill became my "cleverness," the counterpoint 
voice to their failings. Thus the more I helped them, the more I deskilled them. I exploited their 
vulnerability as people asking for help. Similarly, when Jane and I left the room, I went "one 
down," even though I was her adviser at the moment, to relieve my guilt. Finally, Robert too 
stepped out of role. His capacity to operate in the social field surrounding his organization 
depended ultimately on his negotiating and political skills. Yet he imagined that he had the 
authority to convene and direct a committee composed of people from other organizations 
without negotiating with their supervisors and directors. He stepped out of his political role. 

Note that in each case, stepping out of role means violating a boundary in the social or 
interpersonal field. Thus Robert violated the organizational boundaries in the field of aging 
services, Jane violated the consultant-client boundary, and I violated the teacher-student 
boundary. The boundary expresses the limiting conditions of reality itself, the constraints of 
operating in reality and of taking risks within it. When people find reality too frightening, 
however, they construct a counter-world in fantasy in which such boundaries disappear. 

Third, anxiety is transmitted along a chain of interaction through the psychological process of 
projection and introjection. Robert begins the process by punishing my colleagues; I end it by 
punishing the lawyers. This chain is the analogue of Bion's "basic assumption" groups (Bion, 
1961), a group in which people collude to ignore their task and indulge in anxiety relieving 
group fantasy. The basic assumption group unfolds through face to face interactions, the anxiety 
chain emerges through time and over space. Like the id therefore, it admits to the constraint of 
neither. In each case people's unconscious and near-instantaneous reactivity to the projections of 
others creates a protected channel for the transmission of anxiety. Such groups, as Turquet 
writes, "come into existence spontaneously, with no preparatory formulation, no expectations to 
be fulfilled. . . No effort seems to be required for their emergence and they have a full dynamic 
energy of their own." (Gibbard, et al., 1973) 

Fourth, psychological violence frequently forges the links in the anxiety chain. This happens 
because of the interplay between anxiety created by real uncertainty and anxiety created by 
threatening voices within. The latter "superego" voices are mobilized when the real uncertainty 
evokes memories of having been "bad" children, of having failed in the eyes of our parents. 
Unconsciously we link the threat from without with a feeling of our worthlessness, as if "good" 
people would or should never face such a threat. These parental voices are punishing ones, and 
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paradoxically we can feel bad even before we have failed in reality. 

To be sure, some people can use these inner voices as prods for action. The verdict "you are 
bad," is translated into the injunction "you must become. . ." We then act to satisfy our parents, 
so that they will stop punishing us. But frequently, if the threat is severe enough or the superego 
strong enough, we will project out these punishing feelings onto others, we will punish our 
colleagues, clients and consultants as a way of escaping our self-punishment. Thus the anxiety 
chain leads people to violate both boundaries and persons. Indeed, each violation implies the 
other. Each springs from the same source—the real threat. 

Finally, when anxiety mobilizes our behavior, we experience other people not as they are but as 
we need them to be, so that they can play roles in our internal drama. In Abraham's terms (Segal, 
1979, p. 50), we see them as "part objects" rather than "whole objects." When I triumphed over 
Jane and Henry 1 did not see them as whole people who periodically suffer and make mistakes, 
who are both "good" and "bad," but rather as weak enemies unworthy of my support because of 
their inadequacies. They become extensions of my internal psychological drama, a drama shaped 
by my need to deny the existence of pain and suffering in others. Thus paradoxically, we 
depersonalize others when we step out of role. By implication, we personalize our relationships 
when we take our role. 

TAKING THE ROLE: AN INCIDENT 

Thus far I have analyzed the dynamics of stepping out of role. Let me now explore the dynamics 
of taking it. Consider the following: I was working with an architectural and engineering 
company (AE Inc.), which built and serviced nuclear power plants. They helped utilities set up 
monitoring and control systems, called "quality assurance systems," for ensuring that workers 
followed safety procedures, when maintaining, inspecting or operating the power plant. It 
became apparent after Three Mile Island that "behavioral" or "psychological" processes limited 
the impact of such systems. Managers and supervisors resented doing the paper work required to 
demonstrate compliance with required procedures, and many workers and supervisors felt that 
quality assurance monitors were busybodies who did not understand the technical dynamics of a 
power plant. They were just "nit-picky" bureaucrats. 

A senior manager at AE asked if I would work with them to develop training and intervention 
modules based on a behavioral approach to quality assurance. They would joint-venture with my 
center and with us sell these consultation services to utilities. 

1 was assigned to work with John and his subordinate Jim. Not surprisingly, the concept of a 
behavioral approach was a strange one to most of the engineers at AE. (My senior manager 
contact was an exception.) In speaking with engineers there, it seemed that many believed that 
psychology was primarily a science for influencing others, that it was a subspecialty of 
marketing and advertising. John in particular was nervous and decided that after I became 
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familiar with the issues (through interviews) I should make three presentations: first to the 
internal Quality Assurance Group, then to a broader cross-section of mid-level managers and 
finally to the divisional vice presidents and president. If the presentation was accepted by each 
audience in succession he would feel comfortable developing a training and consulting package 
to be marketed to utilities. 

The first two presentations went extremely well. "Behavior" as a frame of reference was 
acceptable, even stimulating. But John became very nervous when the time came to present to 
the vice-presidents. He had a very difficult time scheduling the meeting but finally set a date. I 
met with Jim, his subordinate, two weeks prior to the meeting to discuss the content of the 
presentation. 

Jim told me that John was worried that 1 "not be too theoretical," that I give the vice presidents 
some behavioral "tools," so that they could "walk away with something." I became nervous. I 
told Jim that my success in the first two meetings was proof that an overview of key behavioral 
issues, based on theory as well as data, had worked. I felt that I had really contacted the 
audience's reality. They felt that I understood them. Jim countered that the vice presidents were 
particularly busy and had to feel that their time was used productively. 

An anxiety chain was in the making. John's anxiety in presenting novel material to people with 
little time had been transmitted to me. The phrase "too theoretical" had particular personal 
meanings for me. It did not simply convey that I was not in touch with facts, but more 
significantly that I appeared as an "absent-minded professor," as a man who bad little contact 
with reality and was passive in relationship to other men. Thus despite two experiences of 
success, the phrase evoked old but still operating self-concepts that made me feel weak and bad. 

We continued to talk, and Jim, perhaps out of his own anxiety of making a decision and actually 
directing me, suggested that I "do a little bit of both," that I give them both a "diagnosis" and 
some "behavioral tools." 1 felt tempted to compromise, but then remembered that such 
compromises frequently served neither end—diagnosis or training—very well. In retrospect the 
phrase "a little bit" was telling and may have put me in touch with my anxiety. To do "a little bit" 
of anything was to do not much of -anything. If I agreed with Jim, I would be colluding with him 
to not take a risk. But I knew as a professional consultant that I had to take risks—the process of 
establishing a collaborative relationship with a client was always uncertain. 

When I recognized that Jim and I might be avoiding rather than taking risks, I was able to step 
back into my professional persona, my role. I told Jim that I thought my "primary task" (and I 
used this very professional word with him) was to establish a working alliance with the vice 
presidents, that as a result of the presentation they had to trust me as one who could understand 
their reality. "Training" them would not only divert me from this task, but in all likelihood 
communicate that I was not a collaborator. Surprisingly, Jim agreed. He thought that I could not 
do both and should therefore use my experience in the first two successful talks to shape my 
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presentation to the vice-presidents. We agreed to take the risk. My presentation was successful. 

CASE ANALYSIS 

John believed that the vice presidents were important people who needed to leave my 
presentation with something concrete, with "tools." I suspect that his preoccupation with "tools" 
was based on the common though unconscious belief that senior managers are not collaborators, 
that as bosses they ask for much but give little. Similarly, his belief that their time was 
"valuable" and could not be wasted may have been a projection of his own feelings that he could 
not be of much value to his bosses. (I later found out that the vice presidents' meetings were run 
loosely and frequently went over the allotted time. They functioned in part as socializing occa-
sions, since several flew in from different parts of the country.) 

Finally, the engineering culture at AE did not support attention to "behavioral factors" at work. I 
had the feeling that engineers there believed that psychologists actually read minds. Early on, I 
had asked Jim and his colleagues if I might attend and observe a quality assurance division meet-
ing in which auditing and monitoring issues were discussed. 

They were uncomfortable with the prospect of a stranger observing their colleagues. Wouldn't 
the attendees feel that I was evaluating and scrutinizing them? I dropped the request. I concluded 
provisionally that their's was a culture in which people rarely disclosed difficult thoughts and 
feelings. (This hypothesis was confirmed many times over in my later work with the company.) 
Consequently, a behavioral scientist or psychologist became a projective screen for the guilt 
individuals felt when they did not say what they mean or mean what they said. The psychologist 
would "smoke" them out, would uncover the crime of nondisclosure. I suspect that John, as a 
member of this culture, shared these same fears. The discussion of behavioral issues at the vice 
president's meeting may have come to represent the danger of disclosure in general. If disclosure 
were a taboo and I represented disclosure, then John would be bringing a tabooed person and 
subject to the central "law-making" body of the company, the body that sanctioned taboos. John 
would be guilty by association for violating the taboo. 

But what happened between Jim and me to limit the reach of the anxiety chain? Two affective 
moments stand out for me. First, when I took hold of my professional persona, when I took my 
role, I felt aggressive and commanding. Second, when Jim agreed with me, I felt a certain 
sweetness toward him. I appreciated him. These two moments of aggression and sweetness hold 
the key to the psychodynamics of taking the role. 

Consider the aggression. Where did it come from? Why did I feel commanding in making my 
claim to Jim? I suggest that the aggression had two sources, one that we can call "bio-
psychological" and one that was strictly psychological. Clearly, I faced a real threat. Jim's 
request made me aware, or at least more consciously aware, of the stakes of the up-coming 
meeting. If I failed, the contract was over. Such real threats mobilize flight-fight reactions, 
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fundamentally a desire or wish to move physically and to do so aggressively. The bio-
psychological roots of aggression are thus based on an appreciation of reality, on the dangers 
"out there." 

But my ambivalance, my hesitation and my anxiety, all of which together suggest that I was for 
the moment paralyzed, i.e., I could not move, point to a psychological source of aggression, not 
focused on reality. In his essay on anxiety, Freud (1977) argued that anxiety feelings can 
function as signals of impending threats. Such threats emerge when a person has forbidden 
fantasies of sex or aggression. The sequence is as follows: he has the fantasy, he feels anxious 
for having the fantasy, he punishes himself for having the fantasy (e.g., he berates himself) and 
so relieves his anxiety. Under these conditions the anxiety is the signal of the up-coming self-
punishment. 

I suggest that my vulnerability to the anxiety chain was triggered by my sense of impending 
failure. I believed unconsciously that I would fail because, the phrase "too theoretical" triggered 
feelings of worthlessness. These feelings in turn were amplified by the voice of self-punishment, 
by superego voices, that punished me for failing to live up to the requirements of manliness and 
success. Thus, feelings of aggression were rooted in my experience of aggressing against myself. 

This suggests that aggression at the moment of taking—or not taking—the role is shaped by two 
processes that pull in opposite directions: one toward reality and the external threat, and one 
away from it, toward the threats rooted in one's infantile past. The question is how will this ad-
mixture of aggression be directed? In psychodynamic terms will it be placed in the service of the 
ego, as a ground for acting upon reality, or will it be placed in the service of the superego, as a 
vehicle for escaping from reality? I faced a branch point. To escape my punishing voices I could 
turn away from reality, collude with Jim, by forming a "basic assumption" dyad with him, and 
ignore the real risks and real work we faced. We might, for example, have formed a "victim's" 
group, and gained emotional sympathy from one another for being at the mercy of such rigid 
bosses like John. This victim's group could have provided enough immediate gratification to 
stave off the experience of both real and superego threats. We could have redirected the anger we 
deployed against ourselves onto our horrible bosses. 

I suggest that the concept of my role provided me with an "observing ego" for reviewing the 
meaning of my anxiety. I could step back from my immediate emotional setting, because I could 
step into a role. It is telling that at the moment I stepped into role and disagreed with Jim, I used 
the very professional consulting term, "primary task." It was as though I were talking out loud to 
myself, to create, within myself, a countervoice to my superego voice. The resulting deployment 
of aggression was then shaped by the relative strength of the two voices. My professional voice, 
represented concretely by my skills, enabled me to stay in contact with reality. My ego could 
escape significant punishment and deploy both the bio-psychological and psychological roots of 
aggression in the service of taking a risk and mastering a threat. Looked at psychodynamically, 



13 
 

we can say that the role enabled me to sublimate my aggression. It was no longer used to punish 
myself or others (e.g., bosses) but was used rather to master an objective reality. 

Clearly, Jim's behavior, his willingness to follow my advice, was central here as well. When he 
brought John's objections to me I found him to be thoughtful rather than apprehensive. He had 
not reacted to John's anxiety. In general, he struck me as a person and professional who had 
come to an emotional understanding of his limits. While initially he appeared to me to be self-
deprecating and without ambition, I gradually saw him as someone who had come to terms with 
ambition. He suffered little from omnipotent fantasies and professional restlessness. Perhaps this 
is why he could take the role of "advisee," of seriously listening to a consultant, with little 
conflict. He could be a good "follower." (Other clients in my experience hire consultants to argue 
with them.) I hypothesize that at bottom he could take risks because he was without ambition, at 
least that quality of ambition that is produced by the superego "you must become" injunction. 
(This link between ambition and the superego explains why certain people fail just when they get 
to the top. When they finally must be responsible for the risks their organization faces, they can 
no longer rely on their counterdependent stance to drive them. Their omnipotence gets the better 
of them and they feel paralyzed.) 

But why the sweetness? Typically, we think of sublimation as delihidinizing our ties to others. 
We love people less (or less intensely) and love material objects and activities more. But here 
sublimation increased my loving feelings for Jim. The key to the difference lies in the 
relationship the ego has to the superego when compared to its relationship to the id. Through the 
latter, we sublimate sexual feeling to generate more abstracted and less physical expressions of 
love. This gives love its continuity and stability. Through the former by contrast, we reduce the 
punishing quality of the superego, by turning aggression outward toward tasks and through roles. 
We can then experience other people as whole objects. As we have seen, when we form 
relationships through an anxiety chain we use others as "part-objects." People become 
depersonalized vehicles for the management of our own anger and pain. I devalued Henry and 
Jane to deny my own pain; Robert devalued Jane and Henry to deny his own anxiety; and Jane 
turned me into a punishing agent to limit the strength of her punishing voices. We hated one 
another. 

This suggests that when we take a role, face reality, and step out of the anxiety chain we see each 
other's "whole objects," as real people. This is the moment when we appreciate them and want to 
collaborate with them. 

People who share a near-disaster with one another are familiar with this process. In the moment 
of an acute and pervasive threat, they overcome their neurotic uses of one another and experience 
each other intensely, as they really are. That is why people have reunions to "celebrate" the near 
disaster. The risks of work are modified or sublimated versions of such disasters. They are less 
life threatening and more chronic. That is why it is more difficult for people to personalize their 
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relationships to one another at work. When we take our roles, however, we appreciate others 
because rather than use them, we share a common and problematic reality with them. We have 
faced outward, through our roles, toward a shared and risky world. Thus in taking the role we 
libidinize our relationships to our co-workers. Thus by sublimating sexual feelings we can love 
abstractions, and by sublimating aggression we can appreciate specific, concrete others. This 
complementary sublimation of sex and aggression together create a more secure and stable world 
of relationships. 

We are now in a position to return to our original question. If work can potentially provide 
people with satisfaction by "displacing a large amount of libidinal components whether 
narcissistic, aggressive or even erotic," if work "like no other technique for the conduct of life 
attaches the individual so firmly to reality," (Freud, 1959) why do people so dislike it? The 
answer lies in peoples' inability to take their roles, to limit superego anxiety by sublimating 
aggression through roles and consequently appreciate co-workers as whole rather than part 
objects. 

TRADITIONAL CRITICISMS OF WORK 

Traditional critics of work and work designs may not appreciate the relationship between the role 
and the psychodynamics of working. Indeed some traditions directly or indirectly criticize the 
role as the building block of work. For example, some Marxists as well as organizational 
development practitioners argue that "work should become playful." Yet work is not playful 
precisely because people face real threats. The role as a vehicle for sublimating aggression would 
be unnecessary if work posed no risks. 

Similarly, those who criticize bureaucracies as depersonalizing may assume that roles as well as 
rules limit the depth of our relationships to co-workers. As we have seen, roles personalize work 
relationships. The critics of bureaucracy may be confounding the potential intimacy of family 
life with the potential for collaborative experiences at work. The former is based upon limiting 
aggression, sexualizing relationships and loving others precisely because they play no role in an 
overriding "project" or purpose. The latter, by contrast, is based on the mobilizing of aggression, 
desexualizing relationships and valuing others precisely because they share in a project or larger 
purpose. Perhaps the critique of bureaucracy masks an underlying wish to deny aggression's 
centrality to work. 

Finally, those who argue that roles over-specialize people may be engaged in the "omnipotent" 
fantasy. Certainly people should be able to take on new roles at work and learn new skills. But at 
any given moment a person must make a commitment to a particular role, a particular position, a 
particular conception of reality. Those who see roles as over-constraining may be denying the 
necessary dependence of one worker on another. People must coordinate their efforts at work. 

In sum, the critique of work may inadvertently become a critique of the role, so that roles are 
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seen as depersonalizing, over-constraining and obstacles to fun. Yet such criticisms are 
ultimately utopian. They are based on the assumptions that the stakes at work are minimal, that 
aggression is unnecessary and the coordination is superfluous. But the work as a problem 
emerges precisely because, the stakes are real, coordination a must, and aggression the vehicle 
for mastering reality. 

A NEW APPROACH TO THE CRITIQUE OF WORK 

The perspective developed here provides a fresh starting point for criticizing work. It suggests 
that work will be hateful and hated when the severity of the threat and the severity of the 
superego combine to overwhelm the ego. In such cases, a person will either fail at his work or 
succeed only by responding to his inner guilt, only by responding to the commanding inner voice 
"you must become." Yet as we have seen, the role as a vehicle for sublimation plays a critical 
part in this see-saw drama between ego and superego. If it is appropriately designed, if its 
boundaries are appropriate, and the authority invested in it adequate, so that a role occupant can 
coordinate with others, face reality and understand the fit between his task and the organization's 
task, then the ego can more effectively navigate between reality and the superego. The stakes in 
appropriately designing organizations are thus great. A good configuration of roles not only 
means that the organization is efficient. More importantly, people within the organization can 
face their tasks with a relatively smaller burden of superego anxiety, self-punishment and hatred. 
The intrapsychic organization of aggression is shaped by the coherence of the interpersonal 
system of roles. 

Finally, such a framework enables us to critique both the broader political economy of work as 
well as a particular work setting. On the one side, we can study how threats are shaped by 
technologies (e.g., nuclear power plants, toxic waste disposal) and by market structures. On the 
other side, we can examine how the broad culture of authority in family life and schools shape 
the strength and valence of superego anxiety. 

Indeed, Freud's analysis of civilization and discontents may be given an added dimension. If 
modern technology poses more extreme threats, guilt and superego anxiety may indeed grow. 
The danger of post-industrial civilization is apparent. The confluence of superego forces and 
modern technology can lead to great destruction. This danger can be softened in two ways: first, 
if family life and schooling produce a new culture of authority based on ego as against superego 
authority, and second if we develop a more self-conscious and more psychodynamically 
sensitive tradition of organization design. Changes in culture and work design must parallel 
changes in technology. 

TAKING THE ROLE AS A CREATIVE PROCESS 

The temptation of the omnipotent fantasy is strong today, precisely because organizational 
environments are so threatening. We live, as many organizational theorists say, in "turbulent 
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environments." The omnipotent fantasy, whether expressed in the ideal of proactivity (e.g., "take 
control and ignore constraints") or in the fantasy of nonspecialization, helps us deny our 
dependence on others. We cannot be omnipotent, but we can be creative. I suggest that the 
psychodynamics of taking a role provide the most secure psychological framework for learning 
new roles. To take a role is to be creative. In taking a role we "enact" it. We make it come alive 
by publicly setting its limits and boundary. Simultaneously we lay claim to some hypothesis 
about the real world. We interpret reality; we give it coherence by placing bounds on our own 
potential and rejecting our fantasies of omnipotence. Indeed leaders fail most frequently to take 
the leadership role when they insist on "keeping their options open." Behind the apparent 
conservatism of this strategy lies the omnipotent fantasy that the leader is prepared for anything. 

CREATIVITY AND REPARATION 

The link between creativity and the psychodynamics of role-taking runs deeper. Melanie Klein 
(Segal, 1979) writes that when we experience a person as "whole" for the first time, when we 
stop using that person as a part-object in our fantasies, we become depressed. We realize that we 
have hurt someone we now love as well. We wish to make up for this hurt, to repair the disrupted 
relationship, to both ask for forgiveness as well as forgive. In so doing, we actually make the 
other whole (in our fantasy) by giving back to them the goodness we tore from them. 

Klein (Segal, 1979) argues that, in repairing relationships, we augment our ability to symbolize, 
to look at the unknown through the prism of the known, to use metaphors so that they might 
clarify a new situation. In short we become more creative. This happens because we no longer 
experience relevant others as actual extensions of our internal objects, our parental images but 
rather "as if" they were. We can observe our past transferences to others and so understand our 
once unconscious symbol making and symbol using activity. But our symbols and metaphors are 
ultimately about our relationships to others (this is the basis for dream analysis). Thus as we 
reduce the weight and power of our projections, we augment the flexibility and reach of our 
symbol making capacity. 

Reparation can embrace work. When work is libidinized, it both produces and is nourished by 
reparation. Each time we take a role we must aggress against our co-workers. But if we 
successfully take the role, then we also come to appreciate our co-workers. Seeing them whole 
we want to forgive and be forgiven. I have little doubt that such a climate of forgiveness is 
fundamental to work group creativity. Only in such a climate do people feel free to take risks, to 
try something new, difficult and uncertain. But in a way I do not yet fully understand, this 
climate of forgiveness undoubtedly helps each individual extend the reach and grasp of his skills, 
to apply his knowledge to new problems by using and transforming the terms and conditions of 
old ones. 
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