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���� Résumé 
Une certaine conception du management veut nous faire croire que la souffrance est une condition nécessaire 
à la réalisation de la performance. Cette conception pouvait se justifier dans une économie peu 
concurrentielle, où il suffisait de faire toujours plus de la même chose pour réussir. Aujourd'hui, les sciences 
humaines et plus particulièrement l'anthropologie clinique, nous permettent de considérer la souffrance 
comme un "signe signifiant" qui exprime à la fois un acharnement à mettre en œuvre des stratégies périmées et 
l'obsolescence d'un certain modèle de management, basé sur des processus archaïques. Dans cette perspective, 
la souffrance au travail pose la question à la fois de la pertinence stratégique et de la façon dont le pouvoir est 
exerçé par ceux qui le détiennent, en particulier les managers. Dans les deux cas, la compréhension clinique 
des émotions collectives mises en jeu dans la relation managériale nous invite à choisir l'intelligence plutôt que 
l'acharnement masochiste. Mais cette orientation suppose un dépassement de certaines pulsions qui nous 
dominent. Cela ne peut se faire sans la prise de conscience des chaînes aliénantes bio-psycho-sociales qui nous 
gouvernent. Pendant combien de temps encore, les sciences de gestion vont elles se priver de la connaissance 
anthropologique ? 
 
���� Abstract 
A certain concept of management would like to have us believe that suffering is a necessary condition for 
efficient working. It was once possible to justify such a conception in a less competitive economy wherein all 
that was required to succeed was to do “more” of the same. Today, social sciences and clinical anthropology 
in particular enable us to consider suffering as a significant sign which expresses both the relentless adoption 
of outladed strategies as well as the obsolescence of a certain management model based on archaic processes. 
In this perspective, suffering at work calls into question both the strategic pertinence as well as the way in 
which power is exerciced by those who detain it, ie. managers in particular. In both cases, the clinical 
understanding of collective emotions that come into play (brought into play) in managerial relations invite us 
to choose enlightened attitudes rather than masochistic ones. But such a choice presupposes dealing with the 
primitive impulses that dominate us. This can only be done by becoming fully aware of the alienating bio-
psycho-social chains which imprison our behaviour. How much longer will managerial science be able to ignore 
the lessons to be learned from anthropology?  

 

���� Mots clés / Keywords 
Souffrance au travail, névroses managériales, compétence managériale, folies du pouvoir, sadisme, 
masochisme, archaïsmes, lien social, déliance, organisation pathogène, identités en malaise, rupture 
paradigmatique, manager bienfaisant, brisure des solidarités, éthique de la pertinence, anthropologie, clinique 
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Introduction 
Managerial discourse is filled with good intentions which can make us hope for « another 

world ».  Unfortunately, when we see the increase in the number of legal conflicts between 
employees and their bosses, or even when we simply listen to employees speaking in interviews 
when audits are taking place, we may conclude that they find the working world increasingly 
painful. The theme of stress is coming back in full force: some companies are even offering their 
employees massage sessions to make life at work more bearable. 

 

Has Life at the office or in the factory really become unbearable?  What exactly is happening?  
Does work in today’s environment make people crazy, as Huber Gérard and Karli Madelaine would 
have it ?  

 

If Marx and Zola have clearly described the physical and political constraints of the working 
world, company doctors and sociologists are today sounding the alarms on new forms of alienation.  
One only has to consult the newspaper to realize to what extent precarity has developed and is 
making the workplace anxiogenous. 

 

If we have decided to leave aside momentarily the political analysis of working relations and 
capital, it is not because of a lack of interest or disdain for these theories.  The perspective we’d 
like to explore here concerns more managerial science or more precisely the art of management 
rather than political sciences. 

Our objective will be to identify the signs of suffering found in the workplace, and to question 
the role of the manager in the resolution or at least in the alleviation of this suffering. 

 

The employee plays a key role in the economic success of any company: his intelligence, his 
motivation and his competence are absolutely crucial. But talent of the sort flourishes in a spirit of 
openness and tolerance rather than one of authority and obedience.  It is not therefore through 
exogenous means that we can take advantage of these talents. Neither is it through a reign of terror 
or through putting in place seductive or manipulative strategies. 

 

For decades, some managers were convinced that in order to stimulate effective team 
performance they had to pit employees against one another getting them to compete against one 
another in a climate of fear.  

If such methods have been successful in the past in rather placid economic circumstances, one 
may wonder today whether they remain pertinent in a globalized environment wherein competition  
in itself generates so much anguish and stress. 

 

If we are trying to improve collective performance, isn’t it time to try lowering work related 
stress rather than increasing it ?  Isn’t it time to ask how to mobilize human energy on the true 
issues facing companies today rather than wasting it on internal egotistical conflicts from another 
age?  In the end, how efficient is it to bring violence from the marketplace right into day-to-day 
working relationships inside the company? 
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During this essay our thinking will focus on 4 hypotheses: 

 

1. Suffering at work produces signs which could point to pathological social relationships.  
            (part. 1) 

2. What role should the manager play in setting up a healthy organisation? (part. 2) 

3. Why is such a position so difficult to occupy? (part. 3) 

4. What must one do in order to become a benevolent manager? (part. 4) 

 

We will not, of course, propose any definitive answers to these questions, but we do intend to 
further the debate on issues that could be highly pertinent in today’s professional environment. 
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1 Organizational unease and the psychopathology of social relations 

Several recent publications referring to the question of suffering at work seem to point to a 
new, emerging, clinical “semiology” of the workplace, which we need in order to recognize and 
designate this form of suffering.  Among these, we would like to focus on the following. 

1.1 The Chronos syndrome 

The Chronos syndrome described by Denis Ettighoffer and Gérard Blanc (1998) evokes the 
increase in the mental workload that is linked simultaneously to the decrease in the work week and 
the increase in the number of tasks brought on by the development of new technologies. 

 

In a three-year study the authors mentioned above have analysed in detail some of the 
features that characterise this pathology: mental zapping, increased pressure on time, the 
electronic deluge, the invasion of private life by the workload, conflicting priorities, the increasing 
dematerialization of activities, the constant rush and confusion between urgent and important 
issues, and the development of increasingly flexible time-tables. In such an intense environment, 
anxiety becomes the new, accepted standard of behaviour. Company doctors are unanimous in 
considering that this form of existence feeds into a range of psychosomatic or psychic troubles. The 
most obvious form of which are muscular, skeletical troubles (MST) whose origin cannot simply be 
attributed to mechanical or ergonomic causes. 

 

The sociologist Nicole Aubert (2003) has reconsidered the problematic of time by insisting on a 
“cult of urgency” and the dictatorship of the present moment. Everything is happening as if the 
workplace has become infected with the “virus of time”. She explains that such permanent pressure 
may lead the subject into a state of physical and moral exhaustion which no longer enables her to 
keep pace with the frenetic rhythm imposed by the company’s “culture of permanent urgency”. 
This new form of depression is expressed through extreme moments of fatigue accompanied by 
irritability which may be deleterious to relationships. 

   

By analysing several different cases, Nicole Aubert highlights five important points in the 
pathology of time:  

1) The only worthwhile time is “action time”. All other types of time are seen as 
wasteful and may induce guilt or anxiety. 

2) The individual feels as if he is in a state of chronic impatience, even in his own 
personal life. 

3) Only “productive” time matters. We encounter once again the impact of the 
imaginary merchant in the relationship with time. 

4) The projection of the self into the future is inexistent. The future is often 
sacrificed in exchange for immediate efficiency. There is little hope for a better 
future. 

5) All activity is carried out in haste, without paying attention to detail: we have 
entered the realm of approximation and unfulfilled objectives.  

 

The feeling of existence depends on the quantity of actions or events that one has been able to 
carry out in any given time. Freneticism and agitation procure “a certain intensity of well-being” 
and become “one of the components of today’s hypermodern individual. 
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1.2 The narcissistic contract of managerial management 

In another work, “The Cost of Excellence”, Nicole Aubert and Vincent de Gauléjac (1991) once 
again focus on the fact that a mode of “constant giving” has been replaced by a mode of “more and 
more”. Indeed, the company weaves a narcissistic component into the employee’s workload which 
forces him to continuously outperform his very own performance. The company no longer holds a 
physical “spell” over the employee, but a psychic one. This often includes the rather subtle game 
which consists of granting recognition to employees who not only do their utmost for the company, 
but who also identify totally with it. This form of symbolic fusion between the ideals of the 
individual and those of the company and its managers is the result of a system of “managinary” 
management (V. de Gauléjac, 1981). In the end, such a system can be far more alienating than any 
of the so-called scientific systems. Especially to the extent that the employee’s liberty is denied. 

  

In Taylorian systems, we obtain the individual’s participation by setting up a repressive form of 
dictatorship; whereas in the newer “managinary” systems, participation is the result of an intra-
psychic integration of the organisation’s objectives and ideals “It is no longer a question of having 
things done but rather of having things wished.” Ideals are thus standardised or normalised, thus 
reducing the distance between the individual and the company. By intervening at the level of a 
person’s ideals, one can obtain a greater level of commitment all the while improving the level of 
performance in the firm.  

 

The managinary system engenders strong internal tension within the individual who must cope 
with a two-fold process of inhibition and sublimation. Such a process may be structured in the 
following way: 

 

- The employee must give everything to the organisation: his time, his energy, his thoughts, his 
emotions, and even his « guts ». 

- He must “become one” with the firm by identifying totally with it. Such a process is not 
unlike “falling in love” and loosing one’s identity by giving oneself so totally to the loved one that 
the self is destroyed. 

- At such a price, the individual is either recognized and loved, or punished. 

 

Such a dynamic is not without risk for the individual committing himself to such an adventure: 
“acting now becomes an obsession; continuous stress to achieve one’s objectives induces tension; 
ordinary tasks take on an unremitting urgency”. The individual feels pressured into making himself 
available at every moment.  

 

Such a Promithean quest may lead the individual to sacrifice anything in order to achieve goals 
which, in reality, may well be unachievable. What is the end result? Burnout, depression, or more 
tragically what the Japanese call “karochi”, which is characterized by a fundamental physiological 
or psychological rupture. H. Freudenberg (L'Epuisement professional La brûlure interne - Editeur 
Gaëtan Morin - 1985) compares the situation to a kind of burn-out that Vincent de Gauléjac defines 
as being “ideality”. By disappearing underneath the ideals of the organisation, the individual 
becomes a complete stranger to himself and finds he has lost touch with his own life. 
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1.3 The psychic violence of moral harassment 

Marie-France Hirigoyen (1998), a psychiatrist and psychoanalyst specializing in victimology, has 
shown in her book "Moral Harassment" (Editions Pocket 10680 - 1999) to what extent such an radical 
system of constraints can trigger off violence within the individual.  

 

This violence is not always grounded in reality, and may, on the contrary, be impalpable and 
subjective. Confronted by serious challenges from competition, the company manages to project 
this situation onto the lives of its employees many of whom may already be dealing with serious 
personal or family problems. Still others may only have had experience working in a more secure, 
protective environment. In such cases, the term “moral harassment” is not appropriate.  

 

Nevertheless, the situation becomes suspicious when conscious or unconscious perversity is 
expressed by those who occupy positions of power within the organisation. In this case it concerns 
the Social Modernisation Act (January 17, 2002) which defines moral harassment in the following 
way: 

 “No employee may be submitted to repeated acts that have as their objective to degrade the 
working conditions of the said employee. Such acts susceptible to undermining the rights and the 
dignity of the employee or to altering his physical or moral health or compromising his professional 
future in any way are prohibited by law.” (Article L.122-49 du Code du travail). 

 

Marie France Hirigoyen helps to clarify this text by giving the following definition of moral 
harassment: “any abusive behaviour which is expressed through acts, words, gestures or writing, 
and which can attack the personality, the dignity or the physical or psychic integrity of the 
employee, thus jeopardizing his job or degrading the atmosphere of the workplace.” 

 

This phenomenon (referred to as “mobbing” in Anglo-Saxon countries) often concerns 
pathological personalities who feel the need to use their position of power to impose on others their 
own conceptions of life. The “other’s” existence is simply denied and must conform totally to the 
requirements of the “boss”, who takes on the role of the “Master”.  

 

The process is quite complex because it typically remains unconscious. It brings together 
several actors each of whom occupies roles that are today well identified: 

 

The aggressor tries to exercise control over the protagonist in two phases: 

• The “seduction” phase which consists of robbing from the victim his own desires in 
order to make him accept those of the master. The victim is led progressively into a 
state of admiration. This type of relational system is typically found in sects. The 
individual no longer belongs to himself; in this phase, he completely embraces the 
ideals of the Master, falling under his “spell”, thus allowing himself to be wrapped in a 
spider web of dependency without even realising what is happening to him. 

• The second phase becomes much more openly violent : 

The aggressor requires the other to “read between the lines”, using allusions, insinuations, 
intimidations, threats and humiliations. The goal is to weaken the other, to make him feel guilty 
with a view to winning him over to the cause. 
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All of which takes place insidiously and stealthily. There is never any direct, open 
communication. The strategy is to prevent the other from thinking, from understanding or even 
from reacting, thus eliminating any possibility of dialogue.  Things are arranged so that the victim 
feels somewhat confused by the deliberately contradictory messages he receives.  Pressure may be 
put on a part-time employee, for example, to give up all activities outside the company. At the 
same time he may be told in an interview that “every measure will be taken to get him sacked”. 
The goal is to instil doubt in the employee’s thinking process and emotions by placing him in front 
of contradictory messages.      

 

A victim is a person who suffers from certain specific characteristics. A number of personality 
traits are commonplace among such victims: they are easily deceived and are often labelled as 
“troublesome”. Such a person is usually someone who has been seduced and for one reason or 
another. He also presents certain weaknesses in his personality. Strong feelings of guilt in particular 
make such aggression possible. A certain amount of masochism doubtless makes such a person 
available, and thus vulnerable, to others in order to win over thier love and/or esteem.    

Such a person is also vulnerable to the judgements and criticisms of others due to a tendency 
of self deprecation. The condition is called “pre-depressive” and is not characterized by sadness or 
tiredness but rather by hyperactivity in the service of others. The English psychoanalyst Massud 
Khan (1981) believes that such a receptive attitude leaves the person open to perverse 
relationships. “In my view, the active willingness on the part of a perverse person is only exercised 
within an illusionary atmosphere: the victim trapped in an intermediary state of passive willingness, 
makes demands and adheres to this active willingness.” 

  

The group to which the victim belongs also plays a role in this cruel game. A tacit complacence 
among group members is that one must not react to such practices. Thus this type of behaviour 
becomes an acceptable “par-for-the-course” form of behaviour, as Christophe Déjours (1998) would 
have it. Such apparent lack of interest is even more difficult to accept when it takes place in the 
very presence of the upper levels of the hierarchy who remain silent and insensitive to what must 
be called a “death sentence”. 

 

In his book entitled “Sensitivities, Perception, Force and Understanding”, Hegel had already 
outlined the problem of the competition of ideas wherein one becomes the master by imposing 
one’s desires upon the targeted victim, who in turn is subjected to the master’s desires as if he 
were his slave.  The company thus becomes the battleground for the confrontation of several 
desires. Through the faculty of “Reason” however, the slave will be able to access lucidity and 
begin to find his way out of this alienation through a greater awareness of the situation, even if it is 
only relative. (Sainsaulieu, 1987: 319-343). 

1.4 The banalization of evil and the destruction of solidarity 

C. Dejours (1998: 45-79), psychiatrist, psychoanalyst, and professor at the « Conservatoire 
National des Arts et Métiers » brings to light the notion of fear which dominates in the working 
world. To the extent that many employees today are under the threat of being sacked, they are 
willing to accept working conditions that never would have been acceptable in the eighties. This 
permanent level of fear which generates obedience can explain submission to certain types of 
management which do not hesitate to brandish threats in order to ensure adhesion. This 
subterranean collective state of fear destroys solidarity and leaves each individual alone to fight for 
himself. The employee thus becomes isolated from the suffering of others through attitudes of 
indifference.   
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Little by little, civil society is getting ready to submit to such calamity rather than organising 
political action to fight against it. This increasing level of tolerance of such injustice is making these 
calamitous modes of management much more commonplace all of which reclines upon the denial of 
suffering.  To avoid suffering we build up strategies of defence in the form of rationalisations. One 
of the most ambiguous of these is to justify the quantitative and the qualitative degradation of work 
through what is deemed the unavoidable destiny called economic war.  

 

This collective suicide in front of the tragedy of others reminds the author of what happened 
when Nazi Germany confronted with the systematic extermination of the Jews.  Each citizen puts 
on blinders and lets the social massacre continue without reacting. Christophe Dejours doesn’t offer 
any solutions but warns us of such a schizoïd position that our society has adopted to alleviate this 
suffering. At other times in history, such practices would have been considered unbearable and 
unacceptable.  

1.5 Technocratic management of incessant dismissals and funerals 

Linhart, Rist and Durant (2002) insist on the “non-management” of professional transitions. 
Their work deals mainly with the study of psychological traumatisms linked to being sacked, but can 
also apply to changes of any kind that may occur within organisations. 

 

When restructurings occur, economic reasons are almost always put forward as a convenient 
justification. The profound destructiveness to the individual is virtually never taken into account. 
This traumatism is all the more intense when it occurs all of sudden, without any forewarning. And 
yet very often the announcement of a dismissal is made brutally in the form of a registered letter or 
a summons for an interview with immediate sacking and departure as if the employee were nothing 
more than an object that can be plied with willingly without taking any precautions.  

 

The ravages of this type of practice are still relatively unknown but they are nevertheless 
incalculable. Employees who have devoted twenty or thirty years of their lives to a company often 
direct their aggressiveness towards themselves, all the while feeling an overwhelming sense of guilt. 
They see their professional identity blown to pieces and it often takes them years before they can 
learn how to cope with such a devastating event. 

 

How can one not be surprised that the notion of work itself becomes suspicious for members of 
families who have been confronted with such violent dismissals.  Not only has their self-image been 
destroyed, but their dignity has also been utterly denied. How can one still believe in the value of 
work when it has obviously become nothing more than expendable merchandise?   

 

This question of self image within the organisation has already been dealt with by Renaud 
Sainsaulieu starting in fact from Lacan’s work on the mirror.  An organisation is a “mirror” which 
offers each one of us the chance to build up an image. When the mirror changes, crises usually 
resurface because “when the person’s image of himself changes, he believes he will die”. A 
“transformed” self-image is always a painful experience to go through. Most of the time this 
dimension is totally neglected. Each employee must manage his own grief without even speaking 
about it. Organisations today have become dynamic systems which no longer ensure sufficient 
continuity. Employees must continuously redefine themselves and reposition their stakes. Most of 
the time they do this on their own without help, and unconsciously.  
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Such periods of change, whether they wind up in total divorce from the company or in a 
painful reconstruction of one’s identity, always generate substantial levels of anxiety. Eugène 
Enriquez, in particular, explains why. The archaïc unconscious areas of our personality are no longer 
contained within the norms, the rules and the regulations. Suppressed areas of our unconscious 
resurface and are expressed through paranoiac types of fantasies which are always accompanied by 
intense emotions. Here once again these processes are rarely identified or dealt with. 

 

In general, we abandon our autonomy of thinking and acting in exchange for this ontological 
security. The organisation thus becomes an ideal in that it protects us from “original distress”, 
which Freud defines as “being without protection and being abandoned.” In addition to the security 
we obtain as employees, the organisation also offers us a form of recognition. It enables us to feel 
as if we are an essential member of the group, all the while taking as little risk as possible. 

 

Nevertheless, by accepting and conforming totally to the implicit and explicit rules and 
regulations of the organisation, we give up our freedom to exist as desiring, independent 
individuals. By being taken in blindly, passionately and naïvely into such a game, the individual 
sacrifices his own existence and becomes a “heteronymous” being, a stranger to his own soul. 

 

In other words, by looking into the mirror « which is being offered to us by the very object of 
our admiration », we loose ourselves as subjects. The pain inherent in such situations results in the 
abandonment of one’s very own being. The organisation becomes the central focus of our worries 
and preoccupations to the detriment of our personal lives. The process of idealisation places us in a 
state of conformity wherein we become more the agents of a power which either oppresses or 
seduces us, rather than enticing us to become creative actors of the story.   

1.6 Ill-at-ease identifies within organisations 

For Eugène Enriquez, work must be a place of joyous self-expression. This feeling appears each 
time we try to change the world rather than merely to succumb to the routine of our daily lives. For 
the desiring person and not the suffering one, the most important point is “to invent and create 
new forms, to elaborate completely new models” (Bergson 1907).    

 

E. Enriquez wonders about the pretentiousness of the organisation that seeks to regiment 
everything we do and to stifle the creative desire hidden in each one of us. He argues for the 
reinstatement of a more autonomous individual, constantly trying to change the world in his own 
way, wherever he may be, rather than to be dominated by it. 

E. Enriquez is not suggesting this orientation in an unequivocal way. He specifies that each one 
of us is fraught with contradictions, and that we sometimes may even give in to idealising others 
who are ready to call into question the established order. For him, the key is to move in the right 
direction from the start.   

1.7 The Pulsation of Dominance and the inhibition of action 

For H. Laborit (1985), a renowned neurophysiologist and the inventor of Chlorpromazine, each 
person has a central nervous system which enables him to interact with and to adapt to his 
environment. Action is thus the first and most fundamental response when facing stimulation. When 
confronted with any real or imagined danger the first reaction of our archaic or reptilian brain is to 
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run away or to fight. But when neither is possible, the individual may feel paralyzed by inaction. 
This situation is thus at the origin of all physical, mental or social pathologies. 

 

Experiences on animals have confirmed this theory. Those who are placed in a prolonged 
situation wherein action is inhibited showed rates of inflammation, ulcers, high blood pressure and 
cancer that were substantially higher than those who were able to run away or to fight. This theory 
has been presented in a simplified form in the well-known film “My Uncle from America” directed 
by Albert Resnais. The impossibility of action generates anguish. Each time we can act efficiently, 
however, in other words satisfy a need, a state of equilibrium sets in. 

 

This analysis makes up the first level of understanding, but it is obviously insufficient to 
understand the complexity of the human being.  In fact, man’s actions cannot be simplified to such 
an extent. They are transformed and complexified by our culture and in particular by the learning 
process which includes the repeated experiences of reward and punishment. We are able to 
memorize, thanks to the limbic system, the rules and regulations of social organisation.   

 

Fortunately, all our impulsions, in fact, do not necessarily lead to action, but may in many 
cases be expressed in our imagination through our dreams which play the role of language. The 
function of the imagination and its workings has its origin in the associative area of the brain or the 
cortex. These three areas of the brain, ie. the reptilian or di-encephale, the limbic system and the 
cortex obviously interact in highly complex ways.    

 

In the workplace, we are also confronted with situations wherein action is inhibited, in 
particular whenever we are subjected to contradictory orders, to non-decisional, ambiguous orders, 
or to orders from the boss that we disagree with. Such a situation may generate anguish, frustration 
or aggression.  

 

H. Laborit (1989) warns us that we all carry within ourselves the impulsion to dominate and 
that we may be tempted to satisfy such a position by preventing our colleagues from acting. This 
reveals a backward, archaïc way of working, not only in complete contradiction with democratic 
discourse that we may feel proud of showing off, but also totally anachronistic with the cooperative 
spirit we need to meet modern economic challenges.  

 

He also brings to light another aspect of the collective unconscious that is much more 
dangerous than the Freudian one described above. Instead of being inhabited soley by “that which is 
forbidden”, he speaks of a form of collective consciousness which would exalt the drive to 
dominate. This upgraded collective unconsciousness would explain the cut-throat, merciless 
competition which has become predominant in many corporations today. 

1.8 “Paranogenic” Organisations 

Time and again we hear in the news that organisations are not as reassuring or as easy to have 
control over as they were in the past (Enriquez, 1983). Confronted as they are with deregulation 
and continuous change, they can no longer ensure the continuity which we need, especially given 
that much of our identity depends on the healthy functioning of these very organisations. 
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The situation becomes painful for employees who have given up some of their freedom in 
exchange for security. The implicit contract they have often lovingly made with the firm, and 
sometimes even passionately, leads them to experience such disregard as a form of treason. The 
relationship between the individual and the firm tends to be prone to suspicion. Some specialists 
use the French term “déliance”. This term is characterized by doubt, or even a certain distance 
which is set up in an almost exhilarating relationship with the idealised organisation. Nowadays one 
may ask “who can I trust?” Faith is shaken and replaced by disenchantment which leads many 
employees to view their firm not as a source of personal development but soley as a means of 
earning as much money as possible. This tendency will surely be worsened by the coming 
demographic decline which will make incompetent and unskilled employees ever more rare. 
Kernberg (1996), an associate of René Kaës (1996: 81-103) suggests a concept to describe this new 
model: “paranogenic organisations”! 

 

This seemingly exotic term designates organisational systems which “make it impossible to 
build relationships of trust between individuals”. “They generate emotions of worry, suspicion, 
envy, hostility, rivalry, and anxiety and they destroy social relationships. They remain indifferent to 
what should be the common good.” (Jaques 1996). 

 

Suffering is not only linked to the new precarity of organisations shaken by the short-lived and 
short-term strategies they have adopted. It also results from managers who, through their 
incompetence and lack of awareness, have unwittingly abandoned the management of their firms. 
This organisational malediction denounced by Pesqueux and Triboulois (2004) has disastrous 
consequences on the employees’ morale. They develop a bitter sense of anguish as they observe 
concrete examples of managerial negligence and abandonment. 

 

Kernberg (1996:91) has identified nine causes behind these paranoiac trends of organisations 
that may justly be called “toxic” to the extent that they poison the nature of social relations. 
 

1. An attitude of many managers which relies on constant threatening to reaffirm authority. 

2. The gap between the resources attributed to the objectives to be achieved. 

3. The use of political processes to enhance power. 

4. The ambiguity of roles : everyone seems in charge of everything. In fact, nobody knows 
who’s in charge of what! 

5. Managers’ lack of competence to take decisions relevant to actually achieving their 
objectives. 

6. Aggression is aimed literally at anyone who may wrongly be seen as an adversary. 

7. Not honouring one’s word or standing by one’s commitment. 

8. Clever narcissistic managers who use others as a means to an end rather than treating them 
with respect. 

9. Regressive relations that employees set up with management which reflect through their 
behaviour archaic figures of authority.  

On the contrary, we may define “an adequate organisation as one which is structurally healthy, 
wherein authority and responsibility are shared and where enough people are present at the right 
time and in the right place to carry on with the work” (Jaques 1997). 
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1.9 The collapse of meaning 

Huber, Karli, and Lujan (2003) show that “organisations today are not protected from 
madness.” They are no longer simply a place of class conflict but also one of psychological violence 
which may be expressed in different ways: conflicting orders, insults, threats of exclusion or 
isolation, unjustified threats of being fired, or behind-the-back political manoeuvring.  

 

Among all the procedures used to make the other seem “mad”, the most efficient one effects 
the dignity of the person. Dignity is the principle wherein a human being must never be treated as a 
means, but rather as an end. According to the Universal Declaration of the Rights of Man (1948) 
dignity is “inherent in the very nature of man”. Indignity thus consists of attempting to exclude the 
other from the family of man. The authors insist on distinguishing between dignity on the one hand, 
and self-esteem on the other. Self-esteem is a subjective assessment of one’s own self worth or of 
how one is seen by others. It is always conditional. In other words, it is associated with worthwhile 
acts as seen by others or by oneself. Dignity is the recognition of each person as a legal entity. It is 
an unconditional right, independent of any action or event, which is a component of the integrity of 
every human being. For the authors, certain environments, certain situations, and certain relations 
in the workplace can be considered profoundly pathogenetic to the extent that they may endanger 
the very psychic existence of the individual.   

 

The authors summarise their project by reminding us of the question: “How do you survive 
psychically in the workplace without going mad?” 

 

The psychic health of the employees is even more threatened when the changes they are 
confronted with are not limited to the working environment alone. They also have an impact on 
private lives as well as family structure and close relationships. When all of these relations start 
falling apart at the same time, the individual is left without any means of expressing his personality 
which in certain cases leaves him no other choice than to resort to producing symptoms of his 
unhappiness.    

 

To analyze the loss of coherence in systems, the authors offer us a scheme which they call the 
“IRS”. Inspired by the works of Jacques Lacan on personality, they examine the hypothesis that 
each individual structures his own identity around 3 dimensions: 

 

1. The Real 

The real which consists of the here and now.  A cat is a cat.  These are the events which 
comprise the reality of an organisation. What is, is. 

2. The Imaginary 

The imaginary represents all of the images, emotions and sentiments that we associate with 
reality. We are constantly interpreting reality and colouring it with our fantasies. This is what leads 
Desjardins (1978) to say that each one of us lives in our own world and not necessarily the real 
world. Thanks to the imaginary, we are thus constantly transforming our own reality in relation to 
our dreams and deeper desires.  At this level, a cat is never exactly a cat. It is also defined by what 
it means to us, both as a function of our own personal history and our understanding of collective 
meaning. It is interesting to note that for Gilbert Durant (1992), “the imaginary has two faces: the 
deceiving one which more or less deforms reality, and the creative one, which enables us to invent 
another world.   
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3. The symbolic 

As a result, we need to interpret events both from an individual and a collective context. The 
symbolic dimension enables us to do this. By providing some form of meaning, the symbolic 
dimension enables us to escape different forms of dictatorships. When in conflict, the question 
should not be: “What is happening to me?” (reality), but rather, “What does this mean?” Meaning in 
this context transcends reality and appearances and is not accessible by simple decoding. This 
refers us to the philosophical concept of “Reason”  

 

The psychic equilibrium of an individual depends on the coherence of these three dimensions 
of human existence. Mental health can be improved and developed when these dimensions are 
measured against one another. If one of the dimensions wins out over any of the others, the door to 
pathology may be opened which may take on different forms according to the history and profile of 
each individual. The individual may find himself trapped in a one-dimensional reality. By “playing 
the game” and conforming fully to the constraints of the system, his attempts to appear “normal” 
verge on the pathological (Dielh P., 2002). By leaving too much room for the imaginary and for the 
emotions, he starts loosing his grip on reality and becomes even more neurotic.  

As a result, we need to situate events in time and space, thus enabling us to gain access to the 
symbolic dimension. The symbolic function helps us to escape from the rigid constraints of the other 
dimensions. When confronted with an event, the question is no longer only “what is it ?”; Or no 
longer “what do I feel or imagine ?”; but rather “What does this mean ?” Meaning thus lies beyond 
reality and appearances, which are no longer accessible by simple “de-codifying”. This helps us to 
understand the concept of Reason as defined by Leibniz. 

 

Meaning inside an organisation should reflect the rules, the roles, the statutes and the laws 
that the organisation has set up. As a rule, it should not be interpreted as a moral judgement, but 
as implicit norms and transactions that an institution has set up to facilitate its employees living 
and working together efficiently.  

1.10 A breach of civility 

For transactionalists (Foucart, 2003), daily life is made up of compromises, tacit 
understandings and reciprocal tolerance which form the basis of the social contract. This in turn 
gives rise to a climate of trust and cooperation, alliances, gift-giving (Mauss). 

All social systems are open to the influence of the boss. When the latter uses the organisation 
to achieve childish objectives, he manipulates the symbolic and brings a limited and limiting 
rationality into the organisation. The implicit rules are thus modified in his image. Such perversion 
brings suffering into the organisation because what was seen as making sense is now seen as insane. 
Suffering now becomes part of daily life within the company. 

 

J. Foucart (2003) discusses the fragility of social relations which depend as much on explicit, 
formal contracts between employees as on implicit transactions. In order to live together, human 
beings have to make compromises in their lives. Our daily lives are indeed made up of continual 
accommodations and tacit understandings without any previous, formal agreements. All of these 
compromises may be considered to be contradictorys. “The transaction is continuously being 
negotiated between the contradictory concepts of opacity and transparency, proximity and 
distance, determination and listlessness, the emotional and the rational”. This unstable equilibrium 
presupposes a reciprocal level of trust between individuals in order to function. Trust depends on 
reciprocity which recalls the “gift and the counter gift” of Marcel Mauss (2004) and is thus the 
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foundation of our collective existence. Formal agreements would not be enough to live in harmony 
with one another.   

 

When reciprocity of trust is breached, people begin to suffer. The breach in trust makes 
managing these inter-subjective uncertainties nearly impossible. The breach in trust is thus 
translated into a burst of anguish linked to a deeper sentiment of existential insecurity. When trust 
no longer exists, it is not possible to share or maintain constructive interaction. Neither can trust be 
separated from the notion of respect: ie. the esteem that individuals bring to and receive from one 
another.   

 

Trust includes the production of micro-rituals that when taken together constitute the 
foundation of civility. In fact, trust is created by letting the other person know how much we 
consider him. Respect, reservation and tact are the expression of this civility which favour relations 
of cooperation or, in some instances, unconditional alliances. “Civilities enable us to relate to one 
another, to gather together and to create cohesion within the community”. They signify the 
intention of leaving violence behind. 

 

But when, for one reason or another, suffering appears in the social group, there is a breach of 
civility. Relations in companies are often based on force. We must often carry out decisions taken 
by others that we do not necessarily agree with or have never even be consulted about. The so-
called “ordinary” level of violence in a firm, which may seem quite moderate, makes it sometimes 
impossible to negotiate these micro-compromises that are so essential to living together. 

1.11 Stress in the workplace: summary 

To summarize all of these factors we would like to refer to Patrick Legeron, psychiatrist at 
Saint-Anne Hospital and author of the book, “Stress in the Workplace”. Legeron aptly summarizes 
the diversity of the many factors behind stress: - The cut-throat competition which employees are 
willing to practise in order to achieve recognition.  In any precarious working environment, 
employees will be tempted to play their own cards to the detriment of group solidarity. 

- “Many believe only in saving their own skin rather than fighting collectively.” V. de 
Gaulejac and Taboada Léonetti (1997) deal with this theme by showing that the 
excellence of some may lead to the exclusion of others.  

- Continuous lay-offs and restructurings often occur without any warning whatsoever and 
leave employees without the possibility of negotiating or even discussing their fate. 

- The absence of the right to make mistakes. 

- The lack of any sign of recognition by management of one’s accomplishments. 

- The difficulty of anticipating the future due to backward management practices and 
the lack of career advancement opportunities. 

2 The necessity of a New Managerial “Ethos” 
The new reality in the workplace necessarily implies renewed managerial behaviour. When 

confronted with the challenges of today’s workplace, workers are much more in need of support 
rather than being denigrated by their egocentric bosses. Expectations from workers presuppose that 
managers go beyond conceptions of authority that have governed their behaviour for so long.   
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In the second section, we attempt to define the term “managerial neurosis”. At the outset, we 
believe it centers on a particular representation of the past. Such anachronistic concepts of the 
imagination encompass the personal history of the individuals involved. But they also encompass the 
history of mankind in general. 

2.1 The Loss of Confidence and the disenchantment of employees 

The countless number of dismissals which have taken place over the last ten years have 
brought the level of trust that most employees have in their companies and managers to new lows. 
The Paris-based company “Tati” serves as an appropriate illustration of this trend. Employees of the 
firm couldn’t understand how or why the company filed for bankruptcy so suddenly. They became 
even more despondent.as the facts put forward by the arrogant managers seemed to be in flagrant 
contradiction with the reality they were experiencing, Imbued with their success, the managers 
seemed oblivious to the overwhelming changes their employees had to cope with   

 

The increasing number of redundancies reveal the major challenges we now have to face. They 
highlight the powerlessness of those who are supposed to represent force and authority.   

 

The managers who are no longer able to ensure our protection in exchange for our unflinching 
obedience have become increasingly suspicious. Little by little, doubt has seeped into the collective 
consciousness. Many of us are beginning to wonder whether we can trust the traditional figures of 
authority.  

 

The disappointment that such doubt has given rise to is progressively transformed into 
aggression which confirms that in the end “we always burn the idols that we once adored.” The 
death sentence pronounced by the media against the former heroes of entrepreneurial success --
Jean-Marie Messier or Bernard Tapie-- is an excellent case in point.  

2.2 Managerial archaisms and paradigmatic breach 

Companies are today being confronted with processes entailing brutal ruptures, defined by 
Grove (2000) as “points of strategic inflection” (2000). These processes are unforeseeable and they 
endanger the whole system of how those involved are represented. Some have referred to this 
process as the “paradigmatic breach”.  

A paradigm plays two roles: it offers a frame of reference which helps us to understand the 
complex world we live in. By providing a system of logical categories, the paradigm opens up new 
avenues to advance our knowledge of the world (Morgan, 1989). 

 

Nevertheless, a paradigm may also blind us given that it reduces reality to a limited number of 
categories. “Thus the paradigm prescribes and proscribes.” (Morin, 2000:17-34). 

 

“The paradigm plays a subterranean as well as a sovereign role in any theory, doctrine or 
ideology. The paradigm is subconscious but it nourishes and controls conscious thought” (Edgar 
Morin). 
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Current events seem to confirm that the paradigm of certain managers has suddenly grown old 
and stale. Decision-making systems that may have been successful in the past are today seriously at 
fault.  

 

But archaic practices have a long life span even when they have become anachronistic. This is 
obvious in at least three areas. 

 

Our conceptions of strategic development are still largely influenced by the nineteen seventies 
model linked to price competitively and the impact of volume (Mass Production?). Some still believe 
that it is possible to save jobs by improving French productivity. But hourly productivity, at least in 
France, is one of the best in the world. It is difficult to explain how such an approach can bring a 
halt to the ever-widening gap in the cost of labour in newly emerging countries such as Brazil, India, 
Russia or China.  

 

One only has to surf the net briefly to notice that in certain sectors, in certain market 
segments, and for certain products, the battle has already been lost.  It would be in the best 
interest of an umbrella manufacturer, for example, to sub-contract the lower range of his products 
to a company in China or India, and focus his energy here in France on improving research and 
development and his distribution network. On the contrary, for higher range products that still 
retain higher margins, he may prefer to keep manufacturing them in the home country. Similar 
examples are found in many other sectors such as electronics, textiles, shoes, photography, and 
informatics. It seems obvious that the so-called strategy of “price competitivity” no longer has 
much of a future.  

 

It is curious to say the least to see with what energy and lack of awareness certain economic 
and political authorities remain attached to such out-dated, strategic concepts. True, it is indeed 
hard to part with emotional convictions whose bases no longer depends on rationality but rather on 
“the prohibitive force of the taboo” (E. Morin 2000). 

 

The philosopher Plato (2002: 274-300) may shed some light on this question. We continue to 
cling to the shadow of former ideologies as if they still represented today’s reality. To a certain 
extent, it is the very definition of “neurosis” which Freud views as a “repetition” (Wiederholung) of 
former solutions which we remain uncounsciously attached to and which we try to maintain in the 
present. Such a neurotic situation compromises our relation with the present and even alters our 
perception of it. All of which leads us to adopting forms of behaviour which may have been used in 
the past but which no longer have any bearing on the “here and now”. Our contact with reality is 
altered. We are no longer here in “this world”; we are in “our world”. 

The term “neurosis” may appear surprising, even excessive, if we refer to the popular 
understanding of the term. We must instead refer to the more orthodox definition. According to 
Freud, none of us can escape from being in neurotic situations. We thus make compromises in order 
to feel that we are just “one of the others”, and that we “belong” to the community. Such 
situations become pathological when they compromise painfully the individual’s relation to reality. 
The attachment that certain managers have to such models of development.may be considered 
clearly outmoded.  
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How many employees in the textile industry are unemployed, how many more factory closures 
will it take before we finally understand that it’s high time to change such models and to leave 
these outdated practices in the past where they belong? 

 

This vision of strategic development based on competitive pricing is also associated with 
another outmoded conception of the company. Despite numerous re-engineerings and 
restructurings, many companies, particularly small and medium-sized ones, still remain influenced 
by the notion of hierarchy. This obsession has had considerable consequences on collective 
efficiency in the company and the level of suffering of its employees. By maintaining these model 
organigrams, sometimes referred to as “French gardens”, we are sujecting employees to conditions 
similar to those that soldiers “dressed in red” had to confront during the First World War. The 
hecatomb has been disastrous. The comparison may appear excessive but the number of deaths 
listed on wartime memorials in the village square is quickly catching up with the number of people 
enrolled at the local unemployment office or benefiting from the minimum monthly allowance 
(RMI)! 

 

The total lack of interest in finding an appropriate organisational model resurfaced when the 
35 hours-work week came into law. In many cases, managers have been much more interested in 
writing up agreements that comply with the law rather than promoting more meaningful discussions 
about organisational and strategic issues. This may explain the relative failure of the 35 hour-work 
week that was largely inspired by the Northern European models that did not take “price 
competitivity” into account. One of the consequences of this negligence has been the increase in 
the intensity and the pace of work. This in turn has resulted in an increase in pathologies linked to 
physical and mental stress.  

 

The overly hierarchical nature of managerial relations is another scathing case of outmoded 
practices in the workplace and appears particularly worrisome. 

 

In an uncertain world, relations to subordinates can no longer be limited to obedience. 
Companies need autonomous and responsible people who are capable of taking decisions to resolve 
highly complex professional problems. This requires making full use of employees’ intelligence on 
every level. 

 

Competent employees cannot be coerced into doing their utmost for the firm. Motivation and 
commitment cannot be obtained by violence or contempt. Herve Serieyx warned us on this point 
when he recalled Mastsushita’s ironic declaration about our management models: “We are going to 
win and the industrial West is going to loose. You won’t be able to do much about it because defeat 
lies within yourselves. Sure, your organisations remain steeped in Taylorism but even worse, so does 
your way of thinking! You’re so convinced that you manage your companies in the right way by 
distinguishing between the bosses and the workers; beween those who think, and, those who turn 
the screws. For you, management is the art of suitably transferring the ideas of management into 
the hands of the worker For us, management is the art of mobilising and motivating everyone in the 
company in order to cope with the turbulences and the requirements confronted in new, constantly 
changing environments.”  

 

By developing the concept of “zero contempt”, Hervé Serieyx (1989) invites us to adopt more 
participative forms of management.  
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Consultant Christian Lemoine, during his conferences clearly summarizes this problem by 
inviting managers not to confuse the meaning of “managing properly” with “blowing off steam”. 
“Management” he says, “can be likened to a professional act or event which includes identifiable 
and reproducible methods”. He reminds us simply that an employee’s genuine commitment to the 
firm cannot be fostered in a submissive environment. Motivation, commitment and workable 
alliances are built on respect for all parties. We must recognize that despite all the articles written 
and the conferences held, there is still a lot of work to be done before putting the blinders of 
archaic and backward forms of management behind us. 

 

From now on bosses are invited to climb down from their ivory towers. They must give up 
trying to be the primitive father of the horde. They must encourage less regressive, more 
transferable relationships. They must work for the well-being of everyone rather than for their own 
glorification.  

 

By giving up trying to be the male chauvinist in the group, the boss becomes just like one of us: 
a fellow soldier, and not some kind of superman instilling terror rather than inspiring commitment.  

2.3 The emergence of new models based on trust and responsibility 

Several new, well-renowned entrepreneurs believe that the time has come to set up new 
managerial conceptions and forms of behaviour. We can mention for example the still somewhat 
marginal yet very promising experiments of the Brazilian Ricardo Semler and the Japanese Motoo 
Matsuura.  

In his company, Semler has set up “Semco”, a totally innovative form of management wherein 
the employees themselves decide on what form of organisation the company will adopt. Semler 
feels that the managers spend 20% of their time dealing with relatively minor anecdotal problems. 
In the end, he believes the freedom granted to each employee is risk-free.     

 

He is in favour of letting employees work in groups of ten or twelve people who decide 
themselves who members are of their own group. This leads to a high level of trust. They design 
their own project, draft their own budget and even decide upon their own salaries. The name of the 
game is total transparency because all information is posted on the intranet, including management 
evaluations, each individual’s annual assessment,  and salaries offered by competing companies.   

 

Motoo Matsuura manages the Juken Kogyo company which is located between Tokyo and Osaka 
and which is the world’s leading manufacturer in their sector. He encourages radical change in 
managerial relations. Employees do not have to clock in. There is no attendance register. There are 
no precise definitions of the function or role of each employee, but all are encouraged to take 
initiatives and to assume responsibilities according to the task at hand and in their area of 
competence. Hiring takes place as applications are received and all employees whoever they may 
be have the right to attend meetings of the Board of Directors if they so desire. The company has 
adopted a life-long employment policy; there is no required retirement age. Employees can decide 
to remain on the job until they reach 70 or even 80 years of age. 

 

All of these examples, beyond their seemingly anecdotal nature, show that a new economic 
reality is calling for the emergence of a new managerial mode of behaviour.  
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2.4 The characteristics of a “do-good” manager 

According to psychoanalyst Otto Kernberg, companies today need to rely on “healthy” models 
of authority. The do-good manager possesses at least the following five characteristics. He has: 

1. A nuanced, fine-tuned sense of situations. 

2. An honest personality that is impermeable to political processes. 

3. An ability to build and maintain authentic, objective relationships. 

4. A healthy form of narcissism. 

5. A healthy paranoiac attitude, one which is legitimately anticipatory as opposed to being 
naïve. 

 

Let us now try to clarify these five key levels of competency proposed by Otto Kernberg. 

 

Intelligence brings to mind the notion of discernment and lucidity. In such a tormented 
environment, employees expect their captain to devote time and energy building a vision of the 
future and the market. Only then will they find that they can trust him. The ability of the manager 
to anticipate and to remain in contact with day-to-day market realities is surely one of the key 
functions of management. Managerial intelligence thus may be characterized as the ability to 
explore time and space all the while remaining open to consumers’ desires.  

 

If we observe what is happening in some sectors, we may wonder whether the captain has 
been on board the ship at all and if so, whether his navigation skills have not been short-circuited. 
How do we explain that some sectors have hardly diversified in more innovative concepts outside 
the narrow realm of price competitivity whereas the number of bankruptcies has continued to 
increase? How will companies react when Chinese firms start exporting products without quotas as 
from January 1st 2005? Observe how some companies have reacted when Chinese companies were 
able to export their products without WTO imposed quotas as from January 1, 2005! 

 

Reason alone is insufficient to answer these questions. Instead, identity issues may help 
explain why some managers have refrained from making decisions and have let their companies drift 
along aimlessly. In fact, investing in intelligence involves little fanfare. (avoids the limelight… At 
times, managers must be able to keep their distance from the firm’s day-to-day operations, which 
may induce feelings of guilt or anxiety, especially when one’s ego is so intertwined with day-to-day 
routine. 

 

Political infighting: “power trips”. 

Political infighting has taken on overwhelming cancerous proportions in many organisations. 
Even if they have become realistically unavoidable, such power trips contribute greatly to the 
development of what sociologists Crozier (1992) or March (1989) have called “limited rationality”. 
This is characterized by the production of relational gameplaying, whose sole aim is to promote the 
immediate interests of those attempting to consolidate personal power within the organisation. In 
the most serious cases, some individuals spend more time plotting their personal power ploys than 
working for the common good of the firm. Such functioning can break down solidarity amongst 
employees. This type of behaviour is all the more destructive in periods of economic crises when 
the rules of collective behaviour are less clear and less cohesive. 
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To encourage employee commitment to the firm, a certain level of loyalty between the 
manager and his fellow employees must be achieved. But some managers for neurotic reasons that 
we shall explore later distort this relationship by surreptitiously introducing irrational objectives. 
For example, a manager who comes across as excessively authoritarian may trap an employee into a 
position of submission. Another technique often used by managers is to deliberately provide 
incomplete information about a project in order to control the situation. Worse still, managers may 
humiliate an employee by announcing confidential information to the public. This inability to 
establish free and fair relations with others has had devastating effects on the level of trust inside 
the firm.  

 

A lack of self-esteem may also bring about over-dependence upon others. A healthy narcissism 
protects the manager from hyper-dependence and strengthens his ability to function autonomously. 
The managerial function requires a certain level of maturity. If recognition of oneself through 
others is a fundamental need, the exercise of authority must not be limited to this sole objective. 
Occupying a position of power is incompatible with one’s own glorification.  

A. Grove (2000) underlines to what extent managers must remain alert. In an economic 
environment wherein product lifecycles are getting ever shorter and competition is getting ever 
fiercer (how often do we read the term “economic war”) vigilance is a necessity. Managers must 
keep their survival instincts intact without becoming haughty or imbued with about past successes.  

3 The Follies of Power 

3.1 The double economy of managerial neurosis 

We have defined managerial neurosis as a problem of “otherness” (alterity). We define the 
term “other” as it is commonly understood, in other words, the others in both time and space. In 
our view, its etiology is twofold: 

- an exogenous cause which comes from what employees have learned from the history 
of the company, its successes and failures, its strengths and weaknesses, etc.  

- an endogenous cause linked to the intrapsychic functioning of the managers 
themselves.   

In the first case, the problem is the result of ill-adapted interaction with the economic 
environment. In the second, the problem is indissociable with the intra-psychic structure of the 
individuals. At times, problems stemming from external and internal causes may overlap, making 
the neurosis even more acute. 

 

The Advanced Communications Center directed by Bernard Cathelat (1990) and Mike Burke 
(1996) offers a particularly interesting clinical typology of company neuroses. It distinguishes 
between four collective modalities of interaction with the environment. Each “modality” 
corresponds to the expression of a specific type of learning. A study carried out in 1995 highlights 
the following contrasts:  
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Company behaviour in 1995 Historical reasons 

Narcissistic companies (27%) Situated in monopolistic or subsidised 
environments, they do not have to confront 
competition. Protected from such risk, they 
tend to live within their own world and to make 
the customer comply with their own internal 
norms. 

Defensive companies (32%) These companies have been through 
periods of continuous growth and have become 
leaders. Imbued with their success they have let 
down their guard and neglected competition. 

Adaptable companies (33%) They attempt to remain in step with the 
needs of the market, thanks to the marketing 
function. 

Visionary companies (8%) They are consistently focusing on 
innovation and are often in the sector of the 
new technologies.  

 

The Advanced Communications Center offers a more detailed typology but one of its most 
interesting aspects is to highlight the fact that managerial neurosis also has a collective dimension. 
To simplify, it would seem that neurotic “risk” for the company appears when contact with the 
environment is altered. We may put forward the hypothesis that a breakdown may occur when a 
strategic paradigm becomes obsolete at the same time as a downswing in the market. This aspect 
may be summarized in the following diagram: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3.2 The subject under the pressure of power 

Wielding power is far from being a neutral experience and may have a surprising impact on a 
manager’s personality. It is quite uncommon to see a manager remain insensitive to its appeal. In 
fact experience shows that power represents a risk for the psychic integrity of those involved. 
Current events confirms every day that power may be troubling for the person who holds it. How 
can we explain the hazardous and grandiose decisions taken by Jean-Marie Messier, or Bernard 
Tapie, or to a lesser extent by Michel Bon, to mention but a few. From a political point of view, 
how do you explain the behavioural excesses of Hitler, Mussolini, Saddam Hussein, Milosévic, 
Causescu, Pinochet, Chavez, etc... 
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Clearly, power may have a hallucinating effect. If the manager is insufficiently prepared for 
such a situation, several dangers lurk in the background. Power may have a corrosive impact on 
rational thinking. As time progresses, the all-powerful manager’s ego may dissolve, thus modifying 
his thinking and even his ability to take decisions. Everything happens as if his ego was caught in the 
trance of his all-powerful position. This impression would be even stronger if he were adored and 
admired by his “followers”. This rupture with reality is even greater if the employees don’t dare let 
their boss know that he is on the wrong path.  

 

If the ego dissolves in a situation of power, it may well be because it is an imaginary entity 
(Morali 1984). Recall once again Lacan’s conclusion: “At its origin, the ego is comprised of an 
imaginary entity”. Furthermore, it is the result of the coming together of the discourse and the 
gaze of the other. “Its unity is comprised of the gaze of the other and by the discourse which 
designates it as a unique being. Thus, by identifying with the image others have of us, we built an 
image of our own identity (Lemaire, 1977: 141). The ego, built from a specular, mirror image, is but 
an illusive construction which could never definitively comprise our identity (Contreras, Favret-
Saada-Hochmann, Manauni, Roustang, 1985:77). In fact, the latter cannot be reduced to a simple 
picture of ourselves. All of which points to the fact that the ego, in its fundamental nature, is a 
relatively fragile entity since it depends on how others see us (Miller, 1987: 13 à 29). 

 

Not only is the ego fragile in its deepest nature, it is also pliable and malleable (Lacan, 1978: 
61 à 77). Under the irradiation of collective admiration, it may melt just as the wings of Icarius in 
the ardent heat of the sun. It may believe it is the very being others see it as: the all powerful ideal 
self (Enriquez, 1991).  

For clinicians, we have reached a state of total narcissistic pathology where the pleasure 
principle is totally confused with the reality principle.   

He who holds a position of power will encounter at least two major pitfalls (Calonne, 2005): 
two monsters that he will have to deal with. All will agree that we have a major battle on our 
hands: 

- the narcissist attempt to lose oneself in the other’s gaze 

- the perverse temptation to use the other as an object of one’s desire 

3.3 Neurotic deviations of the « immature » manager 

The narcissistic deviation: lost in the gaze of the other (Bergeret, 1999) 

Just as an ideal father fantasises about becoming all-powerful, the power hungry manager may 
believe that he holds or that he even is the very power that others attribute to him. Lacan uses the 
mirror to show how we build our identity by the way we feel others see us. When we look around 
us, we may in fact convince ourselves that we are indeed the wonderful person we believe others 
see in us. In reality, this process is our interpretation of how we feel those around us see us 
operating in our daily environment. The danger is to confuse this projected image with our real 
selves. If illusions may have an invigorating effect at first, they correspond to an alienating trap 
that some may fall into permanently. Lacan affirms that the concept of identity cannot be confined 
to what others see in us. It cannot be limited to the image of what others desire.     

 

The experience of power, especially when it encounters individuals with low self-esteem, may 
contribute to reinforcing this process. It may thus reinforce what Lacan refers to as “the 
fundamental alienation of the subject”. We find the same problem with certain well-known popular 
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entertainers who are adored and even idolized by the public. Such idols may wind up believing that 
they are indeed the very person that others see them as. Thus they conform to the image others 
have of them. The example of the well-known French singer Dalida illustrates this point. Her suicide 
was surely the only possible solution left when she could no longer live up to the image the public 
had of her. Abandoning this image can often, if not most of the time, lead to a major crisis. “When 
we loose this image, we often believe that we have lost our lives”. (Denis Vasse, 1983: 8 à 48) 

 

By remaining dependent on the image of others, and by permanently seeking their agreement, 
their support, or in some cases even their love, the manager confuses his own personality with the 
object of his desire, as a form of compensation. Without realising it, Lacan was hypothesising that 
such individuals remain blocked in an infantile dependency upon their mother.  

 

In this quest for reassurance, the person finds himself trapped in a web of lies and ebbing 
power. He is nothing more than a small child looking for his mother. He gets lost and remains a 
prisoner of this primary quest. He has such difficulty maintaining his credibility that he is no longer 
able to exercise the symbolic function of manager. Just as with the Roman Emporer Caligula, 
without doubt suffering from the same problem, he is only capable of acting out his childish 
caprices. 

 

Being captive of the other’s gaze, also reminds us of Perrault’s fairy tale “Snow White”. Her 
cruel step-mother gazes into the mirror to make sure she remains the most beautiful women in the 
kingdom and that no other women will steal from her the beauty that she alone is worthy of. When 
Narcissus leans over to admire his image in the lake, he looses his balance, falls into the lake and 
drowns. “The mirror devours and dissolves the individual; it leaves him dumbstruck and melts away 
his true identity”. 

 

One of the solutions for the manager who has to deal with this kind of problem is to give up 
using power as a means of compensating for childhood suffering. The problem is, however, that 
such suffering works subconsciously in the mind and on the personality. 

 

Perverse deviations: reducing the other to be the sole object of one’s desire 

For those who occupy positions of power, a second temptation exists: that of using one’s 
power not just to admire one’s image as projected by the other, but rather to go much further by 
attempting to get the other to fulfil one’s own fantasies. Here, the process is reversed. The other 
becomes an object at the service of the imagination of the man in power. For the clinician, there is 
a key change in resister: we are no longer dealing with narcissism but with perversity.    

Perversity consists of forcing the other to conform to our desires and to provide us with 
pleasure. A perverted person doesn’t feel any sense of guilt, or any limit whatsoever in his 
behaviour. For these reasons, he may be dangerous in the workplace or in society at large.  

 

If the well-known fairy tale “Snow White” illustrates the problem of narcissism, “Little Red 
Riding Hood” illustrates that of perversity. In the end, the victim is eaten without even being aware 
that she has been manipulated. The victim’s naivety is often linked to a form of idealisation. It 
takes time before she realises how far a person in power is ready to go to achieve his objectives. 
“The big bad wolf” uses every means possible to achieve his ends: seduction, subtle manoeuvring, 
flattery, false promises, etc. What counts is to take hold of the other person and to use her to 
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achieve one’s own strategic ends. Such avidity is represented in the tale by the fact that the wolf 
devours the grandmother whose place he now occupies. He will then devour Little Red Riding Hood 
whom he deceives by disguising himself and hiding his real voice. A perverted person rarely shows 
his true face: we feel we can trust him as if he were God himself. He comes across as being 
perfectly sincere. He possesses a fine-tuned intuition of what makes others act and doesn’t hesitate 
to manipulate others in order to reach his ends.    

In its wisdom, the tale offers a way out of such perverted relationships by proposing “to put a 
big stone in the wolf’s stomach.” In other words, we must keep our distance. We must bring to an 
end any expectations of constructing a positive relationship or feelings of affection. 

3.4 Transcending the neurosis of power 

These two hideous figures of power i.e. pathological narcissism (Calonne 2005) and the 
tendency towards perversity, generate a great deal of suffering for their victims (Pavy 2004). 

Furthermore, while the manager will use much his time and energy maintaining his neurosis, 
he will have less energy left over to deal with his true mission: ie to develop a pertinent strategy, 
to manage an adapted and adaptable organisation, and to help his colleagues to grow.  

 

Employees today expect their managers to give up the fantasy of such an all-powerful ego trip. 
Most employees are fully aware of the damaging consequences for the company of such regressive 
behaviour. They ask for nothing more than to share responsibility and to contribute to the collective 
effort. Indeed, there is no alternative.  

 

In order to achieve this, employees must be supported by managers that are capable of making 
what Loick Roche calls “amenities”, “namely, welcoming the ideas of other employees in the firm, 
showing empathy, rewarding their successes and promoting their initiatives, making sure that 
haughtiness and disdain are absent in any relationship regardless of its nature. All of which is done 
not with a view to personal advancement but with a view to promoting collective development. 
(Roche, 1995, 261) 

 

This presupposes a reversal of the manager’s conception of what his role and mission should be 
and of how he should conduct relations with others.   

 

The film entitled «Schindler’s List » provides us with a very good summary of the problem of 
“the other” (alterity). It introduces us to a young German manager whose primary aim is to improve 
his profit margins without any concern as to the means of achieving this objective. Then, little by 
little, thanks to his love for a woman, he discovers the painful conditions of workers who happen to 
be on his side because of the war. As he becomes aware of the dangers his employees have to face 
because of their Jewish origin, he decides to devote energy and financial resources to keep them 
from being sent to the concentration camps. The change in his behaviour is particularly impressive 
when he gives his most trustworthy employee a suitcase full of bills which he otherwise would have 
used for his own pleasure. Through such a gesture, he displays a noblesse (nobility?) which will be 
rewarded several years later since he will receive the “Just &  Fair” award in recognition for the 
sacrifices he made to save the lives of several hundred of his fellow citizens.  

This example illustrates the heroic dimension of a leader who must necessarily be ready to act 
in order to completely fulfil his role. Given his symbolic position, a leader is constantly called upon 
to sublimate his ego in order to help others, thus transcending his “immediate human condition”.  
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Such a position is quite difficult to maintain since the manager himself is in a very open, 
vulnerable position. He has his own uncertainties. If the company has not been successful and shows 
a loss in the profit and loss account, he may have to restructure the company and call for 
dismissals. If he fails to achieve his objective, he will be the object of severe criticism and will be 
mercilessly fired. In either event he runs the risk of loosing the esteem of his employees and of 
himself as well. If he is found to have made a serious error in managing the company, he may even 
loose part or all of his personal assets. 

 

In the end, his position could well be much more precarious than we can imagine. Which may 
explain why, overwhelmed by troubles, his ego is no longer able to cope and he confuses managing 
his company with venting personal frustrations.  

4 Is it possible to heal managerial neurosis? 
If we put forward the hypothesis that managerial neurosis is an illness, it’s because we feel 

that it is a temporary, non-definitive condition upon which it is possible to take corrective action 
from at least four different approaches: 

 

1. Filling in anthropological deficits 

2. Investing in the development of managerial competence 

3. Committing oneself to a resolutely virtuous approach 

4. Working towards developing the employees’ level of maturity 

4.1 A deficit in anthropological knowledge 

Many if not most managers in France have had an essentially technical education in 
engineering. They have often been specialists in their field before having to assume managerial 
tasks. Their initial training has often had little to do with managing social relationships.  

 

Social sciences also share part of the blame. The manner in which they are taught is very 
abstract and seems little concerned with day-to-day, operational problems. To make matters worse, 
the tenants of the so-called “hard sciences” have often belittled them by referring to them as the 
“soft sciences”.  

 

As a result managers often lack training in certain key areas of knowledge. Perhaps one of the 
most important questions of our times centres on the anthropological foundations necessary to lead 
individuals and groups towards better economic performance.     

E. Morin (2000) in his book “Les sept savoirs nécessaires à l’éducation du future”  (The Seven 
Key Areas of Knowledge for the Future of Education) shares this concern when he states that we 
must prepare the men and women of tomorrow for the complexities of life and the permanent 
changes they will be confronted with. He has identified seven key points for education at least 
three of which should be given priority for managers: 

 

1. Accept the uncertainty of knowledge and leave behind the arrogance of dogma. Our ideas 
are no more than relative interpretations of reality. By our very nature we are incapable of 
comprehending the world ourselves. 
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2. Encourage inter-disciplinarily and cooperation to obtain a genuine understanding of the 
phenomena that surround us. In other words, conventional thinking is no longer sufficient because it 
favours analytical rather than holistic reasoning. On the contrary, we must bring the different 
disciplines together rather than keeping them apart.  

3. Develop a better understanding of human nature. The human being is at one and the  same 
time reasonable and unreasonable, capable of moderation and excess, subject to intense and 
unstable affectivity. He laughs, smiles, and cries but he also knows how to consider circumstances 
objectively. He is a serious and calculating being, but also anxious, anguished, pleasure loving, 
drunk, and ecstatic. He may be violent and tender, simultaneously full of love and hate. His being is 
permeated with imagination, yet he recognizes reality; he knows what death is and yet cannot 
believe in it. He deals in myth and magic but also science and philosophy. He is possessed by the 
gods and by ideas, but doubts what the gods say and criticises their ideas. He is nourished by 
verified knowledge but also by illusions and ephemeral thoughts. And then when rational, cultural 
and material constraint and control no longer function, when illusions and uncontrollable 
excessiveness take over, then “homo-demons” take over homo-sapiens: rational intelligence is 
subordinated to its monsters. 

 

This short summary reminds us of Michel Crozier who inquires about the necessity of managers 
to learn how to reason differently.  

It would appear that in an environment subject to permanent change, a manager can no longer 
be limited to the “quick fix”, to standardised or conventional thinking, or to the latest managerial 
recipe in fashion. More than ever before, he needs to come to terms with a genuine anthropological 
culture to be in a position to deal with the incessant changes he will have to confront and even 
initiate. 

To improve our knowledge and understanding of mankind, “liberal Arts” must be given its 
rightful place in academic programmes for future managers. Economic history, philosophy, 
sociology, psychology and ethnology must be included in the curriculum. 

The teaching of history enables us to understand that we are the result of a long, unending 
process in perpetual movement wherein the contradictory forces of capital and labour are in 
constant confrontation.  

Philosophy requires us to recognize that each and every act has meaning and consequences: all 
of which are adjacent to the ideas, models and visions of the world. Each vision privileges certain 
mental categories (Kant, 2003). Philosophy helps to instil modesty by showing us the great difficulty 
we have to face in accepting reality. 

Sociology enables us to understand that the organisations of mankind are never homogenous. 
Their apparent equilibrium is the result of fleeting compromise, often jeopardised by their links 
with clandestine undercurrents and forces… 

Ethnology has demonstrated that mythologies and rites studied in primitive societies have not 
disappeared from the so-called «developed » societies. They are confronted with the same anguish 
and have to cope with the same trembling resulting from the earthshaking events of human 
existence. 

Psychology and to an even greater extent psychoanalysis have alerted us to the importance of 
the imaginary. They have explained that in the company and at work “man engages his identity, his 
desire for recognition and his self esteem. In the end, individuals who do not dream are individuals 
who have died” (Enriquez, 1997).  

Ethnology reminds us that certain types of human behaviour are permeated by the heritage of 
those who have proceeded us. Our means of wielding power and of organising hierarchical 
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relationships among members of different groups are in many respects similar to those of certain 
animals. 

These areas of study are generally not commonplace in French management school. But this is 
precisely what the manager needs not only because he must manage resources but also because 
human beings who are acting out important aspects of their lives need to be recognised as such….  

The manager often complains of how lonely occupying a position of power can be. Yet if he 
were to read some of the great works of literature, he would certainly feel less so. Nevertheless, to 
be in a position to read such works and to take full advantage of them, he must be ready to accept 
that the theories and the lessons emerging from them can indeed be very useful in throwing light on 
his behaviour, despite their abstract nature.  

Koestbaum (1989) had already opened up this avenue by imploring managers to become more 
acquainted with the great philosophers. He suggested that they be inspired by Socrates when they 
listen to their employees, by Heraclites when they have to interpret complex issues, by Epicene 
when they have to analyse problems or by Plato when they feel they have simply lost their way.  

Managers and philosophers have a common goal : to be both discerning and lucid. It would be 
in everyone’s best interest if their efforts could be combined in order to achieve better governance 
within organisations. 

One of the means of gaining access to such anthropological knowledge would be to explore the 
following themes across the different disciplines and to examine their direct link to managerial 
problems : 
The identity of organisations 

- violence and power 
- authority 
- cooperation 

- alterity 
- the management of change 
- etc… 

4.2 Development of managerial competence through action-training 

Managerial competence no longer has anything to do with “might makes right”. Rather it 
concerns “savoir faire” and “savoir être” which today are well identified and reproducible. 
Investing in the development of managerial competence is one way to leave behind a muscular 
conception of power and to encourage greater social intelligence.  

4.2.1 The need to set up a referential of managerial competences 

Knowledge can free us from ignorance and obscurity but managerial efficiency cannot depend 
solely on only one dimension. It must necessarily include the acquisition of competencies that Le 
Boterf defines as “action-knowledge in a given context”. 

For the longest time managerial competence remained largely « une terra incognita ». Today 
the plethora of publications on the market enables us to define fairly precisely the types of 
competencies that are needed for efficient managerial practice.  

Gélinier’s « Four Areas of Management » (1997) appears particularly constructive in defining 
and giving structure to managerial competencies. For the author, four areas exist in this field:  
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– The “Operational Area” consists of all the activities and decisions we must take in day-to-day 
operations such as holding an interview, responding to requests, running a meeting, preparing 
one’s daily agenda, etc. As a rule, their impact is immediate and short term. We are referring 
here to a daily or weekly timescale. 

 
– The “Organisational Area” refers to all activitiess and decisions which enable us to provide 

structure to the team over a longer period of time: month, a semester or a year, according to 
the timescale of the different operations. Defining objectives for a given period, developing 
action plans and projects, running evaluation interviews or ongoing performance meetings…  This 
area deals with relations between the different departments inside the company. 

 
– The “Strategic area” deals with the time devoted to anticipating and building a vision of the 

future. The different models of strategic analysis proposed by Porter (2003), Ansoff (1976), and 
BCG are good examples. This area deals with the company seen within the context of its 
competitors. 

 
– The “Cultural Area” corresponds to the key values of the company. Culture is built and adjusted 

over the long term and is the product of the history of the company, it deals with careful 
observation of the long-term economic and social trends that may impact the firm. 

 

By attempting to determine and define all the competencies necessary to perform the role of 
manager, “4 Areas of Management” constitutes a credible referential to position the learner before 
and after a program of action training. 

4.2.2 Referential of competencies: a worthwhile component (Boutall, 1997) 

An action-training program will be more effective if the training needs have been clearly 
identified beforehand. Very often, this important step is not taken into account. But neglecting 
such a step is far from gratuitous: it enables the manager to avoid having to come to grips with 
potentially very sensitive issues.  

One of the best means of analyzing the managers’ training needs is the “360° Evaluation Test”, 
which is increasingly used in large international companies, even if it still remains relatively 
unknown in many smaller firms. It consists of comparing how managers see themselves with how 
they are seen by their employees. For such an approach to be successful, however, value 
judgements about the manager must be avoided at all costs. In no case whatsoever may the Test be 
seen or used as a means of taking revenge against the manager or of jeopardising the image he 
projects of himself to his employees. The key question here is to determine how adequately the 
manager is fulfilling his role with respect to his employees. The referential concerning the four 
areas of management deals much more with facts than with attitudes. It attempts to assess the 
ability of the manager to make the system run more efficiently rather than simply to keep 
employees happy.  

This referential is currently available at: http://www.4etmpsdumanagement.com 

In a big company from the automobile sector, for example, the 360° Evaluation Test is 
approached in four phases:  

- Each participant fills in the self-assessment referential of managerial competencies 
adhering to the systemic philosophy presented above.  
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- Together, members of the group express their views and opinions, sketching a detailed 
overall profile of the group as a whole.  

- One-on-one interviews are held with the manager and different areas for discussion are 
agreed upon. 

- A group session is organised with a view to getting everyone working together in the 
common interest of the firm.  

Such an approach presupposes a degree of maturity on the part of both parties and cannot be 
put in place without preparatory sessions.   

4.2.3 Internal Action-Training 

General knowledge can be acquired on one’s own by reading the great literary works in the 
spirit of personal reflection and development. But managerial competence can only be acquired in 
the field through “hands-on” experience obtained from concrete situations. As a result, we believe 
the pedagogical formula called “action-training” could provide an appropriate solution. 

A closer look at the specificities of such training should be instructive. 

- The approach involves working collectively towards a common goal. 

- It is participative because it implies managing change collectively. An initial session of one-
on-one interviews is necessary in order to determine specific, realistic objectives. 

- Such a model alternates theoretical methodology with genuine “hands-on” application 
sessions that are carried out periodically by the participants themselves. 

- Practising such simulations in a learning environment enables participants to confront reality 
under ideal circumstances. Living through such life-like experiences in what Peter Senge (1991) has 
called “a virtual micro-universe” fosters genuine managerial learning.  

4.2.4 Individual accompaniment or collective analysis of professional practices 

Managerial competence can be defined as a complex combination of knowledge, know-how and 
social skills. As the latter terms suggest, we are obviously concerned here with the self which at 
least in part presupposes the development of emotional intelligence. 

Fortunately there are several ways of approaching this question. Whichever one is chosen, we 
cannot escape calling into question our’very own being and more than just on a theoretical level. 
Two approaches may be proposed : 

– The individual approach, referred to today as “coaching” (Gori, Lecoz, 2006), whose current 
popularity proves how necessary it has become. 

– The collective approach called “Balint Management Groups” which was first used in health care 
and education and then later designed and expanded to be used among company managers in 
seminars. 

 

In both cases, participants speak modestly about emotionally difficulties encountered in the 
workplace. The objective is to get people working together with the help of a consultant capable of 
bringing out the best in individuals and helping them to understand one another better. 
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4.3 Ethics comes to the help of managers 

To leave an alienated relation with power behind, good resolutions are not enough. A firm 
ethical approach is necessary. But ethics which are not founded on virtue can only be a “moral” 
crutch. (substitute). The latter can only be a slow and precarious result of ascesis. Day-to-day life 
offers many opportunities for managers to exercise their pertinence. Just as when tuning the cord 
of an instrument, one must find the right position. Managing is the art which means practising the 
exercise of paying attention! 

4.3.1 Ethics may help to strengthen social ties (Compte-Sponville, 2004) 

The game of cooperation called “the reds and the greens” (Axelrod, 1996) illustrates what we 
mean by virtuous behaviour. It is a game often used in management training sessions. Two teams 
belonging to the same company are given common objectives. The way in which these objectives 
are explained by the monitor determines the performance of the two teams. The game was inspired 
by the theories of Doctor Nash (Umbhauser, 2002: 59 to 118) who has studied the dilemma that 
prisoners are faced with.  

 

For the purposes of the exercise, the monitor takes on a fairly paranoiac attitude. He writes 
down on a piece of paper the objectives of the exercise, making sure that no team can have access 
to or consult in any way those of the other team. Each team must take decisions which enable them 
to score points in their favour. The team that wins the most points is declared the winner. Neither 
team is aware of the fact that both have the same objectives.  

 

Some of the information which would enable each team to position itself as regards the other 
has in fact intentionally been left out by the monitor. Such an attitude on his part may be criticised 
as being somewhat perverse. In fact, such manipulative behaviour enables the participants to 
explore what happens in their group when they are placed in an uncertain or an ambiguous 
situation. To a certain extent, we are deliberately reproducing the conditions of a paranogenic 
organisation. By not clearly defining the identities of the participants and the issues at stake, this 
unethical attitude is going to generate uncertainty and possibly even anguish and distress within 
each team, promoting a return to the primeval horde. 

 

In fact, instead of adopting an attitude of mutual cooperation, each team, in order to save 
face, organises itself (its tactics and its strategy) by narcissistically defending its own interests. It 
attempts to win at the expense of the other. This type of behaviour is frequently encountered in 
many companies. In what in the end is no more than a game of the imagination, we have rarely seen 
the participants spontaneously decide to cooperate with one another. 

In fact, experience has shown that groups that are not led by a minimum of ethics find 
themselves open to the violence of their fantasies and “archaic” fears. They wind up loosing all 
rational decision-making skills to enter into what may be called a kind of paranoiac delirium 
wherein one’s own colleague all of a sudden becomes an enemy to be destroyed. The role of 
“winner” must be preverved in the eyes of the others. The absence of ethics destroys the very fiber 
of social ties. An effort of ethical behaviour restores and consolidates and cements social ties.    

The ethical dimension is thus an essential function in the life of the group, especially for those 
who are confronted with organisations undergoing constant change, some of whom, as we have 
seen, have difficulty in controlling archaic aspects of their personalities. 
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Such ethical positions may remind us of the clinical descriptions of the characteristics of a 
“healthy” manager as described by Psychoanalyst Otto Kernberg.  

But becoming and remaining a good manager cannot be achieved by merely trying to be as 
“benevolent” as possible. Certain virtues must be actively sought and cultivated. 

4.3.2 Virtue as necessity 

In “Psychology of the Masses and Analysis of the Self” (1949), Freud has shown that the boss 
occupies a symbolic position, that of the Ideal Self of the group. He is also a symbol representing a 
force with whom one may find reassurance and identity. For the collective imagination, the boss 
must incarnate virtue while being a source of virtue at the same time. For this suggestive effect to 
work, the boss must also be the object of fantasies of the “loving and idealized” father (Enriquez, 
1983). We have seen such a construct carried to its extreme in certain religious sects (Bouderlique, 
1999). 

 

Through the power of the imagination, the function of the boss is often made sacred. He must 
as a result incarnate something quite extraordinary. He represents a powerful force for goodwill 
that will save the group from death. A potential carrier of mysterious force, he becomes the symbol 
of the group illusion (Anzieu, 1984: 67-86). This mysterious power derives in part from his ability to 
dispense reward and punishment, which in turn confers (Enriquez, 1983) a sort of prestige (Lebon, 
2002) that amplifies the intensity of the process of idealisation.  

 

The relationship to the boss is not characterised so much as being rational as being one of 
affection and love. We like our boss because he is supposed to possess virtues that we would like to 
have ourselves. Thus the relationship to the boss is always hallucinatory (Lemaire, 1977). It 
represents a mirror we look into to find the best image of ourselves.   

 

In such a process, the boss is supposed to play the game and show himself at his very best. To 
be credible, he is asked literally to incarnate certain virtues which may assume a warlike 
terminology. Terms such as “combat”, “noblesse”, “courage”, “audacity”, “compromise”, 
“courtesy”, “loyalty” and “elegance”, for example, correspond to such virtues. It seems strangely 
to resemble the virtues of the knights. G. Durant (1992) takes the analysis beyond Freudian 
perspectives by bringing to light the fact that all social life reclines on organisational and structural 
myths. Despite its apparent rationality as a human organisation, the company also includes this 
dimension. Even if, most of the time, it remains unconscious, such a dimension constitutes a 
subjective reality shared by all the participants in the community.  

 

P. d’Iribarne (1997) has already shown the importance of such an analysis by reminding us that 
“he who wants to be honoured must also show himself to be honourable”. Thus, the function of the 
manager requires the projection of a noble attitude along with a quest for perfection, to use Carlos 
Castenada’s (Dubant, 1981) expression.  

 

Let’s remember that the Latin term “vir”, which designates the concept of virtue, also 
designates the power of maturity. Maturity is thus one of the essential characteristics required of a 
manager who intends to promote an atmosphere of goodwill amongst his employees. 
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4.3.3 The Ethics of Pertinence 

Reading manuals about ethics is not sufficient to become a virtuous person. Making good 
resolutions may be a first step enabling the ego to exert some kind of influence but it remains 
largely insufficient for the manager to permanently adopt an “enlightened” position. 

Virtue is an on-going, day-to-day exercise that can only be achieved through discipline. The 
day-to-day relations of management can be a privileged terrain for such practice.  

 

Frédéric Perlz, the founder of gestalt psychotherapy (1994), reminds us that what we perceive 
in the realm of the “here and now” is very often largely encumbered with painful experiences from 
the past. In fact, we never confront events in our lives from a fully neutral standpoint. (In fact our 
suitcases are never empty when we confront events in our lives…). We live continuously with 
memories of real or imaginary events which come between ourselves and reality. For Gestaltists, 
neurosis consists of interpreting the present against a background of unconscious memories of the 
past. 

 

Healing consists not of asking what the reasons behind such a process are, an approach taken 
be psychotherapies inspired by psychoanalysis, but by becoming aware of how we interpret the 
“here and now” in reference to our past. Gradually, thanks to this awareness, we improve our 
ability to relate to our present world and leave behind what Lacan has referred to as “the 
fundamental alienation of our spirit”. 

 

Count Karl Graf Durkheim (1997), Gestalt Psychologist, proposes a training exercise that any 
manager may put into practice on a dialy basis. It consists of continuously asking about the 
pertinence of our responses to the demands of our environment. Have our behavioural, cognitive 
and affective responses, as well as the gestures that accompany them, been coherent as regards 
these demands? Were we right in the aesthetic sense of the term? Have our responses been 
appropriate? Have we used current situations to alleviate the pain of former suffering? During an 
evaluation interview, for example, I suddenly became angry about a minor detail, literally making a 
mountain of a molehill. Of course, I felt so relieved afterwards especially given the lonely isolation 
I’ve felt as regards events in my own company… 

 

In the framework of our day-to-day lives, the manager has opportunities to check whether or 
not his attitude has been pertinent in a given situation. We may never end up being totally 
pertinent all the time, but it is an objective worth striving for. Attempting to achieve pertinence 
enables us to fine-tune our managerial practices. 

 

For Jean-Louis Servan Schreiber (1990), this on-going concern to develop and share a kind of 
“action intelligence” characterizes the benevolent manager. 

4.4 The maturity of the participants 

Watslawick (1978: 35-50) has shown that neurosis is a game played by two people. Employees’ 
attitudes towards their manager may either increase or reduce the degree of the neurosis. 
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Docile, complacent submission traps the other. Even if, in certain serious cases, history has 
shown that the death of anything “different” or “other” is always possible, asking questions may in 
fact be a salutary form of resistance, a way out.  

 

S. Luspaco (1979) has shown that the existence of any system, including any relational system, 
is based on a balancing out of contradictions. For a system to remain well-balanced and dynamic, 
on-going and appropriate contradiction is essential. Otherwise the system may take on pathological 
forms of homogenization or heterogeneities. Finding oneself “boxed into a straight-jacket of 
managerial neurosis” is a way of falling into much greater homogeneities: the result being a lack of 
any kind of conflict whatsoever! No one can stop the neurotic manager when he looses his grip on 
reality and becomes delirious. Even worse, a lack of contradiction can amplify this process. A 
dialectical conflict, and not a neurotic one, can thus provide a remedy.   

  

Participants must thus be able to operate freely within such a troubling and often troubled 
relationship. For this reason, they must be able to break loose from the hierarchical relationship 
itself. This presupposes a sufficiently strong ego as well as an ability to resist the temptation of 
falling back into the trap of seducing the boss as a means of compensating for the lack of a father 
(De Swarte, 2001).   

 

The incoercible need to be loved constitutes the basis of any relationship founded on 
dependency (Freud, 1973, 56). In the building of one’s personality, each individual goes through a 
number of well-identified steps in order to achieve autonomy—autonomy which nevertheless 
remains relative and precarious. We have shown that these steps are called back into play each 
time we are confronted with change (Casalegno, 2003). Furthermore, dependency is intrinsic in the 
subordinate relation we have with our employer who provides us with “our daily bread”, ie. the job 
we need to make a living. It is thus very difficult to exist freely under the authority of someone who 
has, at least figuratively, the power of life or death over us.  

 

The similarity or at least the analogy between a neurotic leader on the one hand, and the 
leader of a sect, is obvious. “The common denominator is found in a limited narcissistic 
personality”. The fascination that a leader can exert over his subordinates goes beyond the question 
of his influence. At stake here is the interaction between individuals.   

 

Living in a democracy presupposes the acceptance of debate. At issue here is neither clash nor 
conflict but confrontation. In order to be possible, a minimum amount of space for freedom of 
expression is required. Such space will bring about an atmosphere of creativity between 
participants. But without what Winicott has characterised as “potential space”, dialogue cannot 
take place. If there is total identification with the boss, each person’s identity will either melt into 
the ideal adored “Self”, or else will end up hating the leader. In the end, communication is stifled.  

 

The vestiges of this type of relationship are encountered in half-hearted attempts of post-
Taylorist approaches: the manager may ask his employees to express their views “freely”. But the 
attempt backfires and instead encounters desperate silence. The employees have long since 
realized that they cannot exist independently of their manager’s every wont and whim.   
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This collusion of identities between egos is only possible when minimal distance between the 
two has not been maintained. An amalgam between the ego of the subject and the idealised object 
takes place. Two concepts taken from Freud (1978:27-48) and Klein (1978:93-119) should help us to 
describe this symbiosis: 

 
• “the introspective projection” when the subject identifies totally with the boss himself 
• “the projective identification” when the subject sees in his boss an idealised aspect of his 

own personality 

 

To leave behind such immediacy, reality must return to the highly emotional relationship 
which exists between the manager and his employees. Certain decisions taken by management 
make an efficient backdrop for this, especially if they are used in their symbolic form and not as 
simple procedures as the “Iso” approach often suggests.  

 

*In particular we believe in the regular revision of employees roles, functions and expectations 
each time an organisation is subject to change. Meetings bringing about strategic clarification. 
Problems may be resolved in such collective sessions, bringing about improved efficiency in the 
daily lives of all concerned. Information meetings may be held about competitors or about the 
competitive position of the company. Meetings may be held that are animated by an outside 
consultant wherein differences may be ironed out and readjustments made. 

 

In the end everything which enables management and employees to position themselves within 
the firm will help to shore up and to reaffirm each person’s identity. By holding such encounters 
systematically, the task of constructing and maintaining a healthy minimal distance between 
employees and the firm will be facilitated.  

 

Ensuring pertinence (Sperber and Wilson, 1986) is not only a management issue. It concerns all 
of us. 

 

* In particular, we’d like to thank employees from Global Tachnologies, a firm managed by M. 

Brakha, who have graciously put into practice several of the managerial methods inspired by our 

research. 
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Conclusion 
Managerial neurosis is often unconscious but is revealed by suffering of the employees. The 

hidden costs are considerable: the loss of motivation, a sense of belonging and commitment. 
Deception consists of using this as a pretext to resolve problems related to one’s own personal 
suffering instead of acting together for the common good. To carry out one’s duties as an efficient 
manager, it is better to put aside one’s personal problems and let go of one’s ego as. 

 

Jean-Claude Casalegno 

David Sheehan 
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