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Series Editor’s Preface

Margot Waddell

Since it was founded in 1920, the Tavistock Clinic has developed a wide range of developmental approaches to mental health which have been strongly influenced by the ideas of psychoanalysis. It has also adopted systemic family therapy as a theoretical model and a clinical approach to family problems. The Clinic is now the largest training institution in Britain for mental health, providing post graduate and qualifying courses in social work, psychology, psychiatry, and child, adolescent, and adult psychotherapy, as well as in nursing and primary care. It trains about 1,700 students each year in over 60 courses.

The Clinic’s philosophy aims at promoting therapeutic methods in mental health. Its work is based on the clinical expertise that is also the basis of its consultancy and research activities. The aim of this Series is to make available to the reading public the clinical, theoretical, and research work that is most influential at the Tavistock Clinic. The Series sets out new approaches in the understanding and treatment of psychological disturbance in children, adolescents, and adults, both as individuals and in families.

Social Defences against Anxiety is an extraordinarily significant volume and, as Series Editor, I am very proud to be adding it to the Karnac/Tavistock list of publications. The chapters included here are, in themselves, both impressive and instructive in the huge range of different areas of work and expertise represented in them. They also, individually and collectively, mark another milestone in the history and evolution of the ground-breaking work done in the late 1950s by Elliott Jaques and Isabel Menzies Lyth. As the Editors, who are both steeped in organizational and psychoanalytic thought, say in their Introduction, they feel that there is now a question in the air as to whether, nearly six decades later, the original paradigm “risked becoming a dead metaphor”. These thoughts were provoked in the context of a rapidly changing landscape in the worlds of organizational consultancy, education, health, welfare, and elsewhere.

As can clearly be seen here, this rapidly changing landscape was, predictably, not only in the areas of technology and socio-technical systems approaches, but also in the inevitable social changes brought about by globalization, the information economy, and different forms of management, governance, and consultancy. Furthermore, psychoanalytic theory in relation to both individual and group processes has itself been developing at pace since the original paradigm was formulated. Yet at the centre remain, as we see here, the original insights into the role and impact of unconscious mental processes, especially those of anxiety and the nature of defences against it, on organizational and institutional, as well as personal, life.

The breadth, depth, and subtlety of thinking and scholarship to be found here are remarkable. The collective wisdom expressed throughout these pages, especially in the ease of passage between theoretical writing and everyday idioms, is reliably and thoroughly informed by expert research in a huge variety of different settings.

My own feeling is that the book represents a line in the sand that will not easily be erased or washed away. A more accurate metaphor might be “conceptual benchmark” in the ongoing development of work at the Tavistock and elsewhere. This Institution has, itself, always espoused the importance of a way of thinking that goes both laterally—across social, cultural, and familial dynamics—and also vertically—from conscious head and heart to unconscious mental functioning. Social Defences against Anxiety will very significantly ensure the continuation of that particular hard, necessary, and fruitful joint endeavour.
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Introduction: revisiting the paradigm


David Armstrong & Michael Rustin



Origin of this book

This book has its origin in an invited symposium1 whose aim was to revisit one of the founding paradigms of a psychoanalytically informed approach to the practical understanding of institutions. The paradigm to be reconsidered had been first set out in writings on the subject of unconscious defences against anxiety by Elliott Jaques and Isabel Menzies Lyth, in papers published in 1955 and 1960, respectively.2 Underlying this aim was a perception by the editors that this paradigm now risked becoming a dead metaphor, since although its key ideas had been considerably developed3 and were often alluded to, it was not clear that it was any longer able to generate new insights in a landscape that had changed considerably during the time since they were first advanced.

Thus, the intention was to bring together a group to share reflections arising from their own work, on ways in which this paradigm continued to inform them, had potential for extension, refinement, or revision, and might be able to take account of both conceptual and contextual changes since it was first put forward. This group included organizational consultants, researchers, educators, and professional practitioners in the fields of education, health, and welfare, all of whom were known to be interested in these ideas.

In a Framing Statement, “Revisiting the ‘Unconscious Defences against Anxiety’ Thesis”, at the symposium, the editors had identified some questions and considerations that they suggested might usefully be engaged with. These included developments in psychoanalytic theory which had taken place since the paradigm was first set out; advances in the socio-technical systems approach to organizations, including the analysis of primary tasks and the anxieties that might be evoked by these; and consideration of more pervasive social changes that had taken place since 1960, in the direction of, for example, globalization, the information economy, neoliberalism, and new forms of management and governance. All of these we believed might be relevant to the renewal of the “unconscious defences against anxiety” paradigm. We also proposed that it would be valuable to examine different institutional and professional settings, to explore empirically whether and in what ways anxieties were being evoked in different fields of work, and how they were giving rise to defences.

Finally, we suggested that a research programme to investigate this field needed to be one that was committed to bringing about change in social practices and institutions, and not merely in describing them. As in psychoanalysis, understandings are achieved through the process of change itself, rather than as its “objective” precursor. In this tradition, a main resource for learning about prevailing anxieties and defences has been researchers who have engaged in reflection on experiences within their own work, as practitioners and/or consultants. It follows, we argued, that a research programme to investigate this field should be one that actively involves its subjects and aspires to a democratic communication of ideas.

This Introduction sets out the issues raised in the Framing Statement, linking them with the contributions made in the following chapters. We first revisit the original thesis that has shaped this entire tradition of thought.

Probably its most well-known expression was Isabel Menzies Lyth’s 1960 paper “A Case Study in the Functioning of a Social System as a Defence against Anxiety: A Report on the Nursing Service of a General Hospital”. There she described the dysfunctions of a particular social system and explained them as the effects of unconscious defences against the anxieties evoked in staff in the work of nursing. She argued that nurses were exposed to intense mental pain through the impact of patients’ suffering, and also from the necessity to confront situations of physical intimacy with patients for which they were emotionally ill-prepared. The states of pervasive anxiety aroused by this situation were largely unrecognized by the senior staff members responsible for managing this system. Unconscious defences against such anxiety were socially constructed and maintained, and they were institutionalized as inflexible routines and practices into which trainee nurses were socialized and to which they were expected to conform. This regime took the form of a minimization of personal contact with patients (even though it was an expectation of being able to give personal care to patients that had motivated many to become nurses), a displacement of sensitive forms of nursing by the ritualistic following of rules, and the maintenance of rigid hierarchies which required unquestioning obedience to superiors, significantly restricting the exercise of judgement and discretion. Correspondingly, nurses were given little opportunity to reflect with more experienced staff on their feelings about their work. Menzies Lyth argued that in the absence of opportunities to become aware of and to work through the anxieties inherent in their tasks, nurses responded by retreating from their painful situation, the latter taking the form of high levels of absence and sickness and of withdrawal from training of about a third of trainees. It was dysfunctions of this kind that had led to the original invitation to Menzies Lyth to conduct an investigation within a particular hospital.

Three chapters in this book explicitly discuss Menzies Lyth’s seminal paper on the system of nursing. In the opening chapter, William Halton critically views this study, identifying a key neglected element—that of obsessional defences—in his analysis. In chapter 7, Liz Tutton and Debbie Langstaff review academic research on nursing practice since its publication. They point out that attention was paid to Menzies Lyth’s study in the years after it was published (perhaps more than she herself realized) and that it contributed to a significant shift towards the more personal care of patients by nurses which came about in the 1970s. But they show also that some of the lessons concerning the need for the relationship-sensitive nursing which were learned then are now being unlearned, under the pressures of scarcity and of depersonalizing forms of management. Marcus Evans (Chapter 8), responding to the Francis Report (2013) on serious deficits in the care provided in British hospitals, draws on his observations and experience to describe regressive changes in the contemporary practice of nursing. It seems that although hospital systems have changed considerably since Menzies Lyth wrote her paper, they often retain a defensive function of keeping at a distance the emotional experiences of the nursing task.




Psychoanalytic theory and its social applications

Explanations of social and institutional behaviour as a consequence of unconscious mental processes have generally been regarded with some suspicion in the mainstream of social science. Difficulties in observing and accounting for unconscious processes, which are of their nature hidden from everyday view, have made the disciplines of sociology and psychology reluctant to incorporate these dimensions of mental life and social behaviour into their models of theory and method. The idea that unconscious or irrational motivations might have relevance can usually gain a hearing only when more conventional forms of explanation seem to fail, or to need some supplement. Menzies Lyth’s original paper retains its impact on contemporary readers because the discrepancy between what the hospital she studied set out to do (train nurses, provide care for patients) and what she observed actually happened within its walls was so great. It was this that provided scope for the explanation she gave in terms of extreme states of mind and the institutional defences constructed to hold these at bay. One of this book’s purposes is to consider other settings where awareness of unconscious dimensions of thought and action can deepen understanding of institutional processes.




Unconscious defences against anxiety: explanations from “inside” and from “outside”

The concepts of unconscious anxiety and unconscious defences in the description of psycho-social processes, central to the work of both Menzies Lyth and Elliott Jaques, had their origin in contributions by Melanie Klein and her colleagues to the field of psychoanalysis and its applications (Klein, 1935, 1946). Klein differentiated between paranoid-schizoid and depressive forms of anxiety, holding that the former characteristically belongs to an earlier and more primitive phase of development in which the infant self feels persecuted by its environment, with the loved and hated aspects of its objects being radically split from one another. Depressive anxiety was a consequence of a greater integration of the personality such that the severity of splitting between good and bad—the loved and the hated—was lessened and the self became capable of care for the well-being of its objects and capable also of remorse and a desire to repair the damage that in phantasy it inflicted on them. Jaques gave more attention than Menzies Lyth to the differences between paranoid-schizoid and depressive anxiety and their significance, although both these concepts are relevant to the understanding of anxieties in the context of nursing.

There were, however, significant differences between Jaques’s and Menzies Lyth’s formulation of these issues, as they emerge in and shape organizational dynamics. Jaques’s (1955) view was that “one of the primary cohesive elements binding individuals into institutionalized human association is that of defence against psychotic anxiety” (p. 479, emphasis in original). He argued correspondingly that the defensive apparatus is imported into the organization, as it were, from outside, arising from the psychopathologies of its members. As he put it later (in the process of repudiating it), “individuals unconsciously or collusively concoct organisation as a means of defence against psychotic anxieties, thereby generating a fundamental cause of problems within these organisations” (Jaques, 1995, p. 343). This view tends to split off the emotional world of the organization from its actual setting in the engagement of individuals within particular structures and in given social, economic, and political contexts.4

Menzies Lyth, in contrast, saw defensive processes as elicited by anxieties that were, instead, intrinsic to the particular work that an organization undertook—nursing in her original study. On this view, the defensive structure of the organization is not, as it were, imported into the organization by individuals de novo but is, rather, generated within it and is experienced by new entrants as a something to which they have to adapt. “This means in practice that she (the new entrant nurse) must incorporate and operate the social system more or less as she finds it, restructuring her psychic defences as necessary to match it” (1960/1988, p. 74.)

Bion’s theory of container and contained (Bion, 1963) throws light on this difference, since he argued that the relations between the two are reciprocal, the container influencing the contained, and the contained influencing the container. The mother–baby relationship is a prototypical case, the mother’s containing functions and capacities being shaped in response to the baby and its particular qualities. Another is the psychoanalytic setting itself, in which the containing frame of the analysis has to accommodate whatever the analysand brings to it. We can think of the psychoanalytic process as itself constituting a social institution, in which both internal realities (those of analyst and analysand) and “external” ones (those arising from the setting and the traditions of psychoanalysis) have influence.5 The setting and its effects may become most visible when it is at risk, which may be for internal reasons (“acting out”) or because of external disruption. Jaques and Menzies Lyth gave different emphases to the influence of the external and the internal (analogous, perhaps, to the duality of culture and personality6) in the understanding of the origins and consequences of unconscious anxieties for institutions. These differences are addressed by Philip Boxer (Chapter 5) and Nick Papadopoulos (Chapter 6) in this book, each arguing that institutional processes, and not individual states of mind, should be seen as the principal sources or generators of anxiety and defence.

Paul Hoggett (Chapter 3) outlines an approach to the psycho-social which seeks to take account of both internal and external forces contributing to irrational states of mind, insisting on their necessary synthesis. He extends the consideration of states of anxiety from the workplace and the particular social institution to the larger society. Hoggett gives an unconscious dimension to Raymond Williams’ concept of a structure of feeling, and he draws on psychoanalytic theory, in particular the idea of an internal establishment, as resources for the analysis of collective states of mind. He argues that “late modernity” has given rise to a pervasive state of anxiety, manifest in the panics that get into organizations and governments as they respond to perceived risks of many kinds.




The psychoanalytic concept of anxiety

Anxiety was a significant concept for Freud, the central topic of his Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety (1926d [1925]), and it became even more important in psychoanalytic theory as a consequence of the influence of Klein. It is the Kleinian formulation of anxiety which was taken up by Jaques and Menzies Lyth in their development of these ideas in institutional settings. One can question the grounds for continuing to give centrality to this idea. Susan Long (Chapter 2) and Paul Hoggett (Chapter 3) each argue that this concept is too narrow and that there is a need to broaden the paradigm, to include (in Hoggett’s words) “a variety of feelings that threaten to be overwhelming”. Many examples of the effects of overwhelming feelings, and defences against them, are indeed described in this book. Emil Jackson (Chapter 17) discusses the sexual anxieties evoked in teachers by adolescent pupils; Mannie Sher (Chapter 10) explores the dynamics of containing sexual violence in the work of a Sexual Assault Referral Centre; Simon Tucker (Chapter 16) describes the fear of failure engendered in primary school head teachers who feel both isolated and persecuted; and Maxim de Sauma, Sarah Fielding, and Michael Rustin (Chapter 20) describe the feelings of shame, humiliation, and anger that threaten to overcome the young offenders with whom they work.

Larry Hirschhorn and Sharon Horowitz (Chapter 12), in a departure from the predominantly care-focused concerns of many chapters in this book, view anxiety from a more positive perspective. They argue that, in contemporary society, risk-taking activities—from extreme sports to trading in financial markets—are positively valued by many and that the anxieties engaged by these pursuits can be exciting and energizing. Like Papadopoulos and Boxer, they argue that in “turbulent environments” (Emery & Trist, 1965), such as those of the present day, anxieties may have a different form and function than in more stable and hierarchical systems. These arguments, like those of many other contributors, locate the sources of anxiety in social processes that extend well beyond any single institution. Hirschhorn and Horowitz describe the need to differentiate between what they call protective frames—cultural constructions that enable risks to be managed rationally—and the unconscious defences that are resorted to when these break down. The protective frames they identify in the context of extreme sports are the specific discipline of a sport, its skills, and its good equipment. In financial trading, they are the understanding of the market as a game, an enjoyment of the process of trading, and a belief in the capacity of the partners as a pair. What ensues when these protective frames break down (as they did for their clients) seems to be something akin to the “manic defences” of psychopathology. One might think of the consultancy practice they described as enabling clients to discriminate between protective frames and unconscious defences against anxiety.

More generally, given these broadening frames of affective reference, a question arises as to whether there are still good reasons for encompassing this “wide variety of feelings” within an overarching concept of anxiety, or whether they should be thought of as each requiring a separate formulation and analysis.

For Freud, anxiety was experienced whenever the ego, or the rational part of the mind, felt at risk of being overwhelmed. Anxiety is, we might say, the signal that unconscious desires and fears are threatening to take control of the personality. This basic idea is consistent with the later developments of this concept in psychoanalysis, including the theory of unconscious defences. Anxiety is what threatens to swamp the capacity for understanding and thinking, and the sense of self. Neurotic anxiety gives rise, in Freud’s view, to certain symptoms, to which the unconscious social defences described in Menzies Lyth’s nursing paper are analogous. Psychotic anxiety disrupts the mind altogether, and it detaches the spheres of unconscious fantasy and reality from one another, leaving the self at the mercy of the former.7

Nevertheless, it seems fair to say that Freud struggled in his writings to give consistency to this concept, returning to the topic many times (De Bianchedi, Scalozub De Boschan, De Cortiñas, & De Piccolo, 1988). Freud states in Inhibitions, Symptoms and Anxiety that “anxiety has an unmistakable relation to expectation: it is anxiety about something” (1926d [1925], p. 163). But whereas “fear” is of a known object, the object of “anxiety” is a response to a situation of danger that is not understood by the subject. Freud’s original concept of anxiety is a quantitative idea, of psychic equilibrium being disturbed by excesses of desire from within, then being managed through the diversion of energy into phobias or other neurotic symptoms. In 1926 Freud locates the site of anxiety in the ego, and this allows him to recognize the different kinds of relation to objects in which it occurs. In the New Introductory Lectures (1933a), he suggests that a particular determinant of anxiety (defined as the response to a situation of danger) is allotted to every age of development: “The danger of physical helplessness fits the stage of the ego’s early immaturity; the danger of loss of an object (or loss of love) fits the lack of self-sufficiency in the first years of childhood; the fantasied danger of being castrated fits the phallic phase; and finally fear of the super-ego, which assumes a special position, fits the period of latency” (1933a, p. 88). But although his theory of anxiety does acquire a relational dimension, its primary focus remains on danger to the self.

It is with the object-relations school of psychoanalysis that the fully relational concept of anxiety, and its wider social applications, emerges. Klein did not disagree with Freud about repression—indeed, she extended his understanding of the harmful effects of an excessive superego. But because she held that from the beginnings of life the human being was in an emotionally charged relationship to others (initially, its maternal object), the focal concern became the nature of these relationships and, in particular, the balance that prevailed within them of feelings of love and hate, both of which dispositions, according to Klein (and indeed Freud), were innate. The development of the concept of anxiety in Klein’s work, and in particular the ideas of paranoid-schizoid and depressive anxiety, shifted its emphasis away from the force and fear of instinctual impulses. Unconscious anxieties are about risks to the survival not only of the self, but also of its objects. The bodily dimension of anxiety does not disappear—Menzies Lyth describes her nurses as deeply disturbed by feelings—for example, of desire and disgust—aroused by their proximity to the exposed and damaged bodies of their patients. But it is an essentially relational idea of anxiety, deeply influenced by Klein’s formulations, that is taken up in the social defences paradigm.




Later developments in the concept of anxiety

In the Framing Paper it was noted that, in recent decades, an evolution of the concept of unconscious defences against anxiety has taken place, primarily in a clinical context, through the idea of narcissistic defences or “borderline” states of mind. Psychoanalysts including Henri Rey (1994), John Steiner (1993), Ronald Britton (1998b), and Edna O’Shaughnessy (1981, 1992) evolved this idea to explain a particular form of unconscious psychological defence in patients. This borderline state of mind, sometimes referred to as a psychic retreat (Armstrong, 2005b; Steiner, 1993), is adopted as a refuge from unbearable anxieties of paranoid-schizoid or depressive kinds, or both. These anxieties are liable to be disavowed, repressed, or split off since they threaten to be overwhelming to the psyche. In this formulation, the place in the mind of knowing and understanding, and of not-knowing and not-understanding, has become more central, following the influence of Wilfred Bion. Whereas in classical Kleinian theory, it was the balance of love and hate which was crucial in determining the state of the psyche, Bion, developing Klein’s idea of an epistemophilic instinct, added a third fundamental disposition—namely, the desire to understand—whose inhibition or destruction was liable to be damaging or even catastrophic for the personality, as he showed in his descriptions of his analytic work with psychotic patients (Bion, 1967). Bion links his account with Freud’s early understanding of psychotic states as characterized by a loss of connection between mind and reality.

This idea of a borderline or narcissistic defence against anxiety has been recently made use of by colleagues in the UK to understand various crises in the welfare system—for example, in the failure of agencies responsible for child protection to intervene when children’s lives were at risk. One such instance was the death of Victoria Climbié in 2000, a case that attracted great public attention. Following the official Report by Lord Laming which described its circumstances in detail,8 it was argued (Cooper, 2005; M. E. Rustin, 2005; M. J. Rustin, 2004) that it was a refusal to know, a form of “turning a blind eye” (a phrase used by Steiner in his characterization of a borderline state of mind), that had allowed this catastrophe to take place. They suggested that it was the forms of relationship and cultures which dominated these occupational settings which were the key factor. Procedures could themselves sometimes become a form of unconscious organizational defence, just as they had been in the hospital studied by Menzies Lyth. Andrew Cooper and Julian Lousada (2005) have explored the use of this “borderline” concept in relation to the contemporary health and welfare systems more widely, in their book Borderline Welfare. Andrew Cooper and Amanda Lees’s chapter in this book (Chapter 15) revisits this field of practice. It is likely that the focus of public attention on a single scandalous case when abuses of this kind are revealed, and an institutional reluctance to investigate the systemic contexts in which failures occur, is itself evidence of the resilience of such defences of not-knowing.9

A related development in psychoanalytic theory relevant to this paradigm is the theory of destructive narcissism. Herbert Rosenfeld (1971) developed this idea to explain the form of narcissistic defence in which contempt for others was mobilized to sustain a sense of omnipotence, a damaging instance of what John Steiner (1993) calls a pathological organization, dominated by hatred and destructiveness. Both Rosenfeld (1971) and Donald Meltzer (1973) wrote of the phenomenon of the internal gang, or gang in the mind, as such a form of unconscious psychological defence. Such a formation may be keeping at bay overwhelming feelings of guilt caused by the real or phantasied damage caused by the self to its primary objects of attachment. Where the self can feel justified and supported by its internal gang in its contempt for victims, guilt can be repressed or projected on to others.

To the concepts of persecutory and depressive anxiety and “borderline” or narcissistic states of mind may be added even more primitive anxieties concerning survival itself. Bion’s (1963) theory of the container–contained relationship and his idea of nameless dread, Esther Bick’s (1968) observations of infants and her concept of “the second skin” as a defence against the fear of “falling to pieces”, Frances Tustin’s (1981) and Donald Meltzer’s (1975) work on autism, and Thomas Ogden’s (1989) concept of the contiguous-autistic position are all resources for the exploration of extreme anxieties whose origin may lie prior to the formation of paranoid-schizoid personality structures. In this book, Aideen Lucey’s discussion in chapter 13 of the second-skin defence adopted by corporate managers in response to a performance culture draws on Bick’s ideas; Boxer, drawing on Lacan’s writing, develops a concept of “existential anxiety”, distinct from “performance” or “annihilation anxiety”. Hoggett’s reference to an almost universal fear of risks in late modern capitalism points to pervasive anxieties about survival itself.

Developments in the understanding of the mechanisms of defence have accompanied exploration of these extreme and disordered states of mind. Particularly important has been “projective identification”—the idea that individuals may project into and then perceive in others attributes that they find intolerable to recognize as parts of themselves. Bion saw such projective communications as sometimes merely evacuative, getting rid of unwanted parts of the self into its objects, and as sometimes expressing a desire to communicate. Such communications take place in the relationship between “container and contained” (Bion, 1963), both in the maternal and the psychoanalytic situations, as well as in group and institutional contexts.

Several contributors in this book make use of the concepts of projective identification and the countertransference to understand particular forms of anxiety and defence. Jo Finch and Jason Schaub (Chapter 19) explain the inability of assessors of social work training placements to make appropriate judgements about performance (sometimes almost no student is allowed to fail) as an effect of their being overwhelmed by the projective identifications of their students. Anne Zachary (Chapter 11) describes the cut-off states of mind of staff she encountered in a visit to a Special Hospital, and their disorienting effects on her, which she interprets as their unconscious defence against the anxiety provoked by their patients. Maxim de Sauma and his co-authors (Chapter 20) describe one of the main issues in their group work with young offenders as the risk of becoming overwhelmed by the projected mindlessness and depression of their patients.

These ideas of projective identification and the countertransference give us resources to understand the larger transmission of anxieties in organizational systems, since distress and pain felt in any one part of a system are liable to be projected into other parts. Thus, in Finch’s and Schaub’s studies, it is ultimately the distresses of disadvantaged and marginalized social work clients which are being unconsciously transmitted to social work trainees and, from them, onwards to their teachers. In the original Menzies Lyth nursing study, the projections were firmly organized so as to operate in the opposite direction. Upwards communications about emotions from patients and junior nurses were blocked, and the obsessional defences and latent hostility towards patients that are noted in Halton’s chapter as having become embedded in the nursing hierarchy were pushed downwards into the front-line nurses. This concept of the mirroring effects of anxieties transmitted across different levels of an organization is one of the most powerful psycho-social ideas to have emerged from the understanding of the processes of projective and introjective identification.

It will be evident that there is a large variety of states of mind that can become overwhelming in social settings and that are liable to give rise to unconscious structures of defence. Developments in psychoanalytic thinking, most often based on clinical experience, have provided new resources for reflecting on anxieties and defences arising in social settings. It is because it makes possible such subtle explorations of different kinds of relations between persons and their objects that psychoanalytic thinking remains a valuable resource for the study of institutional processes.




Varieties of institutions

We next consider the different social and institutional contexts to which the original paradigm has relevance. The anxieties and unconscious defences described in the original paradigm were located in two particular settings: the industrial conflicts of a factory and hospital nursing. But there are many other social institutions to which it has relevance, as is shown in contributions to this book. What conceptual and methodological resources can be brought to bear on understanding the institutional contexts of defences against anxiety?

From the beginning, socio-technical systems theory has been central to this work. Two of its key concepts are: the transformative process by which inputs from various elements of an institution’s environment are transformed through work into its outputs; and the idea of the “primary task”, which identifies the principal goals of an institution or sub-group within it and directs attention to the organizational prerequisites of these being either fulfilled or not (Miller, 1993; Miller & Rice, 1967). It should be recognized that the primary task of an organization is constructed, not given, and is often disputed. The term is most valuable as an analytic resource, for clarifying the connections and interdependences between different elements of a social system, and should not be taken as a moral or political endorsement of any particular institution’s goals. Gordon Lawrence (1985) valuably differentiates between the normative primary task, the existential primary task, and the phenomenal primary task of an organization. The normative is what members of organizations feel they ought to be doing, under the direction of authority; the existential task is what they believe they are doing; and the phenomenal is what it is hypothesized that they are doing, perhaps outside their conscious awareness. These distinctions are analytically useful in getting to grips with belief, fantasy, and reality in the behaviour of organizations and their members.

Organizations are often internally diverse. There may be no single primary task that captures their complexity. Hospitals, for example, include different environments of care. An operating theatre, an accident and emergency room, a long-stay ward for children suffering from serious illnesses, and a ward populated by patients suffering from dementia all make different emotional demands on their staff and their patients, although there are responsibilities common to all caring environments. In many institutions, there will be more than one principal goal or value, and its definition may be contested, leading to conflict. For example, in schools, the goal of maximizing the achievement of the most capable children may compete with commitments to children with average or low academic ability. Or in an institution such as a prison, the goals of administering punishment (by means of confinement and other measures of deprivation) may be in conflict with the aim of achieving rehabilitation and reform. Such conflicts can lead to serious problems of organizational identity.

Clarifying the inputs, outputs, and transformative processes within organizations, and what accompanies these in terms of their structures, cultures, and relations to their environments, provides a useful method of analysis. But from the perspective of unconscious defences against anxiety, there is a further question—namely, where organizations have distinct primary tasks as their condition of operation, are there also distinct forms of anxiety that are evoked by them? We suggest that this well be the case and propose the hypothesis that many primary tasks are liable to have associated with them a corresponding primary anxiety.

Contributions to this book give grounds for thinking that the dominant anxieties of, for example, primary school teachers, investment bankers, hospital nurses, lawyers, policeman, and prison officers are different from one another. For example, a significant anxiety for teachers must be that their students fail to learn; this may lead teachers to fear that they are failing too. This is linked to the larger anxiety inseparable from learning itself, which inherently involves the risk of “not-knowing” and the vulnerability that comes from this. This may indeed be the central anxiety, intrinsic to learning, present in all educational environments. It is then one of the essential tasks of educators to contain the vulnerability of learners, so that they can tolerate not-knowing for long enough to be able to learn and change. When this anxiety becomes overwhelming, unconscious organizational defences are liable to emerge. These may include the scapegoating of failure, expressed through an excess of blame or exclusion; mechanistic prescription and regulation of how learning is to take place; and the displacement of complex learning by concerns about external recognition or disgrace.10

“Defences” are constructed as a means of coping with such anxieties, and they become embedded and enforced within the structure, rules, and cultures of institutions as routine assumptions and practices that become taken for granted “as the way things are done here” (Trist, Higgins, Murray, & Pollock, 1990). They are learned and adopted during the process of socialization of new entrants to an institution (who may have joined initially with rather different expectations than are realized in practice) and are then passed on to their successors. Institutions will select for those who find their defensive structures and cultures tolerable or welcome and will tend to marginalize or expel those who find themselves resisting them. Jon Stokes (Chapter 14) discusses this phenomenon in the context of the recruitment and socialization of lawyers.

Such defences, like the symptoms of neurotic or psychotic anxieties which Freud described in individual patients, can be expected to have a positive function of some kind, displacing or reducing the anxieties to which they are a response. Thus an apparently superficial and purposeless symptom (e.g., an obsession, a hysterical anxiety, or a phobia) gives a more-or-less manageable form to desires or fears that unconsciously threaten the integrity of the personality. While social defences are unlikely to be helpful to an institution or to its members in achieving their primary goals or outputs, they may nevertheless perversely contribute to their psychic survival.

One aim of this book is to explore differences between organizational contexts and to clarify the particular states of anxiety and defences which emerge in them. Institutions described in the chapters that follow are engaged in different kinds of work, often designed to meet the needs or risks to well–being of distinct populations of clients. These include hospital patients, school pupils, infants and young children in day nurseries, young offenders, offenders detained or in treatment because of diagnoses of severe personality disorder, and vulnerable families deemed in need of attention by social services. While the focus may be on the professional staff providing the services, rather than on the users of their services, the clients are nevertheless an implicit presence in these accounts as the ultimate “objects” of professional work. Where the organizations in question are businesses, the principal goal may be the achievement of a financial surplus or profit, although there may also be “intrinsic” commitments to the value of whatever is produced in pursuit of this end.

Contributors to this symposium were from different locations, and some differences of perspective emerged. Some were committed to (or perhaps nostalgic for) the containing structures of the welfare settlement of post-war Britain, with its commitment to social integration and care. From this position the marketization and governmental regulation of autonomous professional practices were seen as sources of anxiety. But for others, perhaps more accustomed to work in the private sector and to the culture of the US, exposure to new forms of competition and risk-taking, and socio-technical changes arising from the knowledge economy, were viewed in a more hopeful spirit. What was shared, however, was a commitment to the psychoanalytically informed analysis of social institutions.




A changed social environment

A third element of our approach was concerned with understanding broader social changes that had taken place during the last half-century. The question here was, what implications did these have for the understanding of anxieties? The original studies had taken place in strongly boundaried, hierarchical settings in the 1950s. Much has changed in Western (and other) societies since then. Social structures have in significant respects become weaker, and individuals are required to depend more on their own initiative for survival. Substantial de-industrialization has taken place, and a large proportion of employees no longer work in large-scale physical manufacturing but, instead, in service, knowledge, or digital industries or are self-employed. Financialization of the economy has occurred, demanding more pressing attention to profit in many organizations, both public and private. Control by extended hierarchies has been to a degree replaced by networks, systems of market exchange, or devolved autonomy, in which discipline is imposed through rewards and sanctions for competitive success or failure. This change in the modalities of power has been described as a move from government to governance, and its practices theorized as the new public management (Clarke, Gewirtz, & McLaughlin, 2000; Du Gay, 2005).11 That is to say, regulation and control are achieved less through direct instruction and command, and more by inspecting, measuring, and auditing the activities of units expected take responsibility for their performance.12 Many organizations are required to be concerned not merely with the adequacy of their performance according to defined criteria, but also with its standard relative to that of competitors, with published league tables to make visible a hierarchy of merit and achievement. Consumers and service users are supposed to be empowered, through being able to exercise choices that reward success and punish failure among providers. Such systems exercise formidable pressures on organizations and are the source of anxieties no doubt of both productive and destructive kinds. Occupations have emerged that exercise the responsibilities of audit and inspection. Whereas the main function of earlier inspectorates, such as Her Majesty’s Inspectors (HMIs) in the British school system, was to provide expert advice and support, the new inspectors are de facto the enforcers of government policies, including those that give priority to financial solvency. (This emphasis is particularly fierce in the British NHS.) It is widely held that permanence and security of employment has been diminished by these changes and that “precarity”, as with the emergence of zero-hours contracts, is becoming a common experience. There is much to be investigated in regard to the different pressures that now bear down on individuals and organizations in the era of neoliberalism. Several chapters make direct or indirect reference to this context. In the socio-technical systems tradition, the seminal concept referring to these changes was the “turbulent environment” (Emery & Trist, 1965).

Theories of globalization and individualization developed by social scientists such as Ulrich Beck (1992), Anthony Giddens (1994, 1998), and David Harvey (1991, 2005) go some way to explain the changes noted above. They describe the erosion of social structures that formerly provided some protection to large numbers of people from the pressures of competition. Improved means of communication, both physical and virtual, enabled corporations to escape from national and local constraints on their operations. Deregulation of labour and financial markets has altered the balance of economic and social power to the advantage of capital. Ulrich Beck’s idea of the risk society emphasized the exposure of citizens to new threats to well-being, from which collectivist structures were now less able to insulate them. Giddens took an optimistic view of these changes, seeing them as potentially empowering citizens to exercise greater choice and agency in their consumption of what we might call the welfare goods of education and healthcare.13 A concept of modernization essentially favourable to the enhanced role of markets and consumer choice was influenced by these conceptions, and it has dominated the approaches of governments in Britain and the US since 1980.

Anxieties and defences against them may be generated in this context at opposite poles of the social spectrum. At one end, there has been the “irrational exuberance”14 seen in the financial system, which contributed to the near-collapse of the banking system in 2007–8. Of interest to researchers into unconscious defences against anxiety must be the states of mind and behaviours observed within the financial sector in this period (Stein, 2011; Tuckett, 2012). At the other, we have the re-emergence of food banks for the poor; there were also the Summer Riots in London of 2012, in which large numbers of young people engaged in disorder and looting on a scale and with a rapidity that owed much to the role of new media of communication.

Related to these perspectives is a literature on the displacement of vertical by horizontal forms of connectedness in recent decades—sometimes described as the emergence of the network society. Information technology is assigned an important role in these changes. A positive view of their potential has been put forward by Manuel Castells (2012) and Paul Mason (2013. They explain the recent emergence of rapidly forming protest movements, such as those of the Arab Spring, in part through the wide availability of instant lateral communication, through social media and the phenomena of texting, blogging, and email, which enable collectivities to form and dissolve in rapid and apparently spontaneous ways. Mason has used the evocative metaphor of swarms and swarming to describe this phenomenon.

There are also the broader consequences of information technology to be examined. On the one hand, this makes information openly available at an unprecedented scale and immediacy. On the other, these “virtual” resources can be deployed in perverse and exploitative ways, engendering new forms of addictive, delusional, and sometimes violent behaviour. The impact of these technologies and the behaviours to which they give rise on family dynamics, as well as on the relations between generations, are another field to be investigated. James Krantz’s chapter examines these issues (chapter 4).

What are the consequences of the emergence of these new environments for anxiety and systems of defence? Several chapters explore such contexts—for example, examining the anxieties of senior entrepreneurs and managers working in financial services (Hirschhorn & Horowitz), in the legal profession (Stokes), and in corporate management (Lucey) and of primary school head teachers (Tucker) now exposed to wider entrepreneurial responsibilities than they were prepared for by their earlier career as teachers.

It may be argued that anxieties are more often the product of these external contextual conditions than of psychological responses to distressing work. On this view, the main source of anxiety among the nurses in Menzies Lyth’s study did not arise from their unmetabolized response to their patients’ suffering, but, rather, from the impact of a hierarchical form of authority typical of its time.15 The hospital’s unresponsiveness to mental pain thus merely reflected the usual way in which emotions went unnoticed and disregarded.16

Some contributors argue that explanation of defences against anxiety needs to focus more on societal factors and less on the interpersonal dynamics that they believe had too large a place in Menzies Lyth’s and especially Jaques’s approaches. Boxer argues that the nature of anxiety has been transformed by the erosion of hierarchies and by the increasing “turbulence” of organizational settings, which are now exposed to many “lateral” pressures. He compares the organizational environment to the complex ecology of a coral reef and argues that a kind of “existential anxiety” (i.e., unstructured and always present) is the consequence of such wider exposure. Lucey adapts the psychoanalytic concept of the “second skin” to describe the defences she observes in corporate managers to a pervasive performance culture, which she sees as an effect of neoliberalism and the culture of consumer capitalism. Nick Papadopoulos (Chapter 6) proposes that the “cultural theory” based on the work of Mary Douglas can add a valuable sociological dimension to the original paradigm (Douglas, 1970; Thompson, Ellis, & Wildavsky, 1990). Stresses in organizations on this view are as likely to be the outcome of contradictions and confusions of “thought styles” (between four competing patterns of competition, hierarchy, collective enclave, and fatalistic individualism and their hybrids) as of the unconscious anxieties evoked by the tasks performed by their members.

Giving inadequate recognition to external forces can explain why interventions to address unconscious defences, like that of Menzies Lyth, may fail. Alastair Bain’s (1998) concept of domain anxiety was relevant to this. He addressed the problem of why organizational defences seemed sometime to be so embedded that local improvements apparently achieved through consultancy interventions could be short-lived, as defensive structures dominant in the wider environment returned to re-take possession of a now-deviant and therefore threatening setting.

These contrasting emphases on internal and external explanations echo differences between psychoanalytic and socio-technical kinds of explanation which emerged at the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations in the 1970s, and which led to serious divisions within it. We, however, hold that both of these levels of explanation—one locating the sources of anxiety in the organization of different kinds of work, and the other in the effects of an external social environment—are equally relevant and that they should not be seen as alternatives to one another.

Occupations and their practices and cultures are shaped by the larger social system in which they are located. But they also contribute to the shaping of that system and are not merely its passive effects. The occupations and institutions that were most powerful in the era of the European welfare state differ from those that dominate in the era of neoliberalism, and each of them was active in shaping its respective period of hegemony. For example, the mining industry, employing 734,000 workers in Britain in 1950 and virtually none today, and the financial and insurance sector, employing 1.1 million in 2012, exercised influence larger than their numbers in shaping its social system in these two periods.




Practical understandings of anxieties and defences

As well as investigating the nature of unconscious anxieties and defences in organizations, our symposium was interested in how they could be practically addressed. This was the normative or ethical commitment of the originators of this paradigm. Jaques sought through shared understanding to find solutions to some of the pressing problems of industrial conflict at his time of writing. Menzies Lyth hoped that a shared understanding of the hospital social system as an unconscious defence might lead to improvement in the well-being of both patients and nurses.

The contributors to this volume seem all to share this commitment. Jackson describes the role of a work discussion group with teachers in a school in thinking about the anxieties evoked by the sexualized behaviour of adolescent pupils, noting its calming and containing effects. Peter Elfer (Chapter 18) reports the considerable take-up of this method in the day nurseries, as providing space for staff to reflect on the emotional dimension of their work with children and parents, improving the quality of care. Sebastian Kraemer (Chapter 9) describes the difficulties of maintaining space for reflective practices in institutions such as hospitals. While strongly committed to this perspective and its benefits, he draws attention to the fragility of such spaces, drawing attention, as Freud had done, to the human proclivity to conform to the group in contexts of conflict or danger. (The anxieties aroused by situations where thought is unfettered by authority or convention explains the fate of Bion’s Northfield Experiment in the British Army: see Bion, 1961; Harrison, 2000.) Long provides an unexpected extension of Bion’s idea that there is a primary instinct to understand, or for knowledge, to be added to the previous duality of Love and Hatred (L, H, and K in Bion’s notation) (Bion, 1962a). She describes what she has learned from her training of horses about how learning can take place. Horses are, like human beings, social animals and are trained most effectively when both their need for security and safety and their curiosity and initiative are engaged. Consultancy, she proposes, should function more in the mode of “whispering”, in a conversation—and less in the mode of shouting. Finch’s and Schaub’s attention to the functions of projective identification in the practice assessments of social work trainees is plainly given in the hope of modifying the toxic processes they describe. Lucey found that her leadership development work with managers was able to provide some containment of their anxieties and restore contact with their more reparative and authentic selves, though she describes this as addressing the symptoms rather than the causes of the anxieties that manifest themselves in their second-skin defences.

There is a methodological as well as a normative dimension to the commitment of this tradition to practical understanding. A conception shared by clinical psychoanalysis and psychoanalytically informed consultancy is that understanding is best achieved in the activity of seeking change. There are ontological reasons for this, where the primary objects of understanding are unconscious states of mind, understood as real structures perceived mainly through their effects. The power and effect of unconscious formations becomes evident principally in the context of interactions, which create space (e.g., through the transference and countertransference) for observing the discrepancies between manifest and latent structures, as well as between external reality and its representations or misrepresentations. For the most part, the work in this book continues a tradition of action research which was initially inspired by a dictum attributed to Kurt Lewin, “The best way to understand a system is to change it.”

There is also an epistemological and communicative dimension to this paradigm, in both its original and its contemporary forms. The epistemological aspect lies in the necessity to describe and capture the experience of human objects of research in their own terms. The anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1983), advocating a conception of research that can capture the culture- and meaning-making capacity of its subjects, referred to such descriptions as “experience-near”.

The communicative aspect arises from the fact that in both clinical psychoanalysis and organizational consultancy, it is only when those whom psychoanalysts and organizational consultants are trying to understand begin to understand themselves that change takes place. Researchers in these linked traditions therefore have to be adept at formulating ideas that may well draw on theoretical or technical conceptions, but also have to be intelligible and accessible in the language of everyday life.

This book contains both writings that are primarily theoretical and others that in their descriptions (whether of head teachers, young offenders, or indeed partners in a hedge fund) remain close to the experiences of their subjects. A capacity to translate freely between theoretical and everyday idioms (recognizing, of course, that each influences the other) is intrinsic to this field of work.

Another way of putting this is to say that the model of research that underlies this paradigm is a democratic one. This bears on the distinction between horizontal and vertical forms of communication which is made in this book. One form of knowledge, which is appropriate to many medical, scientific, and technological fields, is top-down in its usual application. Expert research is undertaken and is implemented in policies for the benefit of unavoidably inexpert and passive citizens. The contemporary “nudge” approach to public policy is a crafty attempt to achieve policy goals with a minimum of coercion. (Thaler & Sunstein, 2008). Another form of knowledge, more strongly represented in this book, is generated interactively in dialogue and through practical action, and its dissemination is more horizontal than vertical. Those working within this paradigm are generally committed to interactive, inclusive, and egalitarian forms of communication, on grounds that it these that facilitate learning and support consensual and democratic forms of authority.

* * *

The book is arranged in four sections. The first is mainly theoretical, and its chapters analyse, revise, and develop the original paradigm in the light of developments in both theory and society. The three subsequent sections focus on particular fields of application: healthcare and nursing, the private sector, and education and welfare. However, theory and its contextual applications overlap throughout. For example, William Halton’s opening chapter both argues for a theoretical revision to Menzies Lyth’s original thesis, and makes a contribution to the understanding of health systems. Hirschhorn and Horowitz’s chapter reports an experience of consultancy in the financial sector of business and challenges a negative view of risk and anxiety, which it sees as implicit in the “social defences” tradition. An underlying assumption of this work is that theoretical understanding can only be advanced by engagement with particular contexts. It is through such a dialogue between the investigation of what Cooper and Lees call complex particulars that we hope that the unconscious defences against anxiety paradigm will be advanced.



Notes

1. This took place at St John’s College Oxford in September 2012, with the support of the Independent Social Research Foundation, Tavistock Consulting, and the Research Centre of St John’s College. Its precursor was an earlier symposium, celebrating the life and work of Menzies Lyth, which took place at the Tavistock Centre in 2009 and whose proceedings were published in the British Journal of Psychotherapy, 26 (No. 2, 2010), pp. 138-226, edited by D. Armstrong, T. Dartington, M. Rustin, and A. Zachary.

2. Isabel Menzies Lyth’s 1960 paper, which appeared in Human Relations, 13 (2): 95–121, was published under her maiden name, Isabel Menzies, as were her other publications prior to her marriage in the mid-1970s. In this book she is referred to throughout as Menzies Lyth.

3. For example, by Menzies Lyth and her associates’ own work on nursery care (Bain & Barnett, 1986; Menzies Lyth, 1989), Hinshelwood and Skogstad’s Observing Organisations (2000, pp. 1–11, 155–166), Miller and Gwynne’s A Life Apart (1972), Tim Dartington’s Managing Vulnerability (2010), and papers by Obholzer (1994b), Bain (1998), Hoyle (2004), Stein (2000), Long (2006), Cooper (2010), Khaleelee (2010), Krantz (2010), and Hoggett (2010).

4. One wonders, however, how well this formulation by Jaques of his earlier position corresponded to his own explanatory practice. His account of the depressive and paranoid-schizoid states of mind of managers and trade unionists in conflict with one another in the factory he studied (Jaques, 1955) suggests that these have origins in a structured social relationship and can by no means be seen solely as the projections of the unconscious anxieties of individuals. At issue in this debate is the adequacy or otherwise of methodological individualism in the explanation of social processes.

5. We are indebted to Margaret Rustin for this suggestion.

6. Eric Trist (1950) refers to this debate.

7. Those who have worked in psychotic environments, whether of a clinical or even political kind, know how terrorizing these can be.

8. http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20130107105354/http://www.dh.gov.uk/en/Publicationsandstatistics/Publications/PublicationsPolicyAndGuidance/DH_4008654

9. Many other examples of this phenomenon could be given—for example, the practice of paedophilia occurring unnoticed or unhindered in public institutions (O’Hagan, 2012).

10. Pruitt and Barber (2004) give an account of these dilemmas from a US perspective.

11. Foundational to the earlier system is Weber’s theory of bureaucracy (1948), to the later is Foucault on governmentality (Burchell, Gordon, & Miller, 1991).

12. Although these new systems are justified as conferring freedom on both service users and providers, they are sometimes experienced as more centralized and authoritarian than those they replace.

13. Giddens (1991, 1992) also argued for the utopian possibilities of individualization in the personal sphere, through a concept of the “pure relationship” unfettered by constraints. For a critique of these ideas, see Craib (1994).

14. This is the famous phrase of Alan Greenspan, Chair of the US Federal Reserve from 1987–2006, during the key decades of financial deregulation.

15. Critiques of authoritarian institutions were common at that time—for example, E. R. Goffman’s description of “total institutions” in Asylums (1961) and the movement for de-carcerization that he influenced.

16. The impact of the Robertsons’ films on the experience of young children in hospital, where their distress at their separation from parents had been completely unnoticed, is an instance of this kind (Robertson & Robertson, 1953, 1958).
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