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Note:

In the following I offer a preliminary exploration of ideas exemplified by a brief vignette rather than a fully documented and elaborated argument.  My purpose is to stimulate further thought on the topic and to see how the preliminary line of thinking offered here might develop.

1.
In the world of social institutions, certain organizations pursue a special purpose.  This purpose involves implementing programs intended to improve the lives of those judged disadvantaged.  This purpose plays a particularly notable role in the non-profit sector, though it is not limited to that sector and public or for-profit organizations can also imagine themselves enabling their clients to overcome disadvantages and lead fuller and more productive lives.  Yet in these other sectors, the end of enabling the disadvantaged is combined with another different end, in the public sector to serve the public interest, and in the for-profit sector to make profit.  What is peculiar to the non-profit sector is the absence of any necessity to serve either the public interest or private profit. 

The possibilities opened up by this situation of the non-profit organization have encouraged some to consider such organizations uniquely appropriate vehicles for securing the welfare of those unable to do so on their own within the context of an economic system oriented toward individual initiative and responsibility.  The non-profit organization has, in principle at least, a notable advantage over public sector organizations because the latter’s inherent focus on what is universal about citizenship may cause them difficulty when the task is to direct attention to what is particular and unique in individual circumstance and need.  Put in another language, the problem of welfare for the disadvantaged requires an organization capable of directing its attention to the problem of the particular person, of understanding the particular setting of that problem, and therefore of adopting what I have elsewhere characterized as a stewardship role, which is one in which the steward acts for the particular other and not for the profit of the organization or the more universal ends embedded in the public interest.


Before we assume, however, that the purity of purpose to which I have just alluded actually characterizes organizations in the non-profit sector, it will be helpful to take a closer look at the motivations of those working in that sector and the motivations driving organizations operating there.  The question of motivation to which I refer here is not simply, or even primarily, that of the ostensible ends of the organization as we will find them stated in its publications and mission statements.  On the contrary, as is true in general of organizations, those statements should be understood to offer at best a limited and distorted picture of the deeper impulses driving their work.  To understand these deeper impulses we need to consider the psychodynamic processes operating within the organizations and the impulses to which they give rise.


A plausible psychodynamic interpretation of the motivation driving organizations concerned to make good those in some way impaired in their capacity to function on their own might begin with the reparative urge emphasized by Melanie Klein.  In her essay on “Love, Guilt and Reparation,” Klein begins by noting how our ability to be considerate of others depends on our capacity to identify with them and how this capacity is therefore an essential element in building strong feelings of love for others:

We are only able to disregard or to some extent sacrifice our own feelings and desires, and thus for a time to put the other person’s interests and emotions first, if we have the capacity to identify with the loved person.  Ultimately, in  making sacrifices for somebody we love and in identifying ourselves with the loved person, we play the part of the good parent, and we behave towards this person as we felt at times the parents did to us—or as we wanted them to. (66-7)

By relating in fantasy to another person as the good parent “we re-create and enjoy the wished-for love and goodness of our parents.”  But, doing so may also “be a way of dealing with frustrations and sufferings of the past,” and therefore with the destructive feelings directed toward those we loved who failed us in some way (66).  We may then seek to “undo in retrospect” these feelings and thereby “make good the injuries we did in phantasy, and for which we still unconsciously feel very guilty” (67).  Klein considers this reparative urge “a fundamental element in love and in all human relationships” (67).  We will therefore not be surprised to find it active in organizations, especially those whose main purpose is nothing more or less than repairing damage done to others.  Organizations of this latter type can be understood then as vehicles for enacting in the interpersonal world the fantasy to which Klein refers so that feelings of guilt can be assuaged and a painful internal experience can be externalized and thereby to some degree lessened.

Since reparation involves work to undo fantasized damage, it enlists others in our fantasy life.  This means that organizations whose end is to act out a reparative fantasy tend to internalize others into subjective experience.  This internalization of others can become a problem both for the organization’s clients and for its employees.  To avoid these problems, the organization needs to do a special kind of emotional work, which is the work we refer to in the language of empathy.  Empathy has the same origin as the reparative urge.  Both begin with identification and involve interest in the emotional state of others.  Empathy differs, however, from reparation so far as empathy involves a clear recognition of the self-other boundary inconsistent with the internalization of the other implied in reparation.  In this paper, I would like to explore aspects of the problem of empathy in what I will refer to as reparative organizations.  In doing so my premise will be that for organizations as for individuals the capacity to empathize with others is an expression of the capacity for empathy with the self (Grotstein 1984, Bolognini 2004: 77-8), and that this latter capacity is really the foundation for the former.  My focus will therefore be on what is internal to the organization rather than how it relates to those outside, including its clients.  I begin with an example.
2.
William worked for a non-profit organization providing inner-city youth with a summer experience intended to compensate for the limitations in educational and associated opportunities available to them in their home environment.  William found this a generally positive experience, valuable both for the youth who were the targets of the facility and for himself.  In particular, he found that the organization worked well and had effective leadership.  Nonetheless, at the end of the summer he found himself frustrated.  In a conversation with William, I observed him struggle to articulate why he felt the way he did about an organization he valued and respected and an experience he found worthwhile.  The way William spoke about the experience mirrored the frustration he seemed to feel about it.  It was as if he knew what troubled him but could not say it in words either to me or to himself.  It struck me that his inability to say what he knew was as important as what it is he could not say.  As we spoke about the experience, however, I found myself forming an idea about what it is he could not say.  Put simply, he could not say that he had not felt attended to during his time in the summer camp. It was felt by him and by the organization that the needs of employees working in the camp were not an appropriate matter of concern.


The following event exemplifies this problem in the organization.  Each week the organization allowed employees to buy groceries at a local supermarket and make dinner.  The cost of the food was paid for by the organization. One evening as they sat down to dinner the unit head entered the room and asked for a detailed account of how much food had been purchased and the cost.  After she left, an employee remarked that the organization “was not fulfilling her most basic need: for food.” In fact, the organization did provide for its employees’ basic need for food, but the sense that the food was provided in a niggardly manner symbolized other equally important and basic needs that were not being satisfied.  The experience with food was used to represent these other needs and to indicate how truly basic they really were so that the failure to satisfy them could be expressed without their being known for what they are.

This way of treating employees expressed the fact that the workers in the organization were not perceived to be deprived and only the deprived were judged deserving of attention.  Thus the client population of the organization was recognized to be the sole site of deprivation and the sole deserving target of attention.  This implicit construction of the emotional reality of the organization made it taboo for anyone other than the clients to expect, and even experience consciously the need for, attention.  As William put it: “sacrifice was an expected part of the job” and employees were expected to “sacrifice themselves for the greater good” of the organization.  Indeed, employees “did not feel they had the right to have needs of their own.”


We can also speculate that the episode indicated not only the way in which sacrifice of self is built into the organization’s emotional makeup, but also the presence of a drama meant to enact guilt.  In the specific episode, the employees were meant to feel guilt at squandering precious resources on their own needs, resources that could otherwise fuel the organization’s good works.  So far as the episode represented an attempt to impose guilt on those who would attempt to meet their own needs, it exhibits one of the primary elements in reparation. 


I should emphasize that this did not mean the organization treated employees badly in the usual sense of the term.  Workers were not overtly abused but by and large treated with respect.  Nonetheless, those working at the camp felt, and I think were, neglected.  One of the most important reasons for this neglect was not therefore sadistic or abusive organizational culture, but a culture that identified the need to be attended to exclusively in a client population specifically defined as deprived, underprivileged, and therefore deserving of attention. That the organizational culture was not sadistic in the usual sense of the term did not mean that no element of sadism was involved, however, since we can also consider neglect a way of doing harm to another and when there is gratification in seeing this harm done, it is reasonable to consider the neglect of other a sadistic act.  Here the gratification is in transferring guilt feelings onto employees and in this way relieving the management of those feelings, at least to a degree.
This vignette exemplifies how organizations can lack what in the individual we might refer to as the capacity for empathy.  The organization did not understand or even consider it worthwhile to understand its own emotional impact on those working for it.  If the term empathy refers to this emotional understanding of others, then the organization lacked the capacity to empathize with its employees.  The vignette also suggests why that capacity is missing.  It is missing because to understand the employee’s experience would conflict with the larger construction of a world in which those deserving of attention have been specifically identified and separated out from the larger population who, because they are not among those designated as “needy,” must not acknowledge their own needs. 

The specific idea that blocks empathy in the organization I refer to above is an idea about deprivation and who deserves attention. Central to this idea is the judgment that deserving attention follows deprivation.  Those who are judged to be deprived deserve attention; others do not.  As a result of this construction, to pay attention to those working in the organization would conflict with the organization’s underlying definition of its purpose.  As William put it, when the client’s had problems those problems were resolved quickly “and received adequate attention.”  But, when employees had problems “the leaders were not always there to help, or they caused more paranoia and anxiety.”  

We may wonder why the leaders would provoke paranoia rather than offering gratification in response to the employee’s need to cope with the anxieties of work the organization itself promotes.  One answer is that the employee’s anxiety and neediness provoke the leaders’ anxiety about their own needs. The leaders, rather than containing those feelings, communicate them to the employees and in an intensified form.  Then, the paranoia felt is in response to the leaders’ aggressive response to the employee’s need, which is also the leaders’ externalizing of their own aggressive attack on their own need.


At an emotional level, the organization’s purpose is to provide a vehicle for managing neediness and the feeling of deprivation.  It does so by designating an appropriate locus of need, which is also an appropriate target for externalizing the neediness, and perhaps even the sense of deprivation, of those working in it.  To recognize the needs for attention of those working in the organization would disrupt this externalization and the larger construction of the world that defines the organization’s mission.

So far as reparation is a driving force in the construction summarized above, we can formulate the problem in the following terms.  For the organization to enact a reparative drama, two roles must be designated and occupied: those who represent the damaged object and those who represent the guilty parties responsible for the damage and for restoring the object.  In this organization, the employees have the role of the guilty parties who must through good works repair the clients who are cast in the role of innocent victims whose emotional purpose is to be repaired so that the organization can work out the guilt that is one of its constituting conditions.

3.
Klein considers the reparative urge an expression of an organization of the internal object world she refers to as the depressive position.  By this, she has in mind a configuration that results when the splitting of good and bad objects has been overcome so that the good object is no longer protected from destructive urges by its separation from the bad.  Then, rather than protecting the good object by splitting, the ego seeks to repair fantasized harm done to its objects through work.
  So long as splitting remains the dominant mode, we need feel no guilt for our aggression against the object, whose destruction is experienced as protective of the good.  And without guilt, there is no need for reparation, which Klein tells us is “an essential corollary of anxiety, guilt and depressive feelings” (1992: 410).


These considerations raise some questions regarding the use of aggression in the reparative organization considered above.  Following Klein, the natural tendency would be to treat the reparative element in work as a counterforce to irrationality and fragmentation. Thus, one student of organizational dynamics argues that the “desire for reparation helps to limit the level of social irrationality in any group setting and provides a strong basis for moments of group development” (Hirschhorn 1999: 10).  But, if this is the case, how do we account for the aggression directed toward the employees in an organization whose purpose is essentially to provide a vehicle for reparative work?  And, if the reparative impulse expresses the integration of good and bad, how do we account for the at least nascent splitting within this organization as expressed in the opposing treatment of employees and clients?


In answering these questions we might begin by observing that the reparative urge, while driven by love for the object, is also fuelled by aggression toward it.  Related to this, we might take note of the fact that while the reparative impulse expresses love for the object, so far as love is tinged with aggression, to repair the object means that desire must be repressed, a repression that, as I indicate above, can play a significant role in the reparative organization.  In Klein’s words:

The course of libidinal development is thus at every step stimulated and reinforced by the drive for reparation, and ultimately by the sense of guilt.  On the other hand, guilt which engenders the drive for reparation also inhibits libidinal desires.  For when the child feels that his aggressiveness predominates, libidinal desires appear to him as a danger to his loved objects and must therefore be repressed. (1945/1992: 410).

A related factor that can help account for the use of aggression against employees is what Klein refers to as “reparative omnipotence,” which she notes corresponds to feelings of sadistic omnipotence (1945/1992: 410) and we might surmise also connects to what she elsewhere describes as a manic element in reparation (1935/1992: 283).  What happens when reparation begins to take on a manic quality is that it comes to overwhelm all other considerations that might shape conduct on the part of the individual and the organization because the goal of reparation is now to restore a primal good object and an exclusionary relationship with it, to achieve merger with the all-good object so we can be made all good ourselves.  One important result of this development in the direction of manic reparation is loss of the capacity for empathy since for those bound up in manic reparation the client must be damaged, must have suffered the kind of damage appropriate for the reparative drama, and must be repaired by the restorative acts built into a predetermined reparative drama.  These imperatives effectively dismiss any attempt to discover through empathic understanding the real needs of others and how those would, in reality, best be met.

I think we can consider the impulse in this direction the dark side of reparation and the reparative organization.  The moral tone of the reparative organization hints at this darker side; and the more powerful the moral current in it the more powerful the aggression mobilized in service of the good and against those viewed as a locus of desire that threatens the good object.  So employees must be repressed, which is to say their desire must be repressed since it is experienced as a threat to the good, just as in the organization considered here whatever resources employees use to feed themselves were judged resources taken away from the needy, and therefore an expression of the kind of greed that, in fantasy, caused harm to the good object.

4.

In thinking about the problem of the reparative organization and the aggression mobilized in it against its employees, it will prove helpful to be more explicit about the fantasized harm done to the good object since the nature of this harm shapes the nature and meaning of reparative work.  In thinking about the nature of the impulse to damage the object and the kind of damage done to it, we might fruitfully begin with two emotions emphasized by Klein: greed and envy. As we move from greed to envy, we find progressively more destructive impulses operating and more severe damage inflicted on the object, with the result that reparation is likely to adopt a more aggressive quality and move the inner life of individual and organization in a more aggressive and potentially destructive direction.


Greed refers to the impulse to take from the good object all the good it contains.  Envy involves the destruction of the good imagined held by the object so that the pain experienced when we find that others possess the good can be eliminated through imposing our own loss of the good on them.  The harm done to the object by greedy and envious attacks is all about possession of the good, and to understand their implications for reparation it will be useful to consider what it is that is good and that is therefore the underlying focus of the process.  Here, I think a comment of Joan Riviere’s might prove helpful.  She notes specifically with regard to greed that psychically, those apparently varied things that we imagine are good "all ultimately signify one thing. They stand as proofs to us if we get them, that we are ourselves good, and so are worthy of love, or respect and honor, in return" (Riviere 1964: 27).  Put another way, the good that forms the object of greed and envy is the good or worthy self; the end of greed is to have exclusive possession of the good self while the goal of envious attacks is to deprive others of a good self we know that we cannot have.  


To repair a greedy attack on the good object means to restore the good that we have taken from it.  Reparation in this case means self-denial and the sacrifice of the self to the good object.  In reparative work, self-repression takes over from splitting the task of protecting the good object.  To repair an envious attack on the good object means to accept that we are not good and therefore to accept the pain we feel in the presence of an object that is.  This has the emotional meaning of debasing the self before the object, and moves us in the direction of more primitive emotional states involving splitting of good and bad.  
5.
In light of this discussion of reparation, let me consider further the differences between reparation and empathy.  One important difference is the absence in the latter of the element of guilt, which plays such a prominent role in all reparative phenomena. A second important difference is in the nature of the action implied in the two attitudes toward an object.  Empathy seeks to understand its object’s emotional state; reparation seeks to alter that state.  In particular, reparation seeks to make good a loss of self-feeling brought about by deprivation or attack.  So far as empathy leads to action that action is the communication of understanding and not the repair of the self.  If empathy makes a difference in its object’s relationship with itself it is not directly by rebuilding an impaired self, but by fostering an identification with an empathic object which, once internalized, reconstitutes the individual’s capacity to make contact with the self and sustain a positive emotional investment in it.  The idea that we can repair the self otherwise than by providing an empathic object for identification distinguishes reparation from empathy and indicates the distinctive quality of reparation and by extension of the reparative organization.  Whereas empathy moves our attention inward, reparation moves it outward.

When driven by the reparative urge, action means enacting a fantasy of repair.  We can identify a virtually limitless number of potential arenas for enacting a reparative drama, which is exactly what we find in the world of organizations devoted to reparation.  In this setting, the repair of damage done to the self is enacted as the repair of damage done to the body (physical handicap) or to the mind (educational deficit) or to the environment, and so on.  Empathy stands as an obstacle to this enactment since the more we understand the nature of the damage done the less we can imagine that protecting the environment or offering remedial education will repair it.  Once again, the more the reparative urge dominates the more empathy must be excluded.  Conversely, the less the organization’s mission is driven by the reparative urge, and therefore the less overpowering the factors driving reparation, the more the organization can combine empathy with pursuit of desired change and therefore work effectively to deal with real social problems of the kind that concern reparative organizations.  Then to achieve the capacity for empathy does not mean to eliminate the reparative urge, which as Klein suggests is an inevitable part of mature emotional functioning, but only to shift the balance among the forces that drive conduct so that a sufficient element of reality contact and reality testing can offset the fantasy of harm and restoration that drives the reparative drama.
6.

Let me return now to the matter of empathy in organizations.  In exploring the problem of the capacity for empathy in organizations, it will be helpful to consider more closely the matter of attending to need that arises in the example offered at the beginning of this essay.  It is not my intent to suggest that an organization should be aware of and attend to any and all needs an employee might have while working there, but only those needs specifically associated with the emotional demands of the kind of work the organization does.   

In the case summarized above, the organization not only failed to attend to the emotional experience of those working in it, it also created in its employees an emotional need that could then be neglected.  This was a need associated with the stresses of (1) a twenty-four hour a day, seven day a week immersion in the organization, and (2) work with a particularly demanding client population.  The needs associated with the client population are of a special kind, since they involve the work of self-negation and denial in favor of others.  If we follow Klein, this need to sacrifice the self has its origins in another need, one that is in some ways its opposite.  This is the need for the good parent; and the reason it places stress on the individual is that it must not be consciously known, but rather replaced by a substitute need, which is the need to atone for fantasized damage done to the good parent.

By placing them in this situation, through a kind of projective identification the organization sought to communicate to its employees the imagined experience of its clients, to make the inner world of the organization mirror its fantasy of the world outside.  The lack of empathy was no mere lapse, but built into the way the organization imagined its purpose, which included providing an experience of impoverishment for those working in it, who it was in some sense assumed, had joined the organization precisely in order to have such an experience.  Put in another language, this organization was all about atonement and redemption through good works.  By enabling employees to do good work, and especially in doing so engage in self-denial, the organization afforded those working in it an opportunity to become good, the premise held by both employer and employee being that they were not good, that only those officially designated as deprived and disadvantaged were good.  Thus the motto of the organization might have been that of Jesse Jackson’s 1988 Presidential campaign: “suffering breeds character.”  Since the employees were not clients, they had not suffered, and did not deserve attention.  Indeed, to deny them attention served to secure a closer fit with the imagined experience of the client population.  In other words, the organization created an emotional experience in its employees to which it did not attend.  In doing this, the organization created for itself the opportunity to withhold empathy from its employees, which could be understood as an important part of its purpose. 


Withholding empathy is part of the constituting idea for the organization considered here.  It is not simply an emotional failing on the part of leadership, but rather a sought-after experience.  For this organization to provide empathy would be to deprive employees of something judged, however unconsciously, to be more important: first, the opportunity to displace their needy selves onto others and thus protect themselves from the dangerous consequences they imagine would arise were they to become aware of their needs, and second the opportunity to repair the damaged other through good works.  These two ends are linked so far as the fantasized damage done to the good object is the result of need itself, so that those working in the organization experience need as a dangerous impulse that must be repressed and even externalized onto others if the good object is to be protected from it.  In organizations of the kind considered here, need loses its destructive quality when it is the need to repair damage done to the self-in-other.  This, it might be said, is the only kind of need the expression of which can be not only tolerated but encouraged.

The hypothesis that the experience of need as a destructive force lies at the center of the organization’s constituting idea gains support from the aggression with which the organization considered above attacked the needs of its employees as exemplified by the attitude it took toward the employee’s expenditures on food.  The fact that the employees felt assaulted for spending the organization’s money to feed themselves suggests the powerful message it conveys about need and the aggression it mobilizes against need.

7.
For such organizations to gain the capacity to attend to their employee’s needs they would have to give up something important: the constituting idea briefly summarized above.  This is unlikely to happen since the failure of empathy is here part of a closed system held together by the need for deprivation and the denial that that need exists.
  While change of this kind may be unlikely, studying organizations operating within a closed system can help us understand what about organizations could make them capable of empathy.  Can we say anything more generally about the factors shaping the capacity for empathy?  The answer to this question lies, I think, in the notion of a constituting idea about the organization’s purpose, an idea that is intimately linked to the kind of work the organization does. The closed system to which I refer here is organized around this idea.

Ideas are what we use to interpret (give meaning to) thoughts and the experiences mentally appropriated in thought.  This means that ideas entail actions taken on thoughts (thinking).  They intervene between the thought (and whatever impulse might be expressed in it) and the action, assuring that the action will be shaped not simply by impulse but by the meaning we attribute to it.  In this way ideas can determine what we can think and what we cannot think.  To the extent that ideas determine what can and cannot be thought they are the shaping forces of closed systems.

Here, I use the term closed system to refer to a way of thinking and relating in which  what is experienced as external reality has been conceived in a way that assures it will accord with the demands of fantasy life and therefore of the unconscious wishes that drive fantasy.  In particular, closed-system thinking predominates when what we experience as external reality is shaped by our projections of internal object relations.  By contrast, open-system thinking is made possible by the reintegration of split off and externalized self-states and object relations so they need no longer be experienced as residing in their external containers.  My hypothesis then is that the capacity for empathy in organizations is an attribute of an open system and that what blocks empathy are the same factors establishing the organization as a closed system: the idea and the unconscious fantasy that it expresses. In an organization operating within a closed system the idea is the shape of a shared fantasy, a fantasy moved from the subjective to the objective and instantiated in a structure or system of interaction and belief.

It is this last quality that distinguishes the organization from the sum of the interpersonal transactions that take place within in it.  What an organization can do and individuals cannot is instantiate ideas and thereby make them into objectively existing realities.  When this happens, we can speak of withholding empathy not simply as something those in the organization do to one another, but also as something the organization does to those working in it; and we can speak of reparation not simply as an impulse operating within the individual, but also as an objective force shaping organizational life.

When we move from the individual’s reparative impulse to the reparative organization, we move from individual guilt to collective guilt and from the repression of the individual self to repression of the self as such.  We move from individual responsibility for damage to the good object to collective responsibility.  What enables us to do so is the establishing of guilt and reparation as objective realities, which is precisely what institutions and organizations represent: the instantiation of ideas as objective rather than psychic realities.
  

Even if, as Klein suggests, the reparative urge is universal, not all humans are drawn to reparative organizations however much they may admire the apparent sacrifice made by those who are.  To understand the reparative organization, we need to understand the distinction between an individual impulse toward reparation and the shaping of that impulse into an idea instantiated in an organization.  Here, I think it will prove useful to place emphasis on the strength and character of the attack on the self as factors in determining the power of the reparative urge in psychic life.  The dominance of reparation expresses the presence of an especially harsh attack on the self, and it is this mobilization of energy against the self that distinguishes the move from an individual urge toward reparation in the direction of the reparative organization.
***


In concluding let me note that the work associated with reparative organizations can be done for reasons other than those bound up with the reparative urge, reasons involving, in particular, the expression of the self in activity that incorporates skill and expertise.
  Self-expression through work might then be combined in various ways with the reparative impulse to shape work and organization, the balance determining the extent to which we are dealing with a reparative organization or one that, while tapping into the reparative impulse, is also to a large extent structured by the ideal of work.
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