
Self-Destructive HRD 
are tyrannized—and undermined—by that sacred child of the HRD priesthood: the self. 

B y D A V I D F O R R E S T 

The other day something struck 
me as emblematic of a danger-
ous theme in organizational life. 

In a department planning meeting of 
several fairly high-level trainers, someone 
suggested that work done by individual 
members as instructional developers or 
project leaders be submitted to critical 
analysis in a peer review by the whole 
group. T h e idea was that some benefit 
might be derived from that sort of criti-
que. T h e work itself might be improved, 
somebody might learn something they 
could use in their own work, or the in-
tegrity of the group might be bolstered. 

Two members of the group objected 
strenuously, said that the process would 
be "destructive and uncomfortable" for a 
lot of people and, further, that the idea 
filled some "inner need" of the person 
making the suggestion and, by implica-
tion, not much else. T h e person making 
the original suggestion bristled at this 
pretension to knowing his inner motiva-
tion and heatedly countered that it was 
the essence of professionalism to submit 
one's work to peer review and evaluation. 
To refuse to do so, he said, was "bush 
league." I agreed with him, but I don't 
think the rest of the group did. 

This little skirmish was the essence of 
a larger battle that has been going on 
forever and everywhere. Anyone in H R D 
will recognize it as the conflicting im-
peratives of Theory X and Theory Y and 
the multitude of derivatives and clones 
found under other names. At the level 
revealed above, it is the rational claims 
of the general good are pitted against per-
sonal privacy and security. On other 
levels, sociologists recognize it as In-
s t rumenta l i sm and Express iv i sm, 
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psychologists as Freud's fundamental 
human needs for work and love, and 
philosophers as the Apollonian and the 
Dionysian themes in Western thought. A 
reasonable theory of cultural evolution 
can be constructed by tracing the dialec-
tical interplay of these two themes in in-
tellectual history. 

These notions are, of course, osten-
sibly rational constructs, but they 
sometimes lose their rational grounding, 
take on ideological character and provide, 
as happened in the case above, legitimacy 
for political conflict. We in the H R D 
establishment have been operating in a 
mode that emphasizes the expressive, 
supportive, humanistic, egalitarian, par-
ticipative, subjective and consensual. 
This orientation, for all its admitted value, 
has acquired decadent manifestation in 
organizational life and should be question-
ed fundamentally. Basically, the issue 
emerges as a psychologized vision of reali-
ty pitted against a sociologized one: man 

We don't need training in 
listening any more than the 
Scarecrow needed the 
Wizard to give him a brain 

as driven by needs installed by life ex-
perience and operating from within vs. 
man as a rational and moral being; the 
human group as the consequence of the 
infinitely complex interplay of personal 
motivations vs. the human group as the 
consequence of shared values and defini-
tions of reality; human behavior explained 
as the objectification of subjective motiva-
tion vs. human behavior explained as the 
natural derivative of the society. Any 
thinking person immediately will see that 
man can be understood from both 
perspectives. Net everyone will see that 

H R D has grown up under the intellec-
tual hegemony of the former and that it's 
time for a basic reorientation. 

The psychologized vision 
Most H R D people would not have 

much trouble with the claim that 
psychology is the science of behavior. 
Psychologists frequently credit their craft 
with an almost cosmic pretension, and 
general and expert publics alike seldom 
give any argument. And, because so 
many H R D people got their under-
graduate training in psychology, the 
psychological vision acquires an easy 
transparency in the H R D context; we 
scarcely know it's there any more than a 
fish knows it's in water . T h e 
psychological construct forms a diffuse 
and pervasive background against which 
nearly all of organizational life is 
understood. 

The legitimacy of that construct is rein-
forced by the fact that psychological no-
tions, usually but not always in debased 
or simplistic form, constitute major axes 
around which the public at large 
unders tands social reality. Facile 
psychologizing can be heard at any par-
ty, on any park bench or in any parked 
car. Thus, it's no wonder that the 
psychologized vision is never seriously 
challenged, either for its inherent limita-
tions or in terms of its legitimate alter-
natives (to the eternal despair of an-
thropologists, sociologists, historians, and 
economists everywhere). 

In the hands of the lumpenintelligensia 
that serves as a sort of H R D priesthood, 
psychology is the basis for a secular 
religion of behavior used to legitimate 
specious training and to establish political 
and intellectual hegemony for some at the 
expense of others. 

There can be no doubt that the 
psychologized vision is sacred to much 
of the H R D profession. It's the product 
they traffic in. Let's take a look at some 
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of the ad copy and the headlines of the 
articles that have appeared in the Journal, 
m "A Warm, H u m a n Approach to In-

creasing Productivi ty. . ." 
• " . . . p roduc t iv i ty t h rough grea ter 
understanding of human nature. 
• "We want . . . the applicant to feel good 

about us... ." 
• "We Attitudes Win Championships" 
• ' T i m e Out for Stress Management 

Training" 
• "It gives you a good feeling to have 

the power to create." 
• " . . . i n t r o d u c e | s ) . . . managers and 
trainees to new. work attitudes...painlessly, 
sparking their interest and staying on their 

minds." 
• "Releasing Problem Solving Ener-
gies!:]...explains how such techniques can 
c lea r y o u r m i n d and f r e e y o u r 
imagination...." 

W e could go on with this, but it's too 
easy. T r y it yourself. Leaf through the 
ads and articles of any journals and trades 
that go to the H R D establishment, and 
through many that don't. Watch for these 
themes as implicit assumptions in the 
psychologized vision of reality: 
• Reality is that which is subjectively 
experienced as real. T h e significant 
aspect of anything is its effect upon the 
individual psyche. 
• If the effect of a thing is to cause 
psychic tension or any kind of emotional 
discomfort beyond the most minimal, 
that thing is illegitimate. 
• T h e human personality is under con-
stant threat from forces outside it that are 

s o m e t i m e s t o o in te l l igen t or a re 
dangerously close to humility and are thus 
ideologically unreliable.) P roduc t ive 
behavior depends upon the acquisition of 
arcane understandings that can be re-
vealed only through contact—whenever 
possible mercenary—with the ordained 
stewards of those understandings. 
• T h e p rogress of t he "behaviora l 
sciences" is inexorable and accelerated. 
You are unlikely to keep up. Should you 
threaten to catch up, we will define what 
we gave you before as pass6 and give you 
something new. Should we run out of 
new stuff, which is not very likely, we will 
change the name of something we have 
already promoted to you as "the answer," 

and which we have displaced with some 
new "answer," and then give it to you 

again. 
• People are all about the same. Any 
differences we think we see in their 
abilities are illusory or are the conse-
quences of some advantage of training 
they have had. Therefore , anyone can be 
as good as anyone else if they have the 
right training. Differences in performance 
are not attributable to differences in 
character, talent, personality, fundamen-
tal belief system or values. T h e y are all 
skill differences, and that 's where we 
come in again, and again and again. 
• T h e r e are several criteria available for 
determining whether anything is good, 
true or valid: New ideas and techniques 
are bet ter than those that are old. T h o s e 
that are consonant with the most strident-
ly advanced, politically popular and social-

We have taken illusory and narcotic comfort in pseudo 
religions like quality circle programs 

not only illegitimate but also cruel and 
savage. T h e s e forces constitute not only 
a threat of trauma but, in a less ext reme 
form, constraints on human performance 
that if removed would permit the per-
sonality to emerge into a rapture of effi-
ciency and productivity. T h e individual 

is good; the society is bad. 
• People are incapable of spontaneous-
ly and independently inventing even the 
tiniest quantum of rational behavior in 
their own behalf. T h e y do not learn from 

experience; they learn form experts with 
B.A. degrees in psychology, somet imes 
M.A.'s, but seldom from Ph .D. ' s unless 
in educational psychology. (Those with 

54 Ph .D. ' s in other areas of psychology are 

ly orthodox are better than those that are 
not. T h o s e that are derived from the pre-
vailing distortion or misapplication of 
some psychological or sociological prin-
ciple are better than those that are not . 
If it feels good to practically everybody 
involved, and if everyone or almost 

everyone endorses it, then it is good. 
Wait! One more: If it's Japanese, it's good. 

T h e s e somewhat exaggerated typifica-
tions of the implicit beliefs in H R D 
culture are not meant to be taken too 
literally or too strictly. Neither is it sug-
gested that they operate everywhere in 
the same degree, nor that they are 
unalloyed with other beliefs. However , 
they do provide the intellectual ballast 

and m o m e n t u m of the H R D enterprise. 
Now, you may not see much wrong 

with these notions, or you may think that 
they don't really have much practical or 
pernicious effect . T h a t wouldn't be too 
surprising since, taken together, they 
form a kind of self-validating crackpot 
realism that is tough to cut through. But 
let's hack at them anyway, using a few 
familiar cases. 

The false symmetry of 
problems and solutions 

T h i s unstated notion is the core idea 
in the H R D ethos: For every feature of 
organizational life that can be isolated as 
a problem, there is a practical and 
technical solution that not only can be ap-
plied but must be applied. Like many 
e lements of crackpot realism, this idea 
contains an element of truth. Certainly it 
is true that serious problems should be 
at tacked with efficient and vigorous ef-
forts directed toward their solutions, but 
the unfet tered optimism that gives this 
idea its energy leads to serious error. 
First, it is essentially negative in its focus 
beause it suggests that success lies in the 
solution of problems rather than in the 
pursuit of opportunity, merit or virtue. It 
fails to recognize that in a healthy 
organization the natural wit and good will 
of the people on whom the problems bear 
will either neutralize the problems' effects 
or undermine their basis in such a way 
that they will soon go away. 

Second, it is not at all clear that the in-
stallation of a new technique and the 

associated agency or new depar tment 
needed to administer it ever solved a pro-
blem. It seems just as reasonable to sug-
gest that the opposite happens. Solutions 

tend to perpetuate problems to the ex-
tent that , as the problem tends to 
evaporate through the natural course of 
things, the agency charged with its solu-
tion goes to desperate and often effective 
lengths to prove that the problem is still 
there . 

Th i rd , problems tend to be defined in 
terms that are consonant with the means 
available for their solution. Tra iners see 
problems in te rms of training solutions; 

other professionals see them in their par-
ticular terms. Thus , reality is transformed 
in a way that force-fits it to means 
available for its percept ion. 

T h e facts about problems and their 
solutions are these: Like illness, most 
problems will go away by themselves. 
Problems that are vulnerable to technical 
solution are usually local rather than 
systemic and, thus, are frequently not 
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very serious. T h e agency charged with 
the solution of a problem has the greatest 
stake in its continuation. T h e best attack 
on a problem is to surround and over-
whelm it with quali ty. N o t every 
perceivable problem has to be solved; 
many can be tolerated. Some solutions 
cost more than the problem that inspired 
them. So, "if it ain't broke, don't fix it." 

The fallacy of the team 
T h e r e can be no doubt that work in 

complex organizations gets done through 
the concerted energies of many people. 
But the derivatives of this inarguable 
platitude, many of which are taken as vir-
tual gospel by H R D peop le , are 
dangerous . F i r s t , it sugges ts tha t 
everybody has something useful to con-
tribute to the effort, that everybody has 
an opinion worthy of respect and that 
everybody should be able to effect the 
work. Clearly this is egalitarianism gone 
mad. T h e fact is that some people in any 
organization, by virtue of any number of 
unattractive reasons, have relatively lit-
tle to contribute. Despi te good faith ef-
forts, the democratization of education 
and t ra in ing has not y ie lded the 
democratization of ability. In fact, it ap-
pears that the very laudable impulse to 
educate everyone has widened the range 
of distribution of ability by giving the 
talented yet another means by which their 
talent can win for them an advantage over 
the less talented. 

Ability remains persistently and im-
mutably tied to sheer talent and therefore 

remains distributed along an ever widen-
ing distribution curve. T h i s is an uncom-
fortable turn of events for educational 
egalitarians. Organization politics and 

values make it difficult to permit events 
in organizational life to reflect the in-
fluence of education and training as it 
works its way with talent. T h e r e can be 
no doubt that it is humane , even noble, 
to involve everyone in the work of the 
organization and to take deliberate, even 
forced or artificial pains to see that it hap-
pens. It is probably also true that the 
weaker members and the stronger ones 
both benefit f rom such efforts. And the 

organization benefits as a consequence. 
But taken too far, such a policy has 

unbearable costs. T h e quality of training 

and education becomes debased when it 
provides inflated credentials to everyone. 
T h e more talented people b e c o m e 
demoralized as policy drifts toward mere 
majoritarianism. Creativity is undermined 
when the creative are seen as marginal 
types whose ideas are defined as no more 
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than bizarre and impractical. Projects lose 
their shape and unique focus as they drift 
under the peculiar interests of sincere but 
misguided people. 

Clearly, everyone has a right to try to 
influence events, even a duty to do so. 
But just as clearly, not everyone 
automatically has a right to effect the 
course of organizational life. T h a t must 
be won through the quality of one's ideas. 

Emerald City University 
Training sometimes seems like a world 

of fantasy. The re seems to be no limit on 
what can be considered real and 
legitimate subject matter for a training ef-
fort. There 's quite a bit of crazy training 
going around. "Listening" is an especial-
ly goofy one. If you want part of your 
credentials to come from the University 
of Emerald City, Oz, you certainly have 
to take a course in listening. T h e idea 
behind this one is that people don't listen 

are sensing, interpreting, evaluating and 
responding—not listening. 

It's good to have that cleared up, but 
by now many people are quite certain that 
they need help with listening. Who 
wouldn't? Next we are given real tips on 
how to become good listeners: Listen for 
ideas, not facts; listen optimistically; don't 
jump to conclusions; concentrate; exer-
cise your mind; nod your head from time 
to time to indicate that you have 
understood; work at listening; hold your 
emotions in check. 

All this is elaborated endlessly. Many 
people have trouble with the last caveat 
on emotions. It's very difficult to hold 
one's emotions in check when hearing. . . 
uh , . . . listening to . . . no, sensing, inter-
preting, evaluating and responding to this 
kind of thing. 

This kind of silliness is a natural con-
sequence of the psycholgized vision of 
reality. It is possible only when the 

Facile psychologizing can be heard at any party, on any park 
bench, or in any parked car. It's no wonder that the 
psychologized vision of reality is never seriously challenged 

very well. Listening is understood to be 
a trainable skill, and once defined as such 
can there be any doubt that all of us can 
be better listeners? 

There ' s an astonishing amount of 
literature in support of this listening thing, 
some of it by big-time smart guys like 

Mortimer Adler. But there's a problem 
with it. T h e more you look at it, the more 
listening as a discrete skill gets dissolved 
into other notions until finally it goes 

away. First, there is the ritual surrounding 
of the subject with specious and 
misleading quantification. W e are told 
that we spend about half of our com-
munication t ime listening. T h a t , of 
course, is a sure sign that listening is real 
and that it matters. T h e n , we are told that 
listening is not "hearing." Most people 
guess this ahead of t ime (bet you did, 
too). T h e n , we learn that listening is a 
complex skill made up of many difficult 

components and that we can't take our 
ability in any of them for granted. 

By this t ime some people are getting 
uneasy; they are beginning to doubt their 
listening ability in a serious way. Listen-
ing is, we are told, actually "sensing, in-
terpreting, evaluating and responding. 
Many people get lost in the subtlety of 
this definition. T h e y think that "sensing, 
interpreting, evaluating and responding" 

modalities through which the world is 
understood are altered in a fundamental 
way. T h e r e is no such thing as listening 
by itself. T h e r e must be some objective 
evidence of listening such as responding, 
for example. We have become so used 
to the idea that the private, subjective ex-
perience has an objective reality that we 
don't even remark on it any more. T h e 
problem is that this kind of trip down the 
intellectual Yellow Brick Road is mislead-
ing. It suggests that we can get basic and 
important abilities like interpreting and 
evaluating, or any other ability essential 
to proficiency, by taking a course in some 
narrow and easily packaged pseudo skill 
like listening. W e cannot. W e are com-
petent to the extent that we draw upon 
the best of the deep and general culture 
that has been instilled in us over many 
years. W e don't need training in listen-
ing any more than the Scarecrow needed 

the Wizard to give him a brain. And to 
suggest otherwise is wasteful of energy 
and hope at best. 

National redemption 
through superficial uplift 

T h e American character derives from 
two fundamental themes. One is the 
essential religiosity in the American con-
sciousness; the other is the abiding belief 



in the power of human effort to bend the 
world to human purpose. Americans 
order their place in the world around the 
idea that their natures have been forged 
out of experiences which give them a 
special capacity to absorb adversity and 
to mold out of it a transcendent good for-
tune. W e take this as clear evidence that 
we have a special relationship to the 
bright spirits of national destiny. N o mat-
ter what, we can tough it out. T h e latter 
theme in the American ethos emerges out 
of our astonishing ability to create the 
technology that creates the world. In an 
important sense the world of today is for 
better or worse a world made by 
Americans. Over the last 50 years, 
Americans have had good reason to think 
of themselves as masters of technology 
and of themselves. 

Recently, however, we have been 
rocked by the realization that perhaps we 
are not as good as we thought we were. 
An exotic eastern culture—Japan—has 
overcome conventional and nuclear 
holocaust, an adversity the horror of 
which we can only guess, and applied 
technology so efficiently and creatively 
that they successfully can challenge U.S. 
pretensions. 

By now, the rationalizations have all 
been made and answered. T h e truth 
asserts itself with irresistible force: Japan 
may be better than the U.S. in just those 
ways that we admire the most and in 
which we thought we had a virtual 
monopoly. W e have come, finally, to 
doubt ourselves in fundamental ways. W e 
are experiencing no less than a major 

crisis of spirit. 
T h e response has been pathetic and 

tragic. W e have taken illusory and nar-
cotic comfort in pseudo religions like 
quality circle programs. In them we are 

separated from the real, messy, im-
perative world of the work place and set 
off into little chapels of analysis where we 
recite a catechism of statistical incanta-
tions and a litany of analytic dogma ad-
ministered by a pantheon of facilitators, 
leaders and steerers presided over by the 
supreme facilitators upstairs we call top 
management . And this is supposed to 
lead us out of the dark valley of shoddy 
goods and into the bright light of quality! 

It's no wonder that this kind of solu-

tion appeals to us. It answers marvelous-
ly the basic themes in the American con-
sciousness. It promises redemption from 
the sin of having fallen from competi t ive 
grace on international markets and, in so 
doing, it seems to affirm that we are a 
good and moral people . By providing us 

with an absurdly elaborate technology of 
analysis, quality circles let us operate 
through a modality which we believe, 
with somewhat diminished conviction to 
be sure, is at the center of our special 
talents. Our faith in technology is so near-
ly absolute that we tend to think that its 
routine application must necessarily yield 
fortunate results. 

Quality circles also resonate exquisite-
ly with the trendier themes in American 
life. Our simplistic liberationism and our 
recen t ly cul t iva ted tas te for c o m -
munitarionism and revelation are satisfied 
nicely by a circle of well meaning people 
sitting around endlessly applauding each 
other's efforts. It really does give one a 
good feeling, a real sense of potency and 
effect. And, when doubts are raised about 
the ultimate benefi ts of this approach, 
someone suggests that this is good in 
itself, that it draws people together, that 
it sends t hem out again with renewed 

dedication. 

The quality of training and 
education becomes debased 
when it provides inflated 
credentials to everyone. The 
more talented become 
demoralized as policy drifts 
toward mere majoritarianism 

Perhaps it does for a t ime. But that is 
not what it's for. It's for making high quali-
ty goods that are competi t ive with the 
best in the world—not for temporary 
spiritual uplift. T o suggest otherwise is 
cruel and, ultimately debilitates the spirit. 

In another period of national doubt we 

had a quality movement similar to this 
one. It was called "Zero Defects." It didn't 
work. It didn't work because it failed to 
make people see that quality does not 
derive from the application of false 
science administered through self-serving 
bureaucracies in H R D establishments, 
but rather through national dedication to 
something other than narrow self-interest. 
As currently practiced, quality circles are 
a meager substitute. 

Leadership theory as 
ideological imperialism 

F o r at least 50 yea r s , t ra in ing 
establishments have been burdened by a 
persistent problem. In spite of the dedica-
tion of vast academic and practical 
resources, no satisfactory general theory 

of leadership has emerged. Special scien-
tific insights into the relationships be-
tween leadership, followership, produc-
tivity and the quality of modern work life 
are claimed, bu t leaders are confused by 
the babble of theoretical obscurantism of-
fered by the numberless gurus of the art 
of being boss. 

Leaders have had their confidence 
undermined by the multi tude of visions 
that seem to indict their deepes t 
managerial instincts. T h e modern leader 
is endowed with a limitless treasury of 
leadership theory and training but re-
mains intellectually impoverished. And 
for good reason. Mos t of the glittering 
theoretical gems are paste and the shin-
ing gold promises of new and better ways 
to manage are too often just tin plate. 

More than any other area in which the 
H R D es t ab l i shmen t claims special 
understanding, leadership theory and 
training has b e c o m e detached f rom a 
grounding in how the world actually 
operates. It is now little more than a fran-
tic wind vane tr imming desperately to 
prevailing ideologies. 

It began with the worthy a t tempt to 
liberate the worker f rom egregious 
savagery and random exploitation by the 
late 19th century owner/entrepreneur. T o 
free the worker-owner relationship from 
its moral groundings, the notion emerg-
ed that the practice of leadership was an 
independent capacity which was not tied 
importantly to any features of the rela-
tionship be tween the leader and the led. 
Instead, leaders were not owners but 
technical specialists whose specialty was 
leadership itself. T h u s spawned was the 
notion that if you could lead one group 
you could lead another . It was asserted 
that effective leadership meant com-
manding technical abilities peculiar to 

management itself: planning, controlling 
and the like. T h u s , management thought 
was encrypted within the walls of the 
academy, losing forever its status as an 
intuitive and public art. Leadership gave 
way to the formal profession of manage-
men t with its codified orthodoxies, and 
a concomitant profession emerged dedi-
cated to broadcasting those orthodoxies. 

T h i s new vision of managemen t 
reflected the modernism, cold technique 

and rationality that was to save the world 

in the early 20th century. But in t ime this 
became too abstract and distant from 
people. After all, it was people who were 
being led, not things. People had emo-
tions, and motivational appeals could be 
made to them if the logic of those motiva-
t ions was sys temat ica l ly ana lyzed , 
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understood and represented to whomever 
might benefit from such knowledge. So 
the ideology of modernism and technique 
was applied to performance and ultimate-
ly yielded a science of behavior. Th is in 
turn led indirectly to a science of human 
per formance that could be readily 
understood as a kind of debased Skin-
nerianism. T h e human group was seen as 
a flock of pigeons whose individual 
"behaviors" were to be shaped through the 
deliberate manipulation of reward. Now 
the organically related response of the 
group to the work itself was atomized in-
to a set of parallel but essentially 
unrelated responses to the manager and 
the rewards he controlled. 

T h e n another t heme in the psycholo-
gized vision came into play. W e were at-
tending to the human psyche, to be sure, 
but in too unresolved a fashion. It was 
no ted tha t peop le ' s r e s p o n s e s to 
manipulated conditions varied enormous-
ly, and the Skinnerian formula was not 
sensitive enough to individual differences. 
T h e democratization of the burgeoning 
new psychotherapeut ic theories and 
techniques showed us that people were 
profoundly different in their motivations 
and in those annoying and troublesome 
eccentricities that managers found so 
undermining of productivity and docility. 

We were given the manager as 
counselor. T h e subordinate was to be 
counseled away from deviance at certain 
critical moments in his work career. T h e 
most ceremonial of these was the formal 
performance review wherein the subor-
dinate was cut off from his peers and told 
that he is doing well but, in light of the 
interpretation of reality legislated upon 
him by his superior, not quite well 
enough. Nor is it likely that he ever will 
be okay, since reality is in the hands of 

the superior, its terms changing according 
to the superior's purpose, design and 
needs. This sort of counseling session has 
nothing to do with pay increases. T h e on-
ly available reward is a clean bill of 
psychic health and a greater share of more 
challenging, demanding and thus more 
desirable work assignments or promo-
tions. All this for the psychologically fit. 

But it didn't work out that way. T h e 
very terms and structure of the interac-

tion doomed the subordinate to perpetual 

shame and anxiety, and burdened him 
with a nagging sense that he would never 
be quite well, never quite good enough. 
And what was left of group cohesiveness 
suffered to the extent that virtue was seen 
as individual virtue, merit as a zero sum 
matter. T h e r e are, after all, onlv so many 

good projects and promotions to go 
around. 

T h e problem became how to recon-
struct the group, how to reconstitute the 
team. And management theory, with its 
historical focus on the individual, was 
without answers. Some relief was provid-
ed by the partial installation of a kind of 
schizy humanism that derived from social 
and philosophical movements of the 
1960s under gurus Abraham Maslow, 
Douglas McGregor and others. But the 
H R D establishment applied these ideas 
as psychological theories and failed to 
acknowledge their equivocal empirical 
basis, thus undermining their essentially 
moral character and energy. But the stun-
ningly simplistic theme lingers on. 

T h e theme takes form as a despairing 
reaction to install, by default, manage-
ment by consensus: Tha t is good which 
is consonant with prevailing group ^orms. 
This is a kind of managerial throwing up 
of the hands, an abdication to radical 
ega l i t a r i an i sm l eg i t ima ted by an 
encounter-group, flower-child mentality 
that asserts the automatic wisdom of the 
human personality as it plays out its pur-
pose against the background of work. In 
a context of extreme self-interest and self-
absorption, such a mentality is dangerous. 
It replaces the old savagery of the 19th 
century business barons with the brutali-
ty of the late 20th century mob. Work 
is reduced to the simplism of human rela-
tions skills and the perverting banalities 
of other-directedness. Quality and ex-
cellence are overwhelmed by salesman-

ship and group think. 
Guided by the H R D enterprise, 

management theory continues to adapt 
the prevailing ideologies. In the process 
subordinates and superordinates alike are 
trained away from the capacity to develop 

worthy goa l s -goa l s that can draw them 
all together above narrow self-interest and 
integrate them into organically con-
stituted and effective teams. 

The limits of the subjective 
Grounding action in the facts of 

organizational life is the basis for rational 
behavior and for productivity. But we are 
in trouble. People in organizational life no 
longer think or believe a thing to be true. 

T h e y "feel" it to be true. O n e can argue 

the legitimacy of thoughts and beliefs, but 
not of feelings; they are inviolate. Or 
worse, no matter how clearly and unam-
biguously one develops an argument or 
states an assertion about objective reali-
ty, it is now virtually certain that those 
who disagree with the assertion will 

preface an outragious and easily indictable 
caricature of it with the remark "What I 
hear you saying is. . ." You fill in the 
distortion yourself. T h u s , reality is 
fragmented and distributed among the 
private selves of the group, forever pro-
tected from objective analysis and 
evaluation. 

Objective analysis and evaluation are 
casual t ies of L a s c h ' s C u l t u r e of 
Narcissism.1 As the desperate and frac-
tured self falls into compulsive at tempts 
at validation, rational process gives way 
to subjective experience. T h e public self, 
that aspect of being out of which 
organizational life must be made, increas-
ingly yields to the fetishism of self-
aggrandizement masquerading as self-
realization. Gradually, the private self ac-
quires exclusive leverage over the terms 
within which reality is understood, under-
mining common understandings, shared 
experience and the rational basis for 

behavior. 
Even Maslow, that most committed of 

all guardians of the precious and tender 
self knew that there were limits: 

"I think the way I would sum up some 
of mv uneasiness about the management 
and leadership literature and my fear of 
a new kind of piety and dogma would be 
to shift the center of a t t e n t i o n . . . to the 
objective requirements of the particular 
situation or problem. T h e [emphasis) 
should be on facts, knowledge and skill 
r a t h e r t h a n on c o m m u n i c a t i o n , 
democracy, human relations and good 
feeling. T h e r e ought to be a bowing to 

the authority of the facts."2 

It is the plain ol' kick-'em-around facts 
that matter, finally. They have an authori-
ty to which we can all subordinate 
ourselves without the slightest loss of 
human dignity. And a courageous 
response to facts and their implications 
will let us all find and amplify' the best that 
is in us. Through the earnest, rational, ob-
jective and even selfless engagement of 
each new challenge, we can recreate 
ourselves as worthy individuals in produc-
tive organizations dedicated to useful 

work. 
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