“From Organizational Meaning Through Splitting, To Organizational Meaning 
Through Integration: Healing the Great Divide”*
Howard F. Stein, Ph.D.**
*Paper presented at the 2008 Symposium, International Society for the Psychoanalytic Study of Organizations, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, USA, 20 June 2008.  I wish to thank Debbie Bing, Ph.D., for her careful reading of an earlier version of this manuscript, and for her helpful suggestions.  Please do not quote from this paper without the author’s permission.
**Professor and Special Assistant to the Chair, Department of Family and Preventive Medicine, University of Oklahoma Health Sciences Center, 900 NE 10th Street, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma USA 73104. Phone: 405-271-8000, extension 32211. howard-stein@ouhsc.edu
All mankind is of one author, and is one volume; when one man dies, one chapter is not torn out of the book, but translated into a better language; and every chapter must be so translated...As therefore the bell that rings to a sermon, calls not upon the preacher only, but upon the congregation to come: so this bell calls us all: but how much more me, who am brought so near the door by this sickness....No man is an island, entire of itself...any man's death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind; and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.  

                    John Donne, Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, Meditation XVII 

(1959) 

Introduction


Whatever else workplace organizations are, they are places “filled” with the meanings of those who work, manage, and lead there.  The meaning the workplace holds for its “members” is part of the organization “itself,” that is, is part of the organizational identity (Diamond, 1993; Erikson, 1959).  As with all other aspects of organizational life, organizational meaning is influenced by the dynamic unconscious.


In this paper I distinguish between organizational meaning based on splitting and projective identification, and organizational meaning based on integration, which is to say based on what Melanie Klein (1946) called “paranoid-schizoid” and “depressive” psychological positions respectively.  The “motivational” form of meaning, the foundation of much of American (United States) industrial psychology, is based on splitting, part-objects, and narrow instrumental function (“productivity”), while the authentic form of meaning is integrative, whole-person based.  “Motivational” meaning straitjackets role and identity, while authentic meaning honors their breadth and depth. Further, organizations, like ethnic, religious, and national cultures, when faced by problems, conflict and trauma, can attempt to “heal” themselves by creating meaning systems rooted in splitting or rooted in integration, a process that looks like war.  


Following some theoretical considerations and brief vignettes, I present a case of an organizational consultation which began with a rigid form of healing based on splitting and projective identification, and worked toward a more flexible form of healing based on the withdrawal and reintegration of projections and the birth of empathy. Finally I consider the implications of the study and the case example for understanding organizational meaning based on splitting, and that based on integration.  I write as an applied, psychodynamically-oriented, organizational anthropologist, who has consulted with organizations since the early 1980’s, and who has worked and taught within the culture(s) of American biomedicine since the early 1970’s.

A Brief Survey of Meaning


The answer to the question, “What does this mean?” is not self-evident. The simplest form of meaning is in the linguistic relationship between signifier and signified that takes the form of a sign rather than a symbol.  Here there is supposedly no ambiguity, no room for interpretation: For instance, in the United States, a traffic light the color red means for a car to stop, and a traffic light the color green means for the car to go.  Ambiguity, and room for interpretation and creativity, set in when the relation between signifier and signifier becomes more complex and takes the form of symbolism, which includes affect, fantasy, wish, and defense, as well as cognition.  To return to my traffic light example, a driver may hate a red light because he loathes to recognize legitimate authority.  He may even “run” the red light to spite authority and dare to be caught.  Here, psychoanalysis has much to say.  Symbolic meaning ranges from (1) a fusion between symbol and symbolized (e.g., in nations, the nation and its emblems, such as the flag, during war’s emotional frenzy) to (2) a wide and play-filled space between the symbol and its object.


Consider the common organizational recognition gift or award of a watch or pen.  As a symbol, this organizational artifact is potentially full of meaning from the perspectives of the bestower and the recipient.  It can represent multiple meanings, from sincerity, to gratitude, to routine, to sham.  It can be the container for transference and countertransference.  By itself, the organizational artifact has only instrumental significance.  Symbolic or expressive meaning is imbued by the presenter, the recipient, and all participants in the ritual.


A person has many meanings in life, and searches for some overarching meaning in life to weave together the individual domains of significance (Becker, 1962, 1973).  In the West for past several centuries, many people’s “work” has assumed this function; many people want their work to be meaningful as well as to pay a living wage.  They often distinguish between “work” and a mere “job.”  In anthropological language, the former is both expressive and instrumental, while the latter is only instrumental.   The “expressive” domain of culture is its symbolic, affective, and semiotic value, while the “instrumental” domain of culture is its rational, objective, functional, practical, and reality-oriented value.  The two, of course, are most often intertwined.


Let me offer a brief example from my ethnographic fieldwork in the once-flourishing “Steel Valley” of western Pennsylvania during the late 1960’s and early 1970’s.  From the late 1800’s through the 1980’s, the manufacture of steel flourished in dozens of mill-towns and mill-cities in the north central and eastern United States.  Many steelworker families came to pride themselves in the fact that three, even four, generations of their men had worked in “the mill.”  Grueling and dangerous as was the work, and despite their being treated as replaceable objects by supervisors and management, steelworkers came to forge an occupational cultural identity from their work.  That is, in terms of identity, they “were” not only ethnically Slovaks, Poles, Hungarians, Croats, Irish, and Germans, but they “were” steelworkers. To be a steelworker designated both what they did (instrumental role) and who they are (expressive identity).  


Being a steelworker encompassed a sense of meaning and identity – often multi-generational in families – beyond the bringing in of a paycheck.  Further, with the unionization of steelworkers in the 1930’s into the United Steelworkers of America (USWA), many millworkers also derived a sense of meaning and identity from being members of the USWA union.  With the collapse of the American steel industry in the 1980’s and the virtual disappearance of steel manufacture from the once-thriving towns and cities, there ensued a little-addressed loss of meaning and identity as well as loss of a lucrative income.  There was little official or community recognition that something far deeper than a paycheck had been lost (cf. Thompson, 2007).  From the workers’ viewpoint, steelworker identity was a whole-object identity, a way of life; from the viewpoint of management, steelworkers were disposable part-objects, things that were no longer useful.  Given little or no transition, they were expected to pick up the pieces and get on with their lives at another job.  The trouble was that few jobs were available at the skill, pay, and job security the steelworkers once had.


This example brings me to a further, often neglected, dimension of organizational and wider cultural meaning which shall occupy much of the remainder of this paper: projective meaning or meaning-by-splitting-and-projective identification.  Here, meaning does not originate inside oneself as a product of one’s own agency, but instead is the product of an interplay between disembodiment and re-embodiment. For instance, organizational employees, workers, managers, and even executives who are treated by superiors and co-workers as mere instrumental functions, functionaries, even objects (things) often come to embody these others’ part-objects, contempt, and feelings of weakness and vulnerability. Through the dialectic of projective and introjective identification, the targets come to embody others’ projective meaning, which turns into “their own” meaning as well.  That is, one can have and “become” someone else’s meaning.  I have elsewhere (Stein, 1986) discussed this in terms of the role projective identification plays in shaping the content and experience of many social roles.  Social roles can be governed by unconscious complementarity of role partners – in workplaces and in international relations as much as in marriages and families. 


As I now concentrate on meaning-by-splitting and projective identification in organizations, I want to ask some questions that guide remainder of this discussion:  What do organizational groups based on splitting and projective identification look, sound, and feel like?  By contrast, what do organizational group meanings based on integration look, sound, and feel like?  What is “gained” and “lost” organizationally by splitting?  Likewise, what is “gained” and “lost” by integration.  Finally, how do organizations “heal” by splitting and integration, respectively, from their group wounds?  


The human animal is a creator of meaning.  We dwell in universes of meaning that we have created (Becker, 1962; Stein 1983; Stein and Apprey, 1987) – what Hallowell called a “behavioral environment” that is “culturally constituted” (1955).  In workplace organizations and their wider cultures, meaning is at various times created, constructed, discovered, achieved, promoted, projected, internalized, perpetuated, modified, undermined, lost, destroyed, and revitalized.  Often the loss of cultural meaning is a greater threat to life than the prospect of biological death (Becker, 1962). The loss of meaning triggers feelings of annihilation as well as separation.  


Since the 1980’s in the United States, the various forms of “managed social change” in organizations – ranging from downsizing and reduction in force, to redundancy, rightsizing, reengineering, restructuring, deskilling, outsourcing, and managed health care – have systematically destroyed the wealth of meaning of work.  They have constricted meaning into narrow productivity for the now-sacred financial “bottom line” and short term increased shareholder value (Stein, 1998, 2001; Uchitelle, 2006; Ehrenreich, 2006; Sennett, 2007).  They have created millions of disposable Americans and cultivated widespread meaninglessness. As a concept, the “bottom line” can be seen as foremost a cultural category of meaning (as a dominant immortality symbol, Becker, 1973) and only secondarily, derivatively an economic concept.  


In a similar fashion, Burkard Sievers has shown (1994) the business concept of motivation (as in psychologically “motivating workers” to perform their tasks more efficiently, rooted in American “Taylorism,” after Frederick Winslow Taylor) to be essentially an ersatz and sham form of meaning, in fact, a form of degrading and straitjacketing meaning.  Both workplace “motivation” and the various forms of “managed social change” constitute enforced destruction and loss of meaning.  Yiannis Gabriel (2005) speaks of this as “organizational miasma,” to which I have proposed the additional concept and image of an “inconsolable organization” (2007).  People who have been fired are often spoken of by corporate executives and by “surviving” employees as “dead wood,” “dead meat,” and “excess fat” to be trimmed to save the organization that has become a metaphorical living organism.  


The destruction of organizational meaning is inseparable from the creation of meaning. When organizations and their wider cultures undergo threat to their meaning system and loss of meaning, they often undertake Herculean efforts to restore or create new meaning. Workplace organizations, like larger cultures, can undergo efforts at revitalization. Corporate executives are eager to persuade shareholders and (surviving) employees alike that they are undertaking these repeated draconian measures such as downsizing and restructuring in order to rescue, save, and “turn around” the organization threatened by outside competition (ranging from other corporations to Wall Street). Executives speak in the language of life and death, as if the corporation is a biological organism threatened with extinction. In this menacing world, anything that threatens the survival and integrity of the (“good”) organization must be gotten rid of (“bad”). In a common rescue fantasy, the corporate executive is the all-powerful surgeon who will heal and save the organization by cutting out and removing the bad parts that threaten it.  Further, the charismatic CEO promises corporate greatness and excellence – usually measured by short-term profit – and engages shareholders, managers, and employees’ fantasies, ambitions, and anxieties, to harness their uncritical, enthusiastic consent.


Further, I argue that when organizations attempt to “cure” or “heal” themselves of their problems and construct meaning through splitting, the group psychodynamics involved resembles that of war between ethnic, religious, and national groups.  In a discussion of the psychodynamics of war, Vamik Volkan writes:


[Some] psychoanalysts have gone as far as suggesting that there are elements of “therapy” in wars (Fornari, 1966; Money-Kyrle, 1937). Writing in 1933, between the two world wars, the British psychoanalyst Glover also saw a peculiar “curative” aspect in war.  He was concerned with the sadistic and masochistic impulses expressed in armed conflict and called war “mass insanity.”  His hypotheses about war seemed based on the classical psychoanalytic view that identifies an urge for restitution alongside or following the regressed state in schizophrenia.  He suggests that the mass insanity associated with wars initiates a “curative process,” that the group tries to cure itself but can accomplish only pathological adaptations such as killing or destroying the land of the enemy in order to feel “good” about itself. (1988, p. 132, emphasis in original)
One dimension of the cure-by-war is the induction of loss and death anxiety by the leader, leading to a regressed, credulous, dependent, and emotionally manipulatable constituency.  In this way, what is in fact a toxic leader is seen as group healer and savior (Lipman-Blumen, 2006).


War is the most extreme expression of group healing by splitting and the attempt to destroy the object of one’s violent projective identification. Through war, one physically gets rid of, or attempts to get rid of, one’s bad internal objects. Of course, even in fierce competitions, hostile takeovers, and swift mergers, organizations do not literally spill blood.  Still, symbolic annihilation is a kindred mental representation of the experience of death and loss (Stein, 2004).  During emotionally and economically catastrophic times in organizational life, massive splitting and projective identification can symbolically dehumanize and annihilate the distinct otherness of the Other (corporate division, firm, worker, the person fired, etc.) and replace it with renounced parts of the self. 


At the conscious level, the organization can build its meanings rooted in splitting.  In downsizing, restructuring, and offshoring, organizations repeatedly attempt to solve their problems by getting rid of people who are no longer regarded as full human beings but as “dead wood.”  Likewise, organizational meanings can rest upon integration.  In the extended case example I provide below, I discuss the evolution of one organization from one whose meanings rested upon splitting, mistrust, hostility, and symbolic civil war, to one whose meanings rested on greater integration, empathy, and compassion.  During the splitting-phase, the organization was engaged in a symbolic “civil war.”  I turn now to a brief consideration of two types of organizational healing.
Organizational Healing by Splitting and Integration


In individuals and in groups such as organizations, people can unconsciously perform radical maneuvers to keep a sense of “goodness” inside “us” and expel all sense of “badness” and locate the latter in some Other or “them.” At the conscious level, an organization can build its meanings in language rooted in the psychological mechanisms of splitting and projective identification.  Here, emotionally unacceptable and unwanted parts of oneself and one’s group are severed from the rest of oneself and deposited in others, and are subsequently perceptually experienced as inherent properties of the “other.”  Organizations can attempt to heal themselves of conflict and of any feelings of vulnerability, weakness, or badness, by “splitting” off these characteristics from their experience of themselves, together with the companion defense mechanism of “projective identification,” which perceptually puts or injects these characteristics in others.   This dynamic of splitting and projective identification, of keeping the “good” inside and extruding all the “bad” to the outside, is characteristic of a widespread social structural form in corporate life, the “silo.”  


Organizational healing by splitting is thus a process of exclusion. Alternately, when people can accept and learn from their less-than-ideal characteristics by integration, the process is inclusive.  When organizational loss occurs, healing by splitting is accomplished by denying the worth of those who were sacrificed for the supposed economic health of the organization.  By contrast, healing from loss through integration involves genuine recognition and acceptance of loss and grief, recognition that one may have harmed others, and a wish to make reparation. In organizational healing through integration, one feels both “good” and “bad.”


For instance, in downsizing, restructuring, and offshoring, organizations repeatedly attempt to solve their problems by getting rid of people who are no longer regarded as full human beings but as “dead wood” or “fat” to be trimmed from the body. One feels “good” about oneself and the surviving organization by viewing with contempt and mistrust those who are no longer there.  One withdraws identification and compassion from them.  Instead of saying something akin to “There but for the grace of G-d go I,” they might say “He/she/they must have done something to get fired.”   


In organizational healing by splitting, there is little official or corporate recognition of the breadth and depth of the loss and grief (cf. Thompson, 2007).  In fact, the overall response from management and shareholders constitutes what Kenneth Doka (1989) called “disenfranchised grief,” loss and grief that is neither socially acknowledged as significant nor supported.  From the workers’ viewpoint, organizational identity is a whole-object, integrative, identity, a way of life; from the viewpoint of management, managers and employees were disposable part-objects, strictly a means to an economic and political end.   I turn now to a familiar example of meaning- and healing-by-splitting in modern corporate life.

Meaning and Healing by Splitting in Organizational Silos


Perhaps the most familiar and widespread current organizational meaning system based on splitting and projective identification is that of the corporate “silo” (Diamond, Stein, and Allcorn, 2002; Diamond, Allcorn, and Stein, 2004), in which members of vertically integrated tall workplace hierarchies view themselves as “good” and others (even in the same corporation) as suspect, if not “bad” and persecutory.  Silo mentality is plagued by what Howard Schwartz called “narcissistic process and corporate decay” (1987, 1990).  Schwartz (1987, 1990) has carefully linked the belief in organizational perfection with slavish feeding of the hierarchy’s grandiosity, and in turn with organizational totalitarianism.  This characterizes the emotional life in the emotionally hermetically sealed corporate silo.


For instance, within one corporation with many functional divisions, the various units (if I may reify them for the sake of simplicity) experienced themselves as distinct and separate from, yet dependent upon, other units who often “dragged us down.” There was little sense of belonging and loyalty to the wider corporation.  Each unit saw itself as superior to the others, yet, in contrast with other units, deprived of important resources and perks from the central office. Envy and competition ran rife between the units.  Sales pushed itself toward higher and higher productivity, while it felt that shipping was always getting behind.  For its part, shipping resented sales’ new facility and for not understanding their archaic machinery that had to suffice.  Sales saw research and development as living “the easy life,” while R&D felt misunderstood by the others and time-pressured for “results” and for new products.  Each division of the corporation felt victimized by the others and superior to them in productivity and worthiness to the larger corporation.  Further, each division perceived other units favored by management – who were located in a distant city.  Distant management was alternately idealized and demonized.


My second brief vignette comes from a conversation I had with a member of management (Six Sigma Black Belt) of a multinational information technology designer and manufacturer.  The functioning of the corporation was founded on “lean manufacturing,” Six Sigma Quality Improvement, and a tight time-to-market pressure that was highly stressful.  The corporation was divided both by function and geography world-wide.  My colleague spoke of an effort begun several years ago to unify the corporation by pulling a member from each tall, vertical unit into a special unit to collaborate for two years on a new project, and then return for reintegration to his/her original work site.  This was a high visibility program sponsored by upper management.


It was management’s hope that each unit from which a person originated would be proud and enthusiastic to have their member selected for the special unit and project.  It was management’s further hope and expectation that after the two years in the special unit were over, the individual would bring back new ideas and skills that would help one’s own unit to function better – and that the individual would be welcomed back and re-absorbed into the work group.


Although this occurred to a certain extent, what surprised my colleague was the fact that units were often reluctant to let their member go off for two years into some unknown whose benefit to them was ambiguous.  On the one hand, they were a little envious of the person’s special treatment; on the other hand they often resented the extra work they would have to do in the person’s long absence.  Although there was to some extent some corporation-wide identification, often silo-identity trumped corporate identity.  Put a different way, local “vertical” loyalty competed considerably with the corporate-wide “horizontal” ideal.  “Us” tended to be the local functional unit, while “them” tended to be the other functional units across the continent and the world, and even the corporate headquarters itself.


My colleague said to me that 


Everyone wants to think that his unit or silo is the best [competitiveness], even though all of the units share the same overall mission.  “We’re in this together” competes with “We don’t need any outside help from anyone” type of isolation.  There is arrogance, a feeling of being elite, better than others, and that “We should lead.”  There is the problem of having a mixed mission in the organization, and each unit doesn’t want to give up control.  Competition is key, at the same time that they’re supposed to work toward the same corporate goal. (personal communication)


For my third and final vignette, in a large urban health sciences center in the United States, numerous distinct medical units treated the disease diabetes mellitus with their own leadership, staffs, protocols, and philosophies of care.   Family medicine, pharmacotherapy, general internal medicine, endocrinology, and diabetes education each had its own way of treating patients and created camaraderie among its own people in part by berating “the way they [other units] treated patients.”  Each accused the other of making it difficult for patients to make appointments, and for physicians to make referrals and consults.  Themselves often poor in giving feedback to physicians and related health professionals in other services, they chronically complained about how poor these other services were in giving them feedback when they saw one of “their” patients.  About once a year, there was a half-hearted effort “to work better together as a team,” because “we’re all treating the same disease.”  The meeting of representatives of all the units mapped out a strategic plan, shared mission statement, goals, and strategies that looked fine “on paper.”  However, the good intentions usually fell quickly by the wayside and mutual mistrust and recrimination returned in day-to-day clinical and administrative work.  During a discussion of his frustration at treating patients with diabetes, one family physician actually labeled these clinical structures as silos.  In sum, the unconscious life of organizational silos (Diamond, 1993) is heavily regulated by splitting and projective identification.


I now turn from theoretical considerations and brief vignettes to an extended example of the process whereby an organization began to move from rigid us/them polarization to a greater recognition of, and compassion towards, both self and other. 
Vignette: Healing the Great Divide in Utah

In this section, I describe two organizational group retreats and their historical context.  I was invited to serve as outside facilitator for these.  Let me proceed from the meetings themselves backward to the issues that were uncovered.  


“Grace” and “real” – two words not in the ordinary psychoanalytic or anthropological lexicon – come to mind to describe the two retreats of the board of directors of the Utah Psychological Association, held on 6 August and 3 September 2004.  The beginnings of internal, interpersonal, and group healing that took place exceeded my imagination.  (I should add at the outset that I have received permission from the UPA board to use material from the retreats in my writing. I have also shared this material with several of its members.)  Dr. Mark Owens, my initial contact person, had devoted over a year to planning, working with various community groups, and emotionally preparing the UPA board group for the retreats.  He had been a leader in “The Great Divide” project, one which focused on the long-standing emotional rift between Mormon (Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints) and non-Mormon members of the UPA.  

Dr. Steve Morris sent me two books he recommended I read before coming to Utah: Coke Newell’s Latter Days: An Insider’s Guide to Mormonism, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (2000), and Leonard J. Arrington and Davis Bitton’s The Mormon Experience: A History of the Latter-day Saints (1992).  This way I would arrive with at least some sense of Mormon religion, culture, and history – an understanding that would be free of rampant stereotypes about Latter-day Saints.  In the months preceding and following the retreats, we exchanged many e-mails and visited on the phone.


Dr. Paula Swaner, an object relations psychotherapist and leader among regional psychologists, graciously provided the space in which the retreats could occur.  A spiritual as well as psychological tone for both of the retreats was set by short trips the day before with Drs. Mark Owens, Steve Morris, and me: on the first, a visit to Temple Square in Salt Lake City, on the second, an ascent of the mountain on the clearest of days to Brighton and Silver Lake, where we sat on park benches and ate Mexican fish tacos together.  Both trips were meant to establish a spiritual as well as psychological dimension to the retreat.  


Informal evening dinners and intense discussions were held at the homes of Dr. Owens and Dr. Morris respectively, preceding the retreats.  Twenty UPA members participated in the first retreat, seventeen in the second.   The retreats were conducted in the long shadow cast by the internal UPA rift, bitterness, and resignations that had occurred several years earlier between Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints members and non-LDS members over gay-lesbian issues.  My understanding is that the rift – which was the most volatile and conspicuous conflict in the “Great Divide” – centered over three converging issues that went back several years: the attempt by gay and lesbian students to form an after-hours club at East High School in Salt Lake City; the controversial concept of “reparative therapy” (formulated by Dr. Joseph Nicolosi) for gays and lesbians; and the equally controversial issue of adoption of children by gay and lesbian parents.  Several members UPA had resigned; a chill of self-protection and mistrust characterized many of the relationships of those who stayed.  To use the language of war, the group had engaged in a kind of symbolic “civil war,” metaphorically killing off many of its own members.  Some preliminary discussions within the group had already taken place.  Members wanted to heal what they called “The Great Divide” both within the UPS and in the wider Utah community, but they did not know how to start.  


The group sat in a large circle. Together with Drs. Owens and Morris, I served mostly “containment,” “holding environment,” and occasionally “interpretive” functions.  After I was introduced to the group, I offered several “ground rules” for the retreat: (1) that we (myself included) not use psychological language, but speak directly from our feelings and experiences; (2) that, given the history of animosity in the group, we do our utmost to listen to each other as well as speak; (3) that one person speaks at a time.   I then introduced a group “exercise” that I explained I often use with Family Medicine residents (trainees) and Physician Assistant (P.A.) students as a way of understanding the complexity of relationships in medical education and practice.  I added that often I also use it when consulting with organizations that have deep internal emotional divisions.  It is called “HATS.” As I spoke, I moved from my place along the circumference of the circle to the “middle,” walking around and trying to face as many of the participants as possible.


I said that in my original usage, the exercise is about the role perceptions play in governing relationships between physicians and patients.  I imply, but do not say, that it is about the dialectic of transference-countertransference in clinical and workplace relationships.  I then told them that I wanted them to imagine that they were physicians or P.A.s seeing a sequence of patients during the winter “flu season.”  All of these patients would have identical physical symptoms.  They differed in the hats they wore.  I then stood in the middle of the circle of the UPA psychologists with a bag of various kinds of hats, and put them on, one at a time: baseball caps (the bill to the front, then to the back – the latter evoking laughter), cowboy hats, businessmen’s hats, bohemian/artist hats, among others.  As I role played, I told a few brief stories about how some medical clinicians had responded to a particular hat.  There was much playful affect and laughter in the group.  I asked them to “listen” to their emotional reaction to the “patient” wearing the hat.  After I wore each hat, I handed it to someone in the group.  Many people put on the hats, and that became fuel for subsequent group conversation.  


As I was doing what a close P.A. colleague in Oklahoma had come to call “Howard’s Hat Trick,” I asked the group questions such as: How would you feel about this patient?  Would you like him (or her)?  Would you dislike him (or her)?  Do you think this patient would understand you?  Do you think that this patient would take your medical recommendations?   How do you feel differently – if you do – between the patient who wears the baseball cap with the bill to the front, in contrast with the bill at the back?  There were comments to the effect that you’d expect the person with the bill to the back might be defiant, a smart-aleck.  Which patients do you think would pay their bills, or which ones would be highly demanding?  Who do you suspect is coming for narcotic drugs, and will be trying to manipulate the doctor?  Members of the group started to “open up,” both addressing me and conversing with one another.  This led to storytelling in the group.


After some minutes of concrete discussion about expectations and fantasies about the wearers of the hats, and their implication for clinical care, I then said something to the effect that I wanted to summarize what I have learned over the years from this hat exercise.  For one thing, as a likely culture-bound exercise it “works” in the United States because of (1) the widespread wearing of hats, in some regions more historically than current, and (2) because of the widespread use of adages like, “I wear a lot of different hats where I work.”  That is, “hat” is metaphor for role, task, and even identity.  I then made several generalizations: (1) we each wear our own hats; (2) sometimes out of awareness, we put some of our own hats onto others, then react to “them” as if the hats were theirs: (3) again, out of awareness, we sometimes wear some hats others have, often forceably, put on our heads, and act as if the hats were now our own; and (4) in family, workplace, and community relationships, we often wear multiple hats, some of which we are aware of, and some of which do or do not correspond to the hats others are expecting us to wear at a given moment.   Throughout this interactive role-play, I self-consciously avoided any psychological language, and worked throughout in the metaphor of hats.  Gradually, I made a transition between the role play about physicians and patients, and their own various “hats” within the board of the Utah Psychological Association.  Members of the group began to discuss their own history of troubled relationships, often in the form of vignettes and stories.  They frequently returned to the theme of the hats and used their stories to illustrate the theme.


Repeatedly, the UPA retreat group moved through cycles of projection followed by introspection (i.e., from “they/you are the problem” to “I am at least a part of the problem”).  Equally often, group members came to recognize that their perceptions of LDS and non-LDS members and groups were governed by distortion.  One non-LDS member acknowledged toward the end of the second retreat something like: “I have spent twenty years in Utah thinking I knew who Mormons were without ever having to ask.”  As people told their personal stories – and were encouraged by the group to tell them – groups members began to more experience other group members as distinct individuals and to less experience them as monolithic embodiments of stereotypes.   Listening was at times difficult for people on both sides of the Great Divide, yet they persevered with each other.  


On one occasion, a LDS member whom I will call John had been repeatedly invited by many members of the group to tell the story of the role of his faith in his life, yet each time the subject was diverted from him.  He was both asked to speak and prevented from speaking.  He is someone the group sees as a spiritual leader in the larger UPA group as well as a leader in the LDS Church.  A group member identified the group conflict, the ambivalence.  He spoke for several minutes.  One of the group’s emotionally stickiest points was his statement that for Mormons, their church was the “one true church” – a position that one non-LDS group member later spoke of as “arrogant” and “ignorant.”  Another group member tearfully and angrily said that John sounded like Hitler. As part of my processing my own countertransference, I thought, but did not say, how similar many psychological and psychoanalytic “schools” of thought and training institutes were to the dogmatism of which they accused John.  I thought, but did not say, that John might be functioning as a “bad object” for many members of the group.  I wondered whether further dialogue would bear this out.


During the LDS member’s moving presentation, a non-LDS group member erupted with anguish and frightened tears, saying that the LDS church’s hierarchy of authority and its doctrine of possessing the truth horrified her and reminded her of Hitler and what terrible things he and his fellow Nazis did to vulnerable people under his rule.  One member commented at this point that we were seeing the Great Divide enacted before our very eyes.  Another member directly addressed the feelings that the woman had just expressed and said that the group needed to hear her story as well.  Transference of the past – not only personal past, but group/ethnic/religious past as well – on to the current group process was one recurrent element in the Great Divide retreats.  


On numerous occasions, a participant would reply to someone who had just spoken, “I am surprised to hear you say that.”  After this had occurred several times, I commented something to the effect that it sounded as if many people had been operating on stereotypes they needed rather than inquiring what the other person believed or felt.  They came to realize and accept that they had been doing this “automatically.”  They began asking others about their beliefs and values rather than assuming them.


Through it all, the group acted as a good-enough container for “bad” as well as “good” feelings, so that people could express their feelings, and then the group would process the feelings that had been expressed.  I spoke later, during a car ride, with the person who had taken umbrage at John’s statement about the “one true church,” saying that I noticed from many things he had said that I think he is struggling with authoritarianism.  Some time after the retreats he wrote to me that he realized that he had projected his religious and rigid maternal introject onto the LDS speaker, and had not “permitted” him to be fully human.  

I imagine that the authoritarian figure I introjected and then projected on John is that of my mother.  I’m reminded of [Rainer Maria] Rilke’s description of his mother:  “…I still make movements that are the other half of her embittered gestures, bits of memories that she carries about broken within her: then I have a horror of her distraught pieties, of her obstinate faith, of all those distorted and perverted things to which she has clung, herself empty as a dress, ghostly and terrible.  And that I am still her child….” (from Rilke’s letter of April 15, 1904). (17 September 2004, quoted with permission)

Later in the same letter, he has a further revelation, one based on a conversation he had recently had on the subject of the “one true church” with a “cultural Mormon,” that is, a person who had left the life of religious orthodoxy but still identified with many Mormon beliefs, values, and traditions in a secular way.  He wrote, “Not only was I dealing with my mother’s introject, with all the attendant pain and confusion, I was also holding a projective identification – under John’s (or anyone’s) notion of a ‘one true church’ lies fear.  Fear of the unknown, the unknowable…. Was I also holding that fear?  This idea calms me tremendously.” (from letter of 17 September 2004).  The writer of the letter, raised in a non-LDS Christian church, moved from a position of outrage against his LDS colleague, to a recognition of how John had become a symbol of his own bad internal objects.  His view of the LDS Church, and in turn of the many issues that plagued the UPA board and the wider community, had become entwined with an inner representation of authority.  


His LDS colleague had a similar epiphany that he courageously shared during the retreat.  Far from being an utterly unwavering, consistent, serene Mormon, the LDS leader spoke about his own internal struggle and ambivalence between his Mormon beliefs and his secular psychological (largely object relations) professional self, asking himself in front of the group, “Will the real John Doe [pseudonym for him] stand up?”  In fact, he was far less rigid and dogmatic, and more emotionally complex, than many in the group perceived him, and, for a time, needed him to be.  


Indeed, only the long-buried respect and affection members of the group had for each other, and their deep grief for the “Great Divide” they had built between them – emotions which helped create the “containing” atmosphere in the group – allowed the more painful, potentially disruptive feelings to emerge and be processed.  People openly, sometimes tearfully, acknowledged that they had harbored ill feelings toward each other, and made sincere apologies for the hurt they had inflicted on fellow board members.  Out of a keen sense of guilt and remorse, board members made verbal, heartfelt, reparation to one another.  Several people spoke of the many things outside the UPA that had been going on in their family lives at the time of the split, things that they transferred onto the UPA and that fueled the polarization.  Matters were no longer as simple as they had seemed been back then.  The emotional “momentum” of the retreats continued after the retreats were over, most notably in a host of e-mails in which participants shared some of their inner world with others in the group, including many of those with whom they had been in conflict.  I was privileged to be sent copies of many of these e-mails, and I responded to them.


To put this process in technical language, two intertwining processes began during the two retreats (and probably somewhat in the prior planning sessions): (1) the emergence of a more group “depressive position” style after the long, emotionally oppressive reign of “paranoid-schizoid” mistrust, withdrawal, isolation, and accusation (Klein 1946); together with (2) the gradual, never-complete replacement of interpersonal, intra-group object relations conflict (projective identification battles between people) with internal, intrapsychic conflict and inner pain (Sander 1979).  During the retreats, one “cultural [secular] Mormon” asked, “What supports the [Great] Divide?”, that is, what psychologically sustains and perpetuates it?  The answer, we gradually came to realize, is that group members projected their inner splits onto others and responded to these others as embodiments of the parts of themselves they had disowned.  During the retreats, the process of re-ownership occurred concurrently with the recognition of others – and intra-group diversity – and the valuing of them as distinct human beings.  Further, reciprocal projections partially gave way to reciprocal identifications with former adversaries (e.g., from accusations of rigidity to the recognition that “Your steadiness has given me freedom [to explore the edges].”). 

Slowly, and often painfully, members emerged as real persons and not as reified personifications of groups or impenetrable blocks of granite.  Already during the first day, many group members expressed heartfelt apologies and contrition to one another about what they had done in the past to lead to the “Great Divide” in the UPA.  At breaks and during lunch, individual group members who had been in open conflict during the group, often sat next to each other and visited while eating lunch.  On many occasions during the two days, interpersonal and intergroup conflict gave way to the realization of inner conflict: “owning” one’s own thoughts, fantasies, and feelings.  For instance, there was a frequent sequence of enactment followed by insight and compassion.

Over time during the retreats, intra-group diversity came to be recognized within the LDS: for instance, a former LDS member, a gay-lesbian LDS member, a staunch LDS member with a family history of multiple tragic deaths, a LDS member from the East Coast and who had not experienced discrimination because of her faith, a LDS member who embodied the role of “spiritual” leadership in the group yet who was also accused of accepting church doctrine and considering all non-LDS people as spiritually beneath him.  Fixed boundaries became more permeable, sometimes even melted.  One non-LDS member who became infuriated at the thought that a LDS member could think that he and his religion possessed the final truth, came to realize his own lifelong preoccupation with “the edge” of knowledge and his defense of ambiguity also expressed an inner struggle with dogmatism and authority that the LDS church, and a particular LDS member, had come to personify.    

During the initial retreat, Drs. Owens, Morris, and Stein did most of the “facilitating,” “containing” (Bion), and “holding” (Winnicott) of the group.  By contrast, during the latter two-thirds of the second retreat, many UPA group members became temporary leaders and “containers” in response to someone’s story or anguish, helping him or her to be heard and accepted.  At other times, those who had “facilitated” others themselves related personal stories and were helped by still others.  Such an evolution in the UPA retreat group process bodes well for the future, in further healing the conspicuous “Great Divide” between LDS and non-LDS members, and in addressing other, less vocalized, but yet potent conflicts that relate to group membership – e.g., how a dark-skinned Hispanic member was ignored and not served in a local Salt Lake City restaurant, how a Jewish member often felt like an outsider, how rural Utah psychologists felt excluded by their urban counterparts who lived and practiced in cities along a line from Salt Lake City to Ogden.  


Far more was involved in these expressions of diversity than exercising narcissistic muscle; the sense of vulnerability was far broader than the original LDS-non-LDS distinction could allow.  People wondered aloud whether the UPA could begin serving as a “good enough” container rather than as a “defective container” (Diamond 1998) for members’ wounds and sense of woundedness?  Could members trust one another, and themselves as well, to “be there” emotionally for each other, even as they agreed or disagreed on the contents of various issues?  Was conflict possible without splitting and polarization?  One group member, in a subsequent letter, quoted from a poem: “he drew a circle which shut me out…[but] I drew a circle which let him in.”


Let me continue the “circle” metaphor in the “Healing the Great Divide” Project in Utah.  The work of healing the wounds of discrimination and voicelessness has not been limited to the UPA.  Several UPA board members drew for me a series of ever-widening, overlapping, concentric circles that began with UPA leaders and eventually encompassed the entire state of Utah.  Members of the UPA are also members of community groups that carry on the work of healing beyond the UPA.  There was thus in place a structure of numerous psychological “containers” to serve as “holding environments” in which conflict could be expressed, and, ideally, worked through.

Discussion

The struggle toward psychological growth – toward acknowledging the complexity and humanity of oneself and of others – and the resistance toward that growth, was a recurrent theme throughout the retreats.   I have never worked with a group (that is, people) who were more committed to working with each other, or who worked harder to understand themselves and others.   It was a privilege to help facilitate this process in the UPA. The work of healing the Great Divide, by integration instead of splitting, had begun.  Among the lessons it taught me is the power of the group’s “unthought known” (Bollas, 1987) that includes inconsolable grief over what felt like an unhealable rift that had polarized and damaged the UPA.  It equally taught me the power of emotional reparation in occupational groups.


This extended example has been, among other things, about paralyzing organizational despair and the search for hope based upon an honest exploration of psychological reality.  It has been about the journey from meaning-though-splitting and projective identification, toward meaning-through-integration.  It is not farfetched to think of the Utah Psychological Association as searching for life while feeling emotionally deadened, that is, in the throes of miasma (Gabriel, 2005) and inconsolable grief (Stein, 2007).  This example is thus about (1) an organizational split, (2) the inconsolable grief beneath the split, and (3) the beginning of healing of this split in part through the recognition that the Other had embodied one’s own internal bad objects.  


Members of the UPA group came to recognize that they “carried each other’s projections” (Nicholls, 2006, p. 167).  Nicholls writes that “Using the concepts of splitting and projection from object relations thinking, understanding the ‘other’ requires a capacity to encounter the other, as it can provide us with an opportunity to make contact with our split off parts, providing we can tolerate the painfulness of incorporating a previously hated aspect of ourselves (Cleavely, 1994)” (Nicholls, 2006, p. 170).  Finally, “Each person’s capacity to hold the other’s projections in their separate togetherness (bounded space) allows for the material to be thought about and may allow for a growth of wisdom (thoughtfulness) between them” (Nicholls, 2006, p. 171).


In the language of Melanie Klein, a prevailing “paranoid-schizoid” mode of perception, affect, and behavior prevented the more painful yet reparative “depressive” mode from emerging.  The psychological progression of the UPA board retreats was toward whole object relationships and toward repairing the damage that earlier part-object relationships had inflicted.  The inconsolable grief over the organizational split, the losses (resignations), the fractured relationships, and group morale was allowed to surface, to be consciously felt, to be given words to, and to be used in the service of group healing.  The group, better able to contain conflict rather than fracture from it, was now able to address those issues that had been so toxic.


My role as outside consultant meant that I entered the group without the historic burden of having a rigid, projected group role. I was a “new object.”  To be sure, I was a “transference target,” a potentially good object who could help them to heal the Great Divide.  For instance, one devout Mormon member of the group approached me privately during a break to tell me that he appreciated my being not only “psychological” but also “religious” rather than purely “secular.”  He inferred my religiosity by virtue of my wearing a kippah, a Jewish skull cap.  I did not interpret the transference but allowed it to help him feel that he belonged in the group, rather than be an outsider to his own group because of his religious orientation.  


Our brief conversation made me think that yet another “divide” in the UPA group was between those are primarily secular psychologists and those whose spirituality rests alongside, or is part of, their clinical identity. During our conversation, I sensed that he felt that he had found in me an ally who would help him overcome his sense of outsiderness in the UPA group and truly listen to him. As an aside, I should add that during break-times, several Mormon members of the group told me privately how the fear of ridicule (the sudden, violent exposure of being an outsider again) from non-LDS people played a major role in their lives. Further, as the reader will recall, I playfully used the role of outsider in my role-playing with the “hats” as a way of inviting the group first to enact transferences to me in my role, and then to examine them within their group relationships.


I want to conclude by offering some reflections on “how I worked” with the UPA group, during session, during breaks and meals, and during car rides, to try to help the group begin to heal the “great divide.”  Except for the “HATS” exercise, I do not think of myself as primarily “playing a role” as facilitator or some cognate term.  The more I think about “what I do,” the more I keep returning in my mind to a central tenet in the Jewish liturgy that goes: “You shall love the Lord your G-d with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your might” (Deuteronomy 6:5; Mishna, Tractate Berachoth 9:5). I believe that this comes recurrently to mind not because I happen to be a Jew, but because the poetic idea so resonates with my sense of who and what I aspire to be in the world, including my work as organizational consultant.  Its “spirit,” as it were, has become a guiding metaphor in my organizational work. When I work with organizational clients and groups, this “translates” into being as fully present as is humanly possible to the person or people with whom one is working.  It is less a question of technique than of an orientation or “turning” toward the other (Buber, 1958).  The psychoanalytic work of Boyer (1999) and Ogden (1989) especially informs my understanding and “use” of countertransference.


There are many descriptions and technical terms that are part of this.  In processing my “observing ego” with the group, I help to restore the observing ego for individuals and the group.  I try above all to help the client and group feel safe enough (in a “good enough,” “containing,” “holding environment”) to share vulnerable thoughts, feelings, and fantasies, and to work with them.  Although I do not encourage “acting out” or enactment in the group, I have come to rely on its presence to provide vital information about intersubjective dynamics within and between members of the group.  When I “observe” (through countertransference) splitting, projection, and projective identification playing out in the group before our very eyes, I try to identify and demystify the process. 


I try to be an empathic presence, to try to stay emotionally present in the face of some very difficult material.  I try to hold and contain emotionally “hot” material, to be an attentive and respectful listener, to be aware of my own output and its possible effects on others, to feel and convey empathy, confidence and trust in the healing process, and to help others to feel safe and understood.  In a subsequent e-mail, one member of the group quoted the well-known St. Francis Prayer to say that this is how he experienced me and who he likewise aspires to be. (I owe many of these thoughts to Dr. Steve Morris, e-mail, 10 September 2004).

Conclusions

Let me try to weave this all together by way of conclusion.  Meaning is a vital, and often neglected, dimension of organizational experience, identity, structure, and functioning. In this paper I have (1) explored some of the dimensions of meaning – organizational and beyond – , (2) examined what meaning looks, sounds, and feels like, and (3) focused on the nature of meaning when it is governed by (1) “paranoid-schizoid” splitting and projective identification, and (2) “depressive” sadness and reparation.  I have briefly explored how splitting at its group extreme is expressed in war, and that this “killing off” of unwanted parts/people can also be undertaken symbolically.  I have also discussed the central roles of splitting and projective identification in those widespread emotionally sealed organizational forms known as “silos.”


I have further explored the beginning of an organizational transition from “paranoid-schizoid” meaning to “depressive” meaning in an extended example drawn from consulting with the board of directors of the Utah Psychological Association.  In conclusion what I have learned from this exercise is to pay far greater attention to the role of meaning in future organizational action research and consultation.
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