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ABSTRACT 
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The cruelty of Military Police guards at Abu Ghraib prison contributed to 

American shame and questions regarding how such cruelty emerges.  The accepted 

approach of “situational attribution theory” – based upon Zimbardo’s (1973, 2007) social 

psychological perceptions and results of the Stanford Prison Experiment – proposed that 

personality or “disposition” has little role in the emergence of such cruelty.  Termed 

“institutional cruelty,” this manuscript presents the possibility that understandings and 

preventive measures afforded by situational attribution theory can be extended via 

acknowledgement of a greater role played by disposition.  Psychoanalytic and object 

relations approaches are presented to this end.  The manuscript addresses the most                                     

puzzling characteristics of institutional cruelty: 1) rapidity of onset, taking days or, at  
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most, weeks for initial expression, 2) emergence in ordinary, normal individuals, and       

3) emergence in the “mock” situation of the Stanford Prison Experiment.  Criminological, 

organizational culture, and social psychological theories are explored for their application 

to institutional cruelty. 
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Abu Ghraib.  These two words have come to connote much more than a 

community in a distant foreign land.  For many, Abu Ghraib has come to serve as a 

painful reminder of the human potential to become mentally and physically cruel to 

fellow humans when the opportunity presents itself.  Beginning in 2003, reports of 

prisoner abuse and torture in Iraq’s Abu Ghraib prison began to reach the American 

media.  With time, not only reports, but photographs and videos emerged showing abuse 

by American Military Police, CIA officers, and private contractors involved in the 

overseeing of Iraqi prisoners.  Abuses included forcing a black-hooded, black-shrouded 

inmate to stand on boxes with electrical wires attached to his hands and feet, a Military 

Police officer raping a female inmate, two interrogators sexually abusing a 16-year-old 

girl, soldiers urinating on inmates, soldiers sodomizing inmates with batons, and soldiers 

pouring phosphoric acid on inmates.   

Seventeen soldiers and officers serving in Abu Ghraib prison were eventually 

removed from duty.  Another seven soldiers faced court martial, six of the seven 

receiving prison sentences ranging from six months to ten years.  Still, such 

consequences – levied in an effort to restore the sense of fairness and justice required of 

civil societies – leave many of us with a feeling of incompleteness.  The incompleteness 

comes not from wondering about whether this prison sentence or that was too much or 

too little for the particular offense committed.  It instead comes from a wondering about 
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how and why such cruelties took place at all.  When one considers the individuals who 

perpetrated the cruelty, the sense of incompleteness deepens, becoming a disturbing 

doubt about whether we truly know ourselves as individuals and as human beings.  The 

perpetrators were not monsters.  Instead, they seemed to be ordinary people.   

Consider a description of Military Police Specialist Charles Graner, Jr., who was 

found guilty on numerous charges, among them abuse, cruelty, maltreatment, assault, 

indecency, adultery, and obstruction of justice.  A family friend of 30 years described 

Charles as follows: 

 

I feel so bad.  He was a real good guy.  I have nothing but good things to say 

about Chuck.  Never once did Chuck give anyone a problem.  It was always “Yes, 

sir,” or “No, sir.”  He wouldn’t even call my wife and me by our first names.  It 

was always “Mr.” and “Mrs.”  (Sentences pending for..., 2005, January 5, p. A3) 

 

When asked why he had mistreated prisoners, Graner – like each of the other soldiers 

charged – did not respond as if his decisions had been in any way immoral or his actions 

in any way cruel.  He reported that he was confident in what he was doing, confident 

enough to take and distribute photographs of the activities for which he was now facing 

court martial.   

        America’s prisons have had a lengthy history of cruel and abusive treatment of 

inmates (Menninger, 1968; Mitford, 1974).  In 1997 an inmate at the state-operated 
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Charlotte Correctional Institution was severely beaten by officers and then allowed to 

bleed to death a short distance away from medical assistance (Inquiry centers on..., 1997, 

September 4, p. A1).   Such abusive treatment is not limited to adult correctional 

facilities.  Also in Florida, in 2006 at the Bay County Sheriff’s Office Boot Camp for 

juvenile offenders, a 14-year-old boy was beaten, kicked, and suffocated to death by 

seven deputies responsible for the care and welfare of the facility’s teenaged youth (Teen 

death at…, 2006, March 13).  The youth’s death was the second death of a juvenile under 

questionable circumstances inside Florida’s boot camps in less than one year.  The deaths 

of the adult inmate at Charlotte Correctional Institution and the teenaged boot camp 

inmates were at the hands of officers who, until these incidents came to light, were 

considered to be moral, responsible individuals.  How, then, are we to understand their 

cruel contributions to these tragedies?  How does such cruelty develop?  Why does it 

develop?  How can it be prevented?  This manuscript was prepared in an effort to answer 

to these questions.  

        The study of human cruelty is challenging at best.  The challenge exists on several 

fronts.  First, cruelty is a hidden behavior, one that is not readily available for observation 

and the development of understandings that observation affords.  “Institutional cruelty” – 

the topic of this manuscript – exemplifies the hidden nature of the behavior.  For the 

purposes of this manuscript, institutional cruelty is defined as an individual’s willful 

participation in the infliction of physical, mental, emotional, or social suffering upon 

other and unwilling human beings within the context of a closed institution.  Closed 

institutions – examples of which include prisons and locked psychiatric facilities – have 

two primary defining characteristics: 1) their operations are primarily guided by internal 
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authority, not open to public or outside scrutiny or questioning, and 2) their internal 

structure of human relationships is largely defined by one groups’ dominance (e.g., 

prison guards) relative to another groups’ subordination (e.g., prison inmates) in terms of 

physical power, authority for making decisions, and social status.   

Second, cruelty is challenging to study because those who commit acts of cruelty 

are either reluctant to report such acts or do not recognize them as cruelty.  Human beings 

appear to employ both conscious and unconscious means to avoid acknowledgement of 

inhumane conduct, perhaps as a way to diminish threat to self-images built upon more 

acceptable qualities of kindness, civility, and altruism.     

Third, when one studies cruelty, he or she faces the risk of considering that the 

potential for inhumanity is not reserved for only a circumscribed few.  Whenever cruelty 

is demonstrated by individuals who would not be described by others as being cruel by 

nature or disposition – as is often the case in instances of institutional cruelty – we are 

left with the possibility that cruelty is a normal human potential, one residing even in 

ourselves.  For psychological and social reasons it is safer to ascribe cruelty to others or 

to coercive situational factors rather than entertain this unpleasant possibility.  Cruelty 

remains a little-studied area of human behavior.            

Despite challenges to its study, our understanding of cruelty is important for two 

primary reasons.  First, it is important to study cruelty in order to derive means of 

avoiding its effect on human beings – from its devastating impact on victims of cruelty 

(and sometimes its perpetrators) to the far-reaching doubt it introduces to mankind’s faith 

in itself (Freud, 1961; Fromm, 1973; Hibbert, 1963; Watson, 1995).  Second, the study of 
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an extreme behavior – like overt cruelty – can assist us to better understand the less 

extreme expressions of that same behavior (Patton, 2002).  By studying cruelty, it is 

possible that we can gain a better understanding of moral decision-making overall, from 

decisions to hold open a door for a stranger, to commit one’s life to a good cause, or to 

team up with officemates to haze a new employee.  If there are psychological and 

sociological principles underlying how we make moral decisions, those principles may be 

more easily discerned in their extreme expression as willfully inflicted cruelty. 

Efforts to study cruelty by producing it in the laboratory have yielded fascinating 

and valuable information (see Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973, and Milgram, 1974).  

However, these efforts contributed to the strengthening of ethical restrictions on such 

research, essentially ending the role of laboratory studies in our understanding of cruelty.  

In part as a result of this restriction, our knowledge of cruelty has primarily been derived 

from retrospective accounts after its expression in non-contrived, natural settings has 

occurred.  In general, these retrospective studies were initiated either because of the 

large-scale consequences of cruelty – such as those suffered in the wake of the Nazi 

regime (Arendt, 1964; Harrower, 1976; Lifton, 1982, 1986) – or because of the dramatic 

psychopathology of the individuals committing the acts – such as that of mass murderers, 

serial killers, or other violent criminal offenders (Holmes and De Burger, 1988; Levin 

and Fox, 1985; Norris, 1988; Toch, 1969, 1992).   

 This manuscript, too, is a retrospective study.   The events in Abu Ghraib prison, 

however, provide a unique opportunity for expanding our understanding of institutional 

cruelty.  The opportunity has several facets.  First, events in Abu Ghraib prison were 
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extensively documented via photographic and videographic recording.  Most of this form 

of documentation was created by the perpetrators of cruelty, allowing a rare look at this 

phenomenon from the behind-the-camera perspective of perpetrators.  The images of 

guards captured in the documentation provide candid and revealing information regarding 

guards’ ease and pleasure while inflicting suffering on others.  Expert analyses of 

photographic and videographic documentation were conducted as part of the military 

investigation preceding court-martial proceedings, contributing to a more vivid and 

personal understanding of institutional cruelty.    

 Second, the events in Abu Ghraib prison occurred three decades after the 

surprising and richly informative results from what have become known as “the Milgram 

experiment” (Milgram, 1974) and “the Stanford Prison Experiment” (SPE) (Haney, 

Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973).  Availability of these results provides an opportunity to better 

identify the range of factors contributing to the emergence of cruelty in the setting of Abu 

Ghraib prison.  The behavior of guards in Abu Ghraib prison closely paralleled that of 

guards in the mock prison setting of the SPE.  Zimbardo, the designer and chief 

investigator for the SPE, served as an expert witness in the defense of one of the Abu 

Ghraib prison guards during court-martial proceedings.  His role as expert witness 

provided him the opportunity to closely assess historical, political, administrative, 

situational, and personality factors contributing to the inhumanity expressed in the prison. 

Third, the events in Abu Ghraib prison occurred following substantial 

contributions to a rich body of psychological theory – object relations theory.  

Originating in the mid-years of the twentieth century from within the broad theoretical 
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framework of psychoanalytic theory, the object relations approach made significant 

theoretical gains during the 1980s and 1990s with the work of theorist-practitioners such 

as Kernberg (1998).  The approach emphasizes the role of early childhood experiences 

with parental figures in establishing individuals’ lasting psychological structure.  It 

recognizes that internalized realistic and distorted images of such figures contribute to 

formation of a series of qualitatively distinct cognitive and emotional perceptual 

repertoires.  These repertoires – or, more accurately, complex “constellations” of realistic 

and distorted interpretations of reality – follow a predictable sequence during years of 

childhood development, forming what could be called a general or “universal” 

personality structure common to all people.  Most important, object relations theory 

proposes that the distinct perceptual constellations sequentially acquired during 

childhood remain continuously and simultaneously active throughout the lifespan, each 

activated to one degree or another in response to social and environmental circumstances, 

including those of institutional settings.   

In addition to presenting foundations of object relations theory, significant 

theoretical contributions to the fields of criminology, organizational culture, and social 

psychology are reviewed.  The contributions are discussed in terms of overall theoretical 

cohesiveness and integrity as well as capacity to account for three puzzling characteristics 

of institutional cruelty:  1) rapidity of onset, taking days or, at most, weeks for initial 

expression to be observed, 2) emergence in apparently ordinary, normal (non-criminal, 

non-psychiatrically or psychologically disturbed) individuals, and 3) emergence in the 

participant-acknowledged “mock” situation of the Stanford Prison Experiment.  

Deepened understandings of these characteristics carry the potential for clarifying theory 
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and, in turn, developing policies designed for early intervention and prevention of cruelty 

in our prisons and other closed institutions.       
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Criminological Literature 

The following pages present major theories contributing to the discipline of 

criminology.  A broad approach is taken, reviewing intrinsic-factor theories and the much 

greater number of extrinsic-factor theories dominating the criminological field.  The 

majority of theories, particularly those developed in recent decades, share a common link: 

they are founded on a sociological approach to understanding human behavior.  A 

discussion section presents limitations of theory inherent in the sociological approach and 

challenges to its resulting epidemiological (rather than small group, individual, or intra-

individual) understandings and application.  The potential value of theoretical approaches 

based upon psychological perspectives is discussed, noting that such approaches hold the 

potential for extending our current understanding of cruelties demonstrated in the 

Stanford Prison Experiment (SPE) and Abu Ghraib prison.   

             

Intrinsic-Factor and Deterministic Theories  

classical theory.    

The essay of Cesare Beccaria (1738 – 1794), “On Crimes and Punishments” 

(1986/1764), is perhaps the essential starting point for a review of criminological 

literature.  Considered a cornerstone of classical theory of criminality, the essay is one of  
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the most politically and socially influential contributions to the Western world’s 

conceptualizations of crime and justice of the last several centuries (Wolfgang, 1960).  

Influenced by the philosophies of Hobbes, Rousseau, and Bentham, the essay is a 

reflection of 18th century Enlightenment philosophy emphasizing 1) the significance of 

human reason in the discovery of the fundamental laws of nature, 2) the role of free will 

in the exercise of human reason, a free will assumed to underlie all human behavior, and 

3) the need to protect the rights of the individual in order to sustain the fundamental 

social contract between all individuals comprising a society.  Beccaria’s essay is founded 

in the birth of positivism and the search for Truth via empirical means, contributing to the 

scientific context for what would become the disciplines of psychology, sociology, and – 

eventually – criminology.   

 

atavistic theory and constitutional theory. 

        The atavistic theory of Cesare Lombroso (1835 – 1909) is one of the earliest 

scientific theories of criminality.  The theory (Lombroso, 1968/1911) is based on 

Darwinian principles of evolution which, in the late 19th century, were gradually 

displacing theological explanations for deviant behavior.  Though positivistic in its 

approach, Lombroso’s theory of “criminal man” conflicted with the role of free will in 

classical theory’s conceptualization of deviant behavior.  Rather than representing acts of 

free will, Lombroso proposed that crime is the product of aberrant inborn brain 

physiology (Wolfgang, 1960), reflected in atavistic anatomical features of criminally 

predisposed individuals.  
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        Lombroso’s work provided a rich legacy in Italy, fostering decades of extensive 

scientific study of offender-related anatomy and physiology.  In the United States, in 

contrast, the early years of the 20th century saw the dawning field of criminology turning 

toward the less deterministic theories of psychology and sociology to explain criminal 

conduct.  The constitutional theory of juvenile delinquency (Sheldon, 1949) was an 

exception to this trend.  Constitutional theory proposed that the degree of adolescent 

males’ predisposition toward crime could be classified in accordance with three 

components of body structure: endomorphy (soft and fat), mesomorphy (muscular and 

athletic), and ectomorphy (thin and fragile).  Based upon combined ratings of all three 

components, Sheldon developed an empirically derived “index to delinquency” according 

to which individual adolescent males could be assigned a numerical score indicating 

crime-proneness.  Constitutional theory received empirical support in several cross-

cultural studies comparing the physiques of male delinquents and non-delinquents 

(Glueck and Glueck, 1950). 

 

personality theory. 

        Some constitutional theories of criminality have taken less deterministic forms 

than that of Sheldon, with its conceptual basis in Lombrosian evolutionary theory and 

social Darwinism.  Eysenck’s (1977) personality theory of crime proposed that antisocial 

conduct is the product of an egocentric personality primarily characterized by difficulties 

with delay of gratification.  The theory presents the development of criminality as the 

product of innate predisposition toward need for immediate gratification mediated by 
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developmental circumstances of childhood.  For adult criminal behavior to become 

manifest, the criminally predisposed individual must also experience a childhood 

environment in which classical conditioning by parents and other adult figures is not 

consistent or intense enough to counteract the predisposition.  Eysenck’s theory defines 

three dimensions of personality to be considered in determining innate predisposition 

toward crime: extraversion – introversion (i.e., degree of propensity toward social activity 

and social attention), neuroticism (i.e., degree of emotional reactivity and anxiety), and 

psychoticism (i.e., degree of aggressiveness and narcissism) (Eysenck & Eysenck, 1978).  

Eysenck (1977) attributed criminal predisposition primarily to personality characteristics 

of extraversion, sub-normal levels of anxiety (i.e., low levels of cortical arousal) and 

heightened aggressiveness.  These characteristics, in turn, contribute to poor 

“conditionability” and the development of a weak moral conscience.  Although 

Eysenck’s is a constitutional theory of crime, it contrasts with that of Sheldon in that both 

environmental and constitutional factors interact to determine expression of criminality.          

 

genetic theory. 

        Mednick’s genetic theory of crime (Mednick, Gabrielli & Hutchings, 1987), 

resembles Eysenck’s personality theory in its proposal that genetically determined low 

responsiveness of the autonomic nervous systems of criminally predisposed individuals 

contributes to decreased sensitivity to environmental stimuli (i.e., rewards and 

consequences).  Decreased sensitivity – especially decreased levels of fear in response to 
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actual or anticipated consequences for misconduct – contributes to the development of an 

inadequate conscience and consequent inability to inhibit antisocial impulses.   

        Genetic theory received considerable empirical support.  For example, in a study 

of all adoptions in a small European nation between 1924 and 1947 (n = 14,427), 

Mednick, Gabrielli, and Hutchings (1984, p. 891) found that the conviction rate of male 

adoptees correlated significantly more closely with the conviction rate of biological 

fathers than that of non-biological, adoptive fathers.  The statistical association between 

chronic adoptee-offenders and chronic biological-father-offenders was particularly 

strong, even though the adoptee-offenders were raised apart from biological parents.  The 

authors concluded, “Because the transmitted factor must be biological, this implies that 

biological factors are involved in the etiology of at least some criminal behavior.”  

(Mednick, Gabrielli, & Hutchings, p. 893; see also Crow, 1977)            

 

Extrinsic-Factor Theories 

        Influenced by Darwinian evolutionary (ultimately, genetic) determinism and 

Freud’s nearly deterministic emphasis on the effect of infancy and early childhood 

experiences on adult behavior, early 20th century conceptualizations of crime located its 

sources within the individual’s body or mind.1  However, by the 1930s, the influence of 

the Progressive Era contributed to a more optimistic zeitgeist in political and scientific 

conceptualizations of crime and its solutions.  Matza (1969, p. 47) noted that prior to 

World War II, the medico-biologically and psychologically based “individual” theories 

had been relocated, “…moved from the personal to the social plane.”  The extrinsic 
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factors of community and society were now conceptualized to be the primary sources of 

criminality.  Extrinsic-factor theories tended to emphasize aspects of urbanization or 

broad societal values as primary influences toward deviance.  For example, based on 

research from the University of Chicago, what became known as the “Chicago school” 

argued that the structure of the American city contributed to criminality within certain 

neighborhoods and other identifiable urban sectors.  In contrast with the Chicago school, 

Merton’s (1938) “reference group theory” and what became known as “strain” theories 

conceptualized deviance as originating not in any localized urban environment but 

instead in the fabric of American society itself, in the stresses created between culture-

wide expectations for success and subcultural impediments to meeting those 

expectations.  Both schools of thought – the Chicago school and strain theories – have 

foundations in the writings of the French social philosopher, Emile Durkheim.                     

 

anomie theory. 

        The work of Emile Durkheim (1858 – 1917) significantly contributed to our 

fundamental understanding of human behavior and social transformation and thereby to 

the fields of sociology, social psychology, the political sciences, and, ultimately, 

criminology.  A premise of Durkheim’s philosophy is that the individual cannot be 

understood outside the context of social forces and the forces of societal change in the 

historical moment in which the individual lives (Vold and Bernard, 1986).  Therefore, the 

individual’s belief system is dependent upon such social factors as accepted religious 

doctrine, customs, law, the moral zeitgeist, and transitions occurring within each of these 
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factors.  To Durkheim, as societies change from simple, homogeneous origins to 

advanced states defined by division of labor and complex hierarchies of economics, 

religion, and governance, the definitions, forms, motivations, and rates of deviance – 

including criminality – should be expected to accordingly change. 

 

If, in proportion as societies pass from the lower to the higher types, the rate of 

criminality, i.e., the relation between the yearly number of crimes and the 

population, tended to decline, it might be believed that crime, while still normal, 

is tending to lose this character of normality.  But we have no reason to believe 

that such a regression is substantiated.  Many facts would seem rather to indicate 

a movement in the opposite direction.  From the beginning of the [nineteenth] 

century, statistics enable us to follow the course of criminality.  It has everywhere 

increased.  In France the increase is nearly 300 per cent.  There is, then, no 

phenomenon that presents more indisputably all the symptoms of normality, since 

it appears closely connected with the conditions of all collective life.  (Durkheim, 

1938/1895, p. 66) 

 

        Within Durheim’s social philosophy, crime is not only normal behavior 

expressing the social forces active in the historical moment, it is also symptomatic and 

therefore diagnostic of society-wide strains.  Crime and other forms of deviance can serve 

“positive functions” for society in the expression and resolution of those strains.  For 

example, it is the transgression of a rule that assists a society to examine, better define, 
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reject, or further refine that rule.  As another example, the transgression of rules by a 

small population serves the positive function of drawing the larger population more 

cohesively together in defensive response to such transgression.  This cohesiveness-

enhancing function of crime, in turn, contributes to the likelihood that subgroups within 

societies at times create perceptions of deviance in other subgroups (e.g., historically, the 

Jews) in order to maintain social cohesiveness and dominance.  Labeling theory – an 

influential theory in criminology, psychology, sociology, and other fields – is an 

outgrowth of Durkheim’s understanding of such functions supporting social “solidarity.”  

To Durkheim, if the deviance of individuals or groups is a normal and symptomatic 

expression of social strains, then social philosophy is not only a means of understanding 

how and why societies are what they are, it is also a prognostic tool for social 

intervention and cultural change. 

        Durkheim specifically focused on the human response to periods of social 

disorganization integral to the developmental progression of communities from their 

initial small, rural, homogeneous forms – termed “mechanical” communities – to their 

complex, heterogeneous, urban forms – termed “organic” communities.  Within 

mechanical communities, solidarity is maintained through internal (e.g., the individual’s 

sense of belonging) and external (e.g., shibboleths and coercions such as threat of social 

rejection) social forces.  In contrast, organic societies depend upon formal – often state-

defined and state-managed – social control in order to maintain cohesion.     

        Durkheim noted that as communities develop from mechanical to organic form 

there is a concomitant narrowing of the individual’s functional niche, a narrowing of 
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one’s social role and social identity.  In an organic, urban environment, the individual’s 

identifying niche and sense of belonging can no longer be broadly anchored in 

simultaneous roles as, for example, church elder, volunteer fireman, and recognized 

participant in town council meetings.  In organic communities, the individual’s functional 

niche is often rather exclusively defined by one’s employment.  The restriction of social 

identity inherent in the narrowing of individuals’ functional niches is accompanied by 

increased alienation of individuals from one another.  It is also accompanied by alienation 

from the remnants of the participative social institutions (e.g., guilds, churches, volunteer 

organizations) comprising mechanical communities.   

        To this overall condition of restricted identity and alienation, Durkheim applied 

the term “anomie.”  He used the term in its sociological sense (referring to an observable 

behavioral characteristic of the overall community or society) rather than in its 

psychological sense (referring to an individual’s internal, private sense of aloneness and 

emotional detachment) (Vold and Bernard, 1986).  The degree that a community or 

society is characterized by anomie is the degree to which deviant – including criminal – 

behavior can be expected to occur as a normal expression of this social condition.  

Durkheim’s conceptualization of anomie and its contribution to deviant behavior is 

foundational to the development of subculture or “strain” theories of crime.  It is also 

foundational to the more recent development of the theory and practice of restorative 

justice within the field of criminal justice. 

        While Durkheim is recognized as a social philosopher and early sociologist, he 

introduced a psychological theory of human conduct that, at certain points, closely 
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approaches psychoanalytic theory developed by his contemporary, Sigmund Freud (1856 

– 1939).  Like Freud, Durkheim noted that the individual and society are inextricably 

intertwined, with internalized aspects of society defining individual consciousness and, 

simultaneously, individual consciousness defining aspects of society.   

 

On the one hand, the individual takes from society the best of himself, everything 

that gives him a distinctive personality and a place among other beings, his 

intellectual and moral culture.  Take away language, the sciences, the arts, and 

moral beliefs, and he falls to the level of brutishness.  The characteristic attributes 

of human nature therefore come to use from society.  But on the other hand, 

society exists and lives only in and through individuals.  Extinguish the idea of 

society in individual minds, let the beliefs, traditions, and aspirations of the 

collectivity cease to be felt and shared by the particular people involved, and 

society will die.  We can therefore repeat here what was said above with respect 

to the divinity: society has reality only to the extent that it has a place in human 

consciousness, and we make this place for it.  (Durkheim, 2001, p. 257) 

 

        In Durkheim’s thought, terms such as “divinity,” “religion,” and “sacred” refer 

not only to practices and dogma of formal religions and to faith in the supernatural.  The 

terms refer more generally to the symbolic representations (e.g., language, rites and 

rituals, and social status) that serve to establish and maintain social solidarity.  

Durkheim’s psychology even more closely parallels that of Freud in his descriptions of 
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the psychological structure of the “sacred,” an internal representation of the symbols of 

community solidarity.  The structure of the sacred (resembling Freud’s “superego” in 

origin and function) conflicts with another internal psychological structure, the “profane” 

(resembling Freud’s “id,” the original and most foundational structure within the 

individual’s psyche). 

 

Everything that is sacred is an object of respect, and every feeling of respect is 

translated into inhibitions by the person who feels it.  Because it inspires such 

emotion, a respected being, in fact, is always expressed in consciousness by a 

representation that is charged with a high dose of mental energy.  Consequently, 

this representation is armed to stave off any other representation that contradicts 

it, whether wholly or in part.  The sacred world sustains an antagonistic 

relationship to the profane world.  They correspond to two forms of life that are 

mutually exclusive, or at least that cannot be lived at the same moment with the 

same intensity.  We cannot be entirely devoted to the ideal beings to which the 

cult is addressed, and at the same time entirely devoted to ourselves and our 

material interests – entirely to the collectivity and entirely to our egos.  These are 

two systems of conscious states that are directed, and direct our conduct, toward 

two opposite poles…When we think of holy things, the idea of a profane object 

cannot come to mind without finding resistance – something in us opposes letting 

it in.  It is the representation of the sacred that does not tolerate this nearness…So 

that the ideas should not coexist, the things must not touch each other or be in any  
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way related.  This is the very principle of prohibition.  (Durkheim, 2001, p. 236) 

 

        It follows from Durkheim’s psychology (and, similarly, that of Freud) that if an 

individual were to encounter a situation in which the symbols of solidarity are to some 

degree suspended, the prohibitions against egoistic devotions are accordingly weakened.  

Restated, with the suspension of the sacred, the profane within each of us is allowed 

expression.  Durkheim’s anomie theory indicates that some such expression will be in the 

form of crime – the violation of laws designed to inhibit the profane and, in this 

inhibition, maintain civility.        

 

the chicago school. 

        concentric zone theory and social disorganization theory.  

        In substantial ways, the field of sociology – and that of criminology, largely a 

derivative of sociology – is a product of earlier studies of the natural environment and 

non-human species.  Coined “human ecology” (Park & Burgess, 1969), early sociological 

studies were based on the Darwinian principle of “survival of the fittest” and the premise 

that all human activity has a functional role in human evolution.  For example, according 

to Park and Burgess such social phenomena as economic competitions, the always 

contentious divisions of labor, and race riots all represent functional aspects of human 

evolution.  The emergence of a hierarchy of social classes, too, is conceptualized as a 

representation of evolutionary process.  In sum, the ethology-derived concepts of intra-
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species social and community cohesion, competition, and conflict are foundational to 

early understandings of crime.        

        Concentric zone theory (Burgess, 1967/1925), an outgrowth of human ecology, 

proposes that the growth of cities and the spread of neighborhoods are not haphazard.  

Instead, urban growth follows a pattern resembling the concentric growth rings of a 

maturing tree.  Concentric zone theory proposes that financial and social resources are 

located in two zones of cities: 1) in the commercial enterprises that comprise the central 

“loop” and serve as the center of commerce and 2) in the outer ring somewhat away from 

the hustle and bustle of the central business district and comprised primarily of the 

organized, middle-class neighborhoods of suburbia.  The middle ring, lying between the 

business district and suburbia, is often a zone of abandoned and aging factories, industrial 

office buildings, and deteriorating homes with a transient residential population 

comprised of new immigrants and those too poor to establish stability of location.  The 

theory proposes that inadequate living conditions, lack of resources, and population 

instability of this “transition” zone contribute to a weakening of communal and family 

bonds.  The resulting “social disorganization,” in turn, contributes to criminal behavior in 

the absence of a shared sense of belonging, permanence, and social attachment.  

 

        transition zone theory. 

        Based upon Burgess’ concentric zone and social disorganization theories, Shaw 

and McKay (1938, 1969) gathered empirical information – including extensive 

autobiographies of transition-zone adolescents – to develop a theory of juvenile 
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delinquency.  The researchers found that residents of the transition zone often experience 

declines in both parent-child supervision and structured, pro-social activities normally 

provided by such conventional institutions as churches, schools, and volunteer 

organizations.  These declines are associated with the tendency for adolescents to turn to 

street gangs and criminality for replacement activities.  Further, the researchers found that 

a “tradition” of criminality develops in transition zones, passing from one generation of 

residents to the next and establishing an historical context of delinquency that youths find 

hard to escape.     

        The work of Shaw and McKay (1938, 1969) was fundamental to the derivation of 

two general theoretical perspectives on the development of crime: “control theory” and 

“social bond” theory.  “Control theory” is based upon the premise that all human beings 

are motivated toward selfish ends, including the commission of crime unless social 

restraints are present (Shoemaker, 1996).  The theory also assumes that within 

communities there are durable, formal and informal systems of values that explicate both 

acceptable and deviant behaviors to individuals.  This assumption, however, deviates 

from the social learning processes inherent in the differential association and differential 

social reinforcement theories (see below).  Control theory proposes that community value 

systems do not exercise social influence via forms of learning but, in contrast, do so via 

the presence of explicit control mechanisms (e.g., punishment, stigmatization, and social 

ostracism).  Containment theory (see below) belongs to the general category of control 

theories.  Social bond theory is defined and presented in a separate section below. 
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        differential association theory and differential social reinforcement theory.       

 Differential association theory (Sutherland, 1960, 1978) proposes that crime is not 

so much the product of social disorganization or the product of environmentally and 

communally deteriorating “transition” zones within urban areas.  The theory proposes 

that crime is instead the product of interactions with others in the individual’s immediate 

social environment.  Crime is conceptualized as being the result of normal “social 

learning” acquired through a “pattern of communication” with those with whom one most 

closely associates, whether it be church members or members of a neighborhood gang 

(Cressey, 1960).  What the individual learns from criminally involved social groups are 

not only the techniques of crime but also the motives, drives, rationalizations, and 

attitudes favorable to criminal conduct (Cressey, 1970).    

        Differential association theory uses a social psychological approach to its 

explanation of the development of an individual’s propensity toward crime.  Quoting 

Sutherland, Cressey (1960, p. 2) stated, “When persons become criminals, they do so 

because of contacts with criminal behavior patterns and also because of isolation from 

anti-criminal patterns.”  Yet differential association theory also uses a sociological 

approach to the genesis of crime in that the population of any region (e.g., a city) will 

contain a subpopulation comprised of those who have been arrested for criminal acts and 

a subpopulation comprised of those who have not.  The uneven distribution of criminality 

across a population determines the impact of criminal patterns of communication on 

component subpopulations.  Differential association theory – and specifically the balance 

of criminal and anti-criminal communication patterns – carries policy implications for 

preventive measures on the community level and for prevention and treatment 
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interventions on the level of the individual (Sutherland, 1978).  On the community level, 

establishment and support of pro-social agencies (e.g., Boy Scouts, teen centers, church 

organizations, effective public schools and after-school programs) and community- or 

government-funded family planning and parenting programs are needed to curb crime.  

On the individual level, assignment of case workers and mentors as well as group 

interventions emphasizing positive, pro-social values are required to replace criminogenic 

communication patterns experienced by at-risk and delinquent youths.            

        Extending the work of Sutherland, differential social reinforcement theory (Akers, 

1977, 1998) assumes a social learning approach to criminality, addressing the specific 

mechanisms by which criminal values are adopted by individuals.  The theory proposes – 

via differential association and consequent differential reinforcement of certain 

perspectives – that youths learn “definitions” contributing to criminal attitudes, values, 

and actions.  Akers categorized and hierarchically organized definitions such that some 

are “general,” setting contextual values and attitudes toward right and wrong behavior, 

while others are “specific,” addressing specific situations (e.g., an opportunity for 

committing a theft without detection).  These definitions of waywardness contribute to an 

overarching thought process regarding crime, including “neutralizing” thoughts – 

rationalizations that justify or excuse criminal conduct.  Favorable (i.e., recidivism 

lowering) results of intervention programs specifically targeting criminogenic definitions 

and associated values in populations of juvenile offenders have provided support for 

differential social reinforcement theory (Cullen & Gendreau, 2000).  
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        containment theory. 

Containment theory (Reckless, 1961, 1967) attributes juvenile delinquency to the 

failure of social and personal controls, social disorganization and individuals’ struggles to 

conform to their immediate social setting, and the impact of family relationships on child 

and adolescent development.  In developing containment theory, Reckless’ primary 

concern was for defining a paradigm to identify the immediate personal and social forces 

contributing to an individual’s behavior in the moment (Bloch & Geis, 1962).  Reckless 

was concerned with the question of why some individuals behave in criminal ways under 

certain circumstances and others do not.  Containment theory, therefore, is a theory of 

conformity and well as of deviance.     

        Integrating both psychological and sociological approaches to our understanding 

of criminal behavior, Reckless (1967) defined four sets of factors serving as 

“containments” for individuals’ behavior.  The sets include 1) social pressures toward 

crime and social pulls away from crime and 2) outer controls comprised of such things as 

the availability of immediate supervision and discipline, school and institutional 

expectations, and opportunities for social acceptance, personal identity, and the sense of 

belonging.  The sets also include 3) inner containments – primarily comprised of “self-

components” such as self-control and a good self-concept as well as a sense of 

responsibility and high tolerance for frustration, and 4) organic and psychological forces.  

Although containment theory recognizes individual behavior as being highly complex – 

determined by the simultaneous play of social and psychological pushes toward and pulls 

away from misconduct – the theory centralizes the “self” as the most influential factor in 
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the expression or containment of criminal tendencies.  The self is conceptualized as a 

“force” within the individual, consisting of “an accumulated set of personalized images, 

perceptions, concepts, and projections” (Reckless, 1967, p. 11).  The developed self 

serves as “insulation” against both social and psychological pushes toward misconduct.   

         

neutralization theory and drift theory. 

        Neutralization theory (Sykes & Matza, 1957) proposes that most delinquents 

commit offenses only periodically or for a short duration in their lives and, in general, 

adhere to the social expectations of the non-delinquent population.  Sykes and Matza 

proposed that through close association with specific social groups, some youths learn 

“techniques of neutralization” that contribute to circumscribed deviant behavior.  The 

phrase refers to what essentially are rationalizations to be used under certain 

circumstances while, in the main, retaining commitment to socially appropriate, non-

criminal values.  Heavily relying on cognitive perspectives to explain juvenile crime, 

neutralizations take multiple forms.  The forms include 1) denial of responsibility (e.g., 

“He kept pushing me until I had no other choice than to fight back.”), 2) denial of injury 

(e.g., “Even though I took the merchandise, the insurance company will replace it.  They 

won’t lose a thing.”), and 3) denial of the victim (e.g., “I only take things from the rich.  

They have too much to even notice that anything is missing.”).  The forms of 

neutralization also include 4) condemnation of the condemners (e.g., “The people who 

make the laws are all crooked.  They make the laws to suit themselves.”) and 5) appeal to 
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higher loyalties (e.g., “We take care of each other.  We only steal to have enough to take 

care of our brotherhood.”). 

        Drift theory (Matza, 1964, 1969) – an extension of neutralization theory – is 

based on the idea that techniques of neutralization are sometimes assisted by the 

perspectives of adult and legal authorities themselves.  Such authorities, for example, 

might excuse a youth’s targeted aggression as “horse play that went a little too far” or a 

planned theft as “an error in judgment.”  The convergence of techniques of neutralization 

and authorities’ failure to hold individuals accountable for deviant behavior allows some 

youths to “drift” toward delinquent acts.  Since “drift” only increases the possibility but 

does not compel the individual into crime, Matza proposed that either or both of the 

factors of “preparation” and “desperation” must also be involved if the individual is to 

commit delinquent acts (Matza, 1969).  “Preparation” refers to the management of fear 

and sense of confidence in the commission of crimes, gained primarily through 

instruction and experience.  “Desperation” refers to a personal sense of fatalism or of 

being overwhelmed by circumstances, contributing to the belief that “there is nothing to 

lose” by committing criminal acts.  “Desperation” also refers to the individual’s 

psychological need to have a sense of individuality, even if that sense is achieved through 

criminal conduct.       

 

        social bond theory. 

        Although Travis Hirschi was not a student or faculty member at the University of 

Chicago, his social bond theory (Hirschi, 1971) was broadly influenced by the 
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criminological perspectives (the “Chicago school”) developed at the university.  Social 

bond theory relies primarily on the significance of internal factors in the control of 

criminal tendencies.  However, within the theory, internal controls are not conceptualized 

as psychological factors that lie within the individual.  Instead they are conceptualized as 

bonds the individual has developed with external objects – both people and societal 

entities such as formal and informal groups and activities.  The internal controls 

governing an individual’s behavior are therefore not anchored in poorly understood – 

and, to Hirschi, “superficial” – psychological processes such as “internalization.”  In 

contrast, they are anchored in external relationships defined by four “control variables”:  

attachment, commitment, involvement, and belief. 

        The control variables, in turn, are not defined in psychological terms and do not 

refer to internal emotional experiences.  The variables are instead understood in a 

sociological sense as dimensions of the individual’s stabilizing relationships with the 

social environment.  For example, a person’s “commitment” is not conceptualized as a 

surrender of self-interest but instead as an investment of “time, energy, himself, in a 

certain line of activity, say, getting an education, building up a business, acquiring a 

reputation for virtue” (Hirsch, 1971, p. 20).  Similarly, “beliefs” are not conceptualized in 

the psychological sense as deeply held and durable values.  They are conceptualized in 

the sociological sense as “impressions” and “opinions” requiring consistent 

reinforcement from social sources in order to remain stable.  As its name connotes, social 

bond theory proposes that an individual’s propensity toward non-deviant, civil conduct is 

only as strong as his or her bonds with non-deviant, civil groups and individuals. 
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        general theory (classical theory revised). 

        At the extreme of control theory is the general theory of crime (Gottfredson & 

Hirschi, 1990), a theory based on the classic philosophies of the late 18th century.  

Founded upon the perspectives of Hobbes, Bentham, and Beccaria, the general theory 

proposes that people are by nature self-oriented, thinking and acting to individual benefit 

without inclination toward self-abnegation or altruism.  It follows from this premise that 

all forms of human behavior are determined by the individual’s desire to seek pleasure 

and avoid pain.  It also follows from this premise that without swift and painful sanctions 

or threat of such sanctions, people’s pleasure-seeking nature and resulting criminality 

cannot be effectively controlled.  Gottfredson and Hirschi revitalized the classical 

perspective that all forms of deviant behavior – whether crime, sin, recklessness or 

imprudence – can be understood in accordance with a “hedonic calculus” defined by 

conscious, rational decision-making to maximize experiences of pleasure and minimize 

experiences of pain.  In developing the “general theory of crime,” the authors noted that 

“sociology has tended to reject hedonic calculus in favor of the positivistic view that 

people are naturally social and must therefore be compelled to commit deviant or 

criminal acts by forces over which they have no control” (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990, 

p. 11).   

        To Gottfredson and Hirschi, the positivistic philosophy that replaced classical 

philosophy and upon which modern science is based has contributed to several significant 

logical errors.  The errors include 1) assigning to individuals who behave in deviant ways 

an erroneous passivity and helplessness in the personal decision-making contributing to 
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those behaviors.  They also include 2) ascribing different forms of deviant behavior to 

apparently distinct but, in actuality, erroneous causes of that behavior (e.g., alcohol and 

chemical abuse are caused by somatic tendencies toward dependence, crime is caused by 

poor socialization and lack of social opportunity, etc.) and 3) erroneously developing 

distinct academic disciplines to further explore and define the causes of various forms of 

deviance.  As a result, the logical errors of positivism have contributed to 4) the 

erroneous development of disparate social institutions to provide distinct sanctions for the 

various forms of deviance (e.g., hospitals to – via treatment – sanction addiction and 

dependence, courts to sanction criminal conduct, etc.).              

        Regarding crime in particular, because of the positivistic attribution of differing 

motivations for differing forms of crime (e.g., assault versus sexual misconduct versus 

theft versus fraud, etc.), distinct sanctions have been assigned to each form.  In recent 

history as the state-operated judicial system has adopted an array of crime-specific 

sanctions, the classifications and understanding of crime have become increasingly 

politicized, influenced by public opinion supporting and steering political processes.  

Classical theory was revised, in part, to counter the trend toward specialization, thereby 

turning criminology away from its current status as a diffuse and politicized field and 

restoring its status as a science based upon uniform theory.  According to Gottredson and 

Hirschi (1990, p. 10), “At the most general level of the theory, then, crime is not a 

separate or distinct type of behavior.  Crime, like noncrime, satisfies universal human 

desires.  It is, in terms of causation, indistinguishable from all other behavior.”  

        The general theory rejects sociological criminology’s attribution of criminal  
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tendencies to situational factors like differential association and urban transition zones 

(Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983).  At the same time, it rejects psychological criminology’s 

attribution of criminal tendencies to the presence of specific personality traits.  In the 

place of external sociological factors and internal psychological factors, the theory turns 

to the concept of “self-control.”  The concept refers to the individual’s ability to delay the 

immediate gratification that rewards criminal acts and, via such delay, avoid the pain of 

punitive judicial sanctions.  Further, the theory assigns the individual’s acquisition of 

levels of self-control to child-rearing practices experienced in the first few years of life.             

 

Our theory explicitly addresses the stability [of self-control across the lifespan] 

and versatility [the diversity within the individual offender and across populations 

of offenders] of deviant acts findings.  It accounts for them with the concept of 

self-control: with deferred gratification at one extreme and immediate 

gratification at the other; with caution at one extreme and risk-taking at the other.  

The mechanism producing these differences has been described as differences in 

child-rearing practices, with close attention to the behavior of the child at one 

extreme and neglect of the behavior of the child at the other.  (Gottfredson & 

Hirschi, 1990, pp. 119-120) 

            

The policy implications of Gottfredson and Hirschi’s general theory are twofold, 

based upon the classical premise that human beings have 1) an innate tendency to seek 

pleasure and avoid pain and 2) the capacity to develop a pro-social hedonic calculus via 
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appropriate early-life child-rearing practices.  According to the authors, rates of crime 

within individuals and across populations can be minimized through 1) the delivery of 

sure, immediate, and painful sanctions for criminal misconduct and 2) the improvement 

of parenting practices in the earliest years of children’s lives, allowing for the later-life 

ability to delay gratification and thereby adhere to the laws governing civil conduct. 

 

strain theories.  

        reference group theory and general strain theory. 

        The earliest components of reference group theory are found in the work of 

Merton (1938, p. 674) in an article defining aberrant behavior – including crime – as “a 

symptom of dissociation between culturally defined aspirations and socially structured 

means.”  To Merton, individual behavior is largely determined by the groups with which 

one affiliates or refuses to affiliate.  Individuals use or refuse the “frames of reference” 

that define the significant groups in their immediate social environment (Merton, 1957).  

The acceptance or refusal of those frames of reference (defined as the groups’ attitudes, 

evaluations, and behaviors), in turn, shapes the available range of behaviors in which the 

individual can choose to participate.  To Merton, then, the social group is not defined 

solely by the cumulative influence of its individual members.  Instead, reversing this 

formulation, the individual’s values and actions are defined by the adopted or rejected 

frames of reference of social groups surrounding the individual.   

A logical outcome of reference group theory is the concept of “self-fulfilling  
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prophecy,” a concept that has had broad influence beyond the discipline of criminology 

(Merton, 1957).  If an adolescent were, for example, to reject the conventional frame of 

reference of “the good school kid” and adopt the anti-social frame of reference of a street 

gang, then the adolescent’s frame of reference predisposes him or her in the direction of 

anti-social behavior and conflict with school and legal authorities.  According to the 

concept of self-fulfilling prophecy, the individual’s frame of reference predetermines 

what that individual becomes in terms of values, behaviors, and receipt of society’s 

consequences and rewards.  The later development of labeling theory was, in part, an 

extension of and rebuttal to the concept of self-fulfilling prophecy, pointing out that the 

way in which society labels individuals or groups of individuals restricts them to 

affiliation with certain groups.  Such restriction, in turn, limits the frames of reference 

available to those labeled.  Where reference group theory does not, labeling theory places 

upon society a degree of responsibility for restricting or coercing certain groups of 

individuals into socially maladaptive patterns of behavior via imposed limitation of 

available frames of reference.  (See further discussion of labeling theory and self-

fulfilling prophecy below, pp. 38-39.)  

Based on the work of Durkheim, Merton used the term “anomie” as a central 

concept in reference group theory.  Both authors used the term in its sociological sense, 

referring to the efforts and abilities of individuals to reach their goals (i.e., “all 

individuals” in a society-wide sense and “goals” in social-role or “objective” sense…in 

contrast with “each individual” and personally fulfilling or “subjective” goals in the 

psychological sense) confounded by restrictions imposed by social structure and the 

process of social transformation.  However, Merton used “anomie” in a more specific 
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sense than did Durkheim, contributing to the foundation of criminological strain theory 

(Clinard, 1964).  To Merton and reference group theory, a society enters a state of anomie 

if three conditions are met:  1) culturally defined goals (e.g., material wealth) are 

accepted and actively pursued by the individuals comprising society, 2) the achievement 

of culturally defined goals becomes more valued than the means of achieving it, and      

3) social structure impedes goal acquisition for a group or groups of individuals (Merton, 

1938, 1957).  According to reference group theory, the resulting “strain” experienced by 

those for whom goal acquisition is impeded contributes to criminal means of achieving 

those goals.   

Extending reference group theory, general strain theory (Agnew & White, 1992) 

proposes that Merton’s approach was limited to a narrow definition of criminogenic 

strain – one based on structural impediments to individuals’ ability to reach social status 

goals.  In addition to social status strain, Agnew and White’s theory presents 

criminogenic strain produced by such things as expected or actual loss of valued objects 

or relationships as well as expected or actual introduction of coercive objects or 

relationships to one’s environment.  For instance, an adequately employed group of 

people may experience crime-inducing strain with the anticipation of being laid off from 

their work (i.e., an expected loss).  The crime-inducing impact of this situation would be 

increased if the anticipated terminations were within the context of an historical moment 

of high unemployment rates, making unlikely the acquisition of replacement work (i.e., 

an expectation of the coercive element of unemployment).  Under such conditions, 

individuals might turn to crime out of anger at what is experienced as unfair impediment 

to success or out of a sense of desperation as they fear loss of home and family security.               
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        middle-class measuring rod theory. 

Cohen’s (1955) theory of subcultures – middle-class measuring rod theory – is a 

synthesis of perspectives from anomie theory (Merton, 1957), theories of human ecology 

(Park & Burgess, 1967/1925; Park & Burgess, 1969; Shaw & McKay, 1938, 1969), social 

learning theory (Sutherland, 1960, 1978), and psychological theories of self-concept.  

Based on naturalistic field studies, the theory provides an explanation for how and why 

juvenile gangs form.  Cohen saw in the formation of gangs contributions arising from 

several factors, including 1) anomie created by social barriers preventing lower class, 

working families from achieving culturally acknowledged levels of success.  Middle-

class measuring rod theory also attributes gang formation to 2) direct competition 

between middle- and lower-class youths for social status, academic success, and upward 

mobility and 3) early-life learning and the cultural transmission of values that take place 

as products of interaction with one’s family, neighborhood, and community.  Further, 

Cohen attributed to gang formation 4) the psychological need for individuals and groups 

to express frustration and anger for the social problems impeding working class youths’ 

efforts toward upward social mobility and material security and success.  Taking these 

four factors into account, the theory combines aspects of Merton-originated society-

focused strain theory with the more neighborhood environment-focused theories of the 

Chicago school.  This can also be said for the differential opportunity theory, presented 

below.       

 

 



36 
 

differential opportunity theory. 

Differential opportunity theory extends the work of Cohen (1955) to explain the 

development of delinquent gangs by integrating Sutherland’s differential association 

theory with Merton’s concept of anomie.  According to Cloward and Ohlin (1960, p. 86): 

 

Our hypothesis can be summarized as follows:  The disparity between what 

lower-class youth are led to want and what is actually available to them is the 

source of a major problem of adjustment.  Adolescents who form delinquent 

subcultures, we suggest, have internalized an emphasis upon conventional goals.  

Faced with limitations on legitimate avenues of access to these goals, and unable 

to revise their aspirations downward, they experience intense frustrations; the 

exploration of nonconformist alternatives may be the result. 

 

Differential opportunity is, in part, a social structural theory insofar as 

components of society serve as impediments (e.g., limited income and limited status for 

“blue collar” families in comparison with “white collar” families) to culturally 

determined definitions of success.  It is also, in part, a social learning theory insofar as all 

forms of behavior (criminal and non-criminal) and the motives, values, and attitudes that 

accompany them are conceptualized as being the product of learning via interaction with 

others in one’s immediate social environment.  Finally, differential opportunity theory is, 

in part, a social psychological theory insofar as it proposes that some individuals’ 
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motivation toward success via culturally approved means becomes suppressed due to 

barriers implicit in the current social structure.  Such suppression contributes to criminal 

efforts toward achieving social status and success.  This aspect of differential opportunity 

theory focuses, in part, on how social circumstance and barriers to success impact the 

psychology of the individual, noting that some individuals are more impacted by 

criminogenic factors than are others.  Among strain theories of youth crime, differential 

opportunity theory is considered to be one of the three major conceptualizations of lower-

class delinquency, the other two being middle-class measuring rod theory and the 

underclass theory developed by Murray (Shoemaker, 1996, p. 104; see below for the 

contributions of Murray). 

 

underclass theory. 

Underclass theory (Murray, 1984) challenges the premises of Merton’s anomie 

theory, Cohen’s middle-class measuring rod theory, and Ohlin and Cloward’s differential 

opportunity theory.  At the core of these “strain” theories is the premise that the 

capitalistic democracy of the United States promotes and expects socio-economic 

ascendancy of its citizens yet by its very structure prohibits segments of society from 

achieving the goal of ascendancy.  Underclass theory rebuts this premise by noting its 

assumption of homogeneity of “the poor,” casting this sub-population in a victim role and 

ignoring motivational and value differences within it.  Rather than assume that criminal 

offenders emerging from the lower socio-economic strata are victims of societal structure 

and disparate opportunity, underclass theory notes that illegitimacy of birth is strongly 
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correlated with lack of pro-social models, lack of employable skills in adulthood, and 

consequent joblessness.  The criminality that results from this illegitimacy-based 

sequence, in turn, contributes to community breakdown as under-socialized and antisocial 

adults become community and youth role-models and as family bonds deteriorate under 

the pressure of influences such as frequent parental absences and incarcerations.  The 

policy implications of underclass theory sharply contrast with those of strain theories.  

Where the latter propose the necessity of societal and governmental intervention to 

equalize socio-economic opportunity across sub-populations, underclass theory proposes 

the necessity of sub-population self-governance.  Through such self-governance, local 

communities can more effectively take responsibility for addressing and curbing the 

effect of factors contributing to poverty and criminality (e.g., high rates of childbirth to 

young and unwed mothers).                 

 

 social construction theory and labeling theory. 

Social construction (Becker, 1973) and labeling theories (Becker, 1973; Erikson, 

1966; Pfohl, 1977) comprise what can justifiably be called the fourth major theoretical 

movement within the field of criminology.  The first three theoretical movements can be 

described as 1) the constitutional theories such as Lombroso’s theory of atavistic, inborn 

states of personality and more recent overtly genetic theories attributing criminality to 

inherited factors, 2) the intrinsic, psychological theories attributing criminality to 

deficient development of the psyche via interaction of personality traits and early life 

experiences in the social  (especially familial) environment, and 3) the extrinsic, 
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sociological theories attributing crime to either the socializing effects of neighborhood 

and small-group interactions (e.g., the Chicago school of thought) or the effects of 

society-rooted impediments to the upward mobility of segments of the population (strain 

theory).  In contrast, social construction and labeling theories present human behavior as 

being neither deviant nor non-deviant other than how it is defined by society itself.  

Therefore, according to Becker (1973), criminality cannot in toto be located within the 

individual’s soma, constitution, or psyche or socially located within segments of the 

population.  A significant component of criminality lies within the body that determines 

what is and is not criminal – the representatives of society.   

According to social construction theory, the definition of crime depends upon 

specific circumstances and the particular segment of society that is doing the defining.  

The theory therefore conceptualizes human behavior as the product of external social 

influences acting on the individual.  These social influences include “collectivity” – the 

necessity of individuals to be interacting with others, both influencing others and being 

influenced by the interaction.  The influences also include “relativity” – the area of life 

(e.g., socio-economic status, local customs and cultural heritage, and shifts in values 

across generations) in which identified social problems originate and in the context of 

which their potential solutions are considered.  In sum, the problem of deviance cannot be 

clearly defined or understood separate from the specific conditions of the historical 

moment in which the problem and its potential resolutions are embedded.   

Social construction theory emphasizes that an important component of “relativity” 

is the recognition that social problems develop through a sequence of stages, each stage 
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involving defining and redefining the problem in accordance with the social group or 

groups making such decisions.  At the extreme, what is defined as a problem by one 

group may not be perceived as such by another group.  For instance, private citizens’ 

possession of concealed weapons may be perceived as a problem by middle-class 

residents of a police-patrolled, low-crime suburban district.  However, to lower-class, 

inner-city residents of a seldom-patrolled, high-crime district of the same city, such 

possession may be seen not as a problem but instead as a necessity.  Within social 

construction theory, then, the defining of what is and is not “criminal” has a “subjective” 

component determined by the developmental stage of problem identification and the 

parties defining the behavior as problematic.  

Beyond collectivity and relativity, a third influence integral to social construction 

theory is “reactivity,” referring to the social reaction resulting from a behavior.  To 

Becker, the reaction to a behavior, in part, determines the meaning of that behavior.  For 

example, during a time of war and within the context of battle, the killing of one person 

by another may contribute to a social reaction of gratitude and the attribution of 

patriotism and valor.  The same act, however, in American city streets may contribute to 

a reaction of fear and attribution of undue violence.  According to social construction 

theory, the symbols that society assigns to the interactions of the individuals comprising 

it (e.g., a medal of valor or a charge of homicide) determine the meaning of individuals’ 

acts.  Further, the assigned symbols determine the meanings that individuals attribute to 

their own acts and the identities they assume for themselves (e.g., hero or murderer).  

Becker’s conceptualizations of symbolic interaction and the social construction of 

definitions of deviance are foundational to the development of labeling theory.  
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Labeling theory proposes that, in actuality, “criminal” individuals most often 

differ little, temporarily, or not at all from others who are not so labeled.  Further, the 

theory proposes that the interventions and reactions of society (e.g., the state) to the 

“criminal” create identifiable criminal populations and therefore a “crime problem” 

contributing to further intervention and reaction.  Labeling theory proper is 

distinguishable from the concept of “self-fulfilling prophecy,” where, according to  

Merton (1957, p. 423), 

 

[S]elf-fulfilling prophecy is, in the beginning, a false definition of the situation  

evoking a new behavior which makes the originally false conception come true.  

The specious validity of the self-fulfilling prophecy perpetuates a reign of error.  

For the prophet [e.g., a courtroom judge] will cite the actual course of events as 

proof that he was right [about the character or attributes of an “offender”] from 

the very beginning…Such are the perversities of social logic.  

 

Where labeling theory focuses on the actions of society in defining such new categories, 

self-fulfilling prophecy focuses on the impact of such actions on the individuals or groups 

toward whom such actions are directed.  The early 20th century creation of juvenile 

delinquency as a category of criminality exemplifies principles of labeling theory.  In 

creating “juvenile delinquency,” behavior that previously had not been considered 

“criminal” became so considered as a result of a few individuals’ publicity- and media- 



42 
 

focused campaigns to create a new category of crime and offenders (Platt, 1969). 

   

Discussion 

This manuscript addresses characteristics of one form of deviant or criminal 

behavior – institutional cruelty – as expressed in the actions of university students 

participating as guards in the Stanford Prison Experiment (SPE) and Military Police 

guards serving in Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq.  The manuscript follows a conservative, 

theory-preserving approach, acknowledging the time-tested value of the theories 

reviewed above in their contributions to our criminological understandings.  For a theory 

or set of theories to carry sufficient explanatory value, it must account for the following 

three characteristics of cruelty as observed in the SPE and Abu Ghraib prison:  1) rapidity 

of onset, taking days or – at most – weeks for initial expression to be observed,               

2) emergence in apparently ordinary, non-criminal individuals, and 3) emergence in the 

participant-acknowledged “mock” situation of the SPE.  Taken together, the three 

characteristics require that the theory account for the role of time in the emergence of 

deviant behavior.  Stated more specifically, the theory must account for the notably brief 

time of exposure to criminogenic influences required for cruelty to emerge in the SPE 

and Abu Ghraib prison.  Taken together, the three characteristics require that the theory 

also account for the demonstration of cruelty in apparently psychologically and 

emotionally healthy individuals – individuals who, in the SPE, were voluntarily and 

knowingly participating in a “mock” situation.  Stated more specifically, the theory must 

account for the internal-to-the-individual processes supporting expression of cruelty in  
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healthy individuals and in non-coercive situations such as the SPE.               

With the exception of the few intrinsic-factor and deterministic theories presented 

in this section, the literature reviewed is heavily founded on what is fundamentally an 

extrinsic-factor, sociological perspective.  From this perspective, crime and human 

behavior in general are viewed as the product of external social forces acting on the 

individual in the determination of his or her behavior.  The individual is largely viewed as 

a passive respondent to these forces, the consideration of internal or psychological factors 

being subsumed to or obviated by the influence of external forces on behavior.  For 

example, an illegal-immigrant Hispanic adolescent living in a transition zone in an 

American city could be expected to be at-risk for delinquency as a result of criminogenic 

influences of social disorganization and differential association within his neighborhood 

environment.  The risk for delinquency could also be expected as a result of society-

based limitations on opportunities for success afforded to poor Hispanic youths and the 

self-fulfilling prophecy that follows negative labeling of such youths.  Further, the public 

perception of the offense of illegal immigration – a perception that in recent years has 

demonstrated its adherence to premises of social construction theory – assigns the youth 

to what is now considered to be a category of serious criminal conduct.  Each of these 

criminogenic influences is external to the individual, who is assigned no markedly active 

role in the determination of his or her behavior, whether criminal or non-criminal.   

The sociological perspective contributes to potential limitations to our 

understanding of criminal behavior.  First, sociological explanations are challenged by 

specificity of application.  The science is limited in its ability to explain why some 
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individuals respond to social influences in deviant or criminal ways while others do not.  

This limitation is inherently embedded in the level of observation upon which the field 

itself is based: across-population observation rather than within-individual observation.  

Sociology, therefore, is largely restricted to epidemiological – and not individual – 

application.   

Bearing this limitation in mind, it would be an error to minimize or dismiss 

sociological contributions to understandings of individual behavior.  In the example of 

the Hispanic youth given above, it would be difficult to assume that the extrinsic factors 

presented would fail to influence his or her behavior.  However, an aspect of the 

epidemiological limitation is that even after an individual has demonstrated criminal 

behavior, the sociological approach is challenged to describe the processes within the 

individual that contributed to the criminal act at the time of its commission.  As in any 

established science, extrinsic-factor (i.e., sociological) criminology has developed a rich 

vocabulary of theoretical constructs (e.g., “transition zones,” “patterns of 

communication,” and “definitions” in differential association theory, “attachment,” 

“commitment,” “involvement,” and “belief” in social bond theory, “collectivity,” 

“relativity,” and “reactivity” in social construction theory, etc.) to explain human 

behavior.  However, because the constructs are defined in terms appropriate to 

epidemiological application, they are limited in their ability to provide explanation for 

within-the-individual processes contributing to deviant behavior such as that 

demonstrated in the Stanford Prison Experiment and Abu Ghraib.        

A second limitation of sociological criminology involves the role of time in the  
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development of deviant behavior.  Sociological theories implicitly involve duration of an 

individual’s or group’s exposure to extrinsic factors conceptualized as contributing to 

criminality.  Such theories are challenged to define the duration of exposure necessary for 

such contribution.  On one hand, if brief exposure (e.g., a few minutes, days, or weeks) to 

certain factors is sufficient to produce criminal behavior, then the explanatory value of 

approaches such as those of the Chicago school and strain theories are threatened since 

people would be expected to behave in ways consistent with the criminal or non-criminal 

influences of their immediate environment, regardless of previous exposures of any 

duration to influences of any kind.  In this case, human behavior could be conceptualized 

to be a direct reflection of extrinsic influences (i.e., without significant internal 

processing of those influences) as they act upon the individual or groups.   

If, on the other hand, longer-term exposure (e.g., months or years) to certain 

factors is required to produce criminal behavior, then such theories would be incomplete 

without definition of a structure or process for carrying the internal impression or image 

of that exposure across time and into settings defined by other sets of factors.  For 

example, if the Hispanic youth in the example given above were to turn to criminality as 

a result of years of exposure to the social influences as presented, then to what structures 

or processes can his or her continued criminal behavior be attributed after leaving those 

criminogenic influences or perhaps even after exposure to non-criminal influences?  

Stated differently, the degree to which individuals’ behavior is not determined solely by 

time-immediate and place-immediate influences, criminological theory must rely upon 

intrinsic factors – an internal psychology – to explain the continuation of criminal 
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behavior across time and circumstance.  Criminological theory based upon sociological 

perspectives is challenged to account for such intrinsic factors.                 

A third limitation is definable within criminological theories that explicitly or 

implicitly rely upon a significant duration of exposure (e.g., months or years) to 

criminogenic influences (e.g., strain theories and theories of the Chicago school).  Based 

upon sociological theory and the extrinsic factors upon which such theory is based, it is 

understandable that there would be little elaboration of a range of potential intrinsic (i.e., 

psychological) factors needed to explain the sustaining of criminal behavior within 

individuals across time and circumstance.  The criminological theories reviewed in this 

section primarily rely on constructs such as “learning,” “social learning,” and “cognition” 

to define the processes by which criminal tendencies are integrated into the individual.  

They primarily rely on constructs such as “beliefs,” “values,” and “attitudes” to define 

the specific structures into which criminal tendencies are integrated and within which 

such tendencies are encapsulated within the individual and carried through time.   

On closer examination, however, these constructs fall short of serving as intrinsic 

processes or structures since they themselves are products of intrinsic phenomena and are 

not components of those phenomena.  In other words, “learning,” “social learning,” and 

“cognition” are psychological products and not processes in themselves.  Similarly, 

“beliefs,” “values,” and “attitudes” are psychological products and not structures in 

themselves.  The terms, then, represent intermediary constructs, potentially serving as a 

conceptual bridge between two levels of discourse: the sociological and the 

psychological.  The terms and the constructs they represent are, on one hand, the most 
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elementary forms of sociological discourse and, on the other hand, some of the most 

complex products of psychological discourse.  In situations in which criminal behavior 

emerges 1) abruptly (i.e., with minimal duration of exposure to criminogenic factors),    

2) in apparently ordinary individuals (i.e., those with long-term exposure to non-criminal 

beliefs, values, and attitudes), and 3) in voluntary, mock situations (i.e., situations in 

which the individual and his or her prior “learning” and acquired “values” are subjected 

to little or no obvious coercion toward change), the elemental forms of sociological 

discourse lose their explanatory value.  It is likely that the field of psychology, a field 

defined by the study of the development and role of instrinsic factors, can extend our 

sociological understandings by providing a more refined language and theoretical 

approach to the emergence of criminal behavior in such circumstances. 

A fourth limitation of sociological criminology is identifiable in its late 19th and 

early 20th century foundations in the work of Emile Durkheim.  Durkheim recognized 

that theories of deviant behavior cannot be solely based upon extrinsic factors for the 

explanation of that behavior.  As noted above, to make such a proposal would leave an 

insufficient understanding of how individuals, communities, and societies carry beliefs, 

attitudes, and values (whether deviant or non-deviant) across time and circumstance.  His 

development of the internal theoretical constructs of the “sacred” and the “profane” 

represents a significant effort to refine the most elementary sociological forms in order to 

account for the time- and circumstance-related continuity and discontinuity of group and 

individual behavior.  He therefore proposed a basic psychology – a model involving both 

structure (the sacred and the profane) and process (conflict between the two structures) in 

order to more closely examine human behavior across time and circumstance.  The field 
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of criminology today – as indicated by the review of literature in this section – appears to 

have minimized the significance of Durkheim’s more psychological “elementary forms,” 

instead relying on the sociological components of his work.  One is left to wonder if the 

integration of only a portion of a founding father’s work has placed a limitation on the 

breadth and depth of explanation potential to the field.                               

A fifth limitation to sociological criminology is identifiable in its theoretical 

reliance on the impact of social and environmental factors in the determination of human 

behavior.  If – as Durkheim, Freud, and others proposed – human beings possess a 

psychology (i.e., an internal landscape of structural representations of external 

phenomena, some of which are in conflict with one another), then conceptualizations of 

human interaction with the social, organizational, and physical environments can provide 

additional dimensions to our understanding of deviant behavior in two ways.  First, the 

structure of the environment holds the potential to support or repress distinct structural 

components of the psyche.  From a sociological perspective, this statement appears to 

validate passive human reliance on social and environmental forces in the determination 

of behavior.  From a psychological perspective, however, it validates the always-active, 

at-any-given-moment range of potential human behavior (i.e., deviant or non-deviant, 

profane or sacred) in response to environmental circumstance.   

Second, the presence of an internal landscape of representations of external 

phenomena makes it possible for human beings to actively participate in the structuring 

of their social, organizational, and physical environments as a means of selectively 

expressing or emphasizing aspects of their internal representational landscape.  The 
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capacity for humans to structure the environment to fit their internal psychologies 

reverses the relationship upon which sociological criminology significantly depends.  In a 

similar vein of thought, the few intrinsic-factor and deterministic theories reviewed in 

this section (classical, atavistic, constitutional, personality, and genetic theories) propose 

that human beings innately or constitutionally carry within them endowments active in 

the determination of behavior and interaction with the environment.  It is possible that 

psychological perspectives can extend our criminological understandings via explanation 

of the active participation of individuals and groups in the structuring and interpretation 

of their social, organizational, and physical environments.  The psychological theories of 

psychoanalysis and object relations are particularly utilitarian to this end.     
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Organizational Culture Literature 

The following pages present major theories contributing to the discipline of 

organizational culture theory.  A broad approach is taken, reviewing organizational 

culture theories based in the larger contextual approach of systems theory and the greater 

number of organizational culture theories based in the larger contextual approach of 

learning theory.  The most influential of current theoretical approaches are learning 

theory based, represented here by the substantial contributions of Schein (1985, 2003, 

2004).  A discussion section presents inherent vulnerabilities of such approaches to our 

understanding of human behavior in organizational settings such as those of the Stanford 

Prison Experiment and Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq.  

 

Classical Theories 

“Organizational culture” represents a recent field of study within the overall study 

of organizations, itself an historically recent field of study.  The study of organizations is, 

generally put, the conceptual grandchild of the Industrial Revolution, fostered especially 

by the early twentieth-century Machine Age.  The emergence of industrialization within 

Western Culture brought with it an emphasis on repetition and efficiency of mechanical 

movement and hierarchical ordering of the assembly of parts in the manufacture of 

complex products.  The study of organizational culture is also the conceptual offspring of 
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evolutionary theory, reflecting the turn-of-the-twentieth-century impact of Darwin’s 

recognition of natural systems, subsystems, feedback and communication between 

systems, and system adaptation and change over time.  In order to understand forms 

currently assumed by organizational culture theory, it is beneficial to briefly review its 

own evolutionary emergence from the older and more general study of organizations.             

  

scientific management. 

The earliest theories approached organizations as if they were closed systems, 

operating with little or no interaction with the surrounding physical and social 

environments.  Early theorists made little or no distinction between what are now 

recognized to be differing organizational designs.  The “closed system” and “single-

form” perspectives contributed to the belief that a universal set of principles could be 

derived from the scientific study of organizations, a set of principles that could be applied 

to all organizations in all settings.   

The work of American mechanical engineer Frederick Taylor (1856 – 1915) 

challenged what remained of the many-century-old guild system, a system that had been 

deteriorating since the end of the eighteenth century under growing pressures generated 

by the popularity of laissez-faire free market systems of commerce.  Within the guild 

system, craftsmen and workers learned and applied their skills under the guidance of 

more experienced guild members.  The system left the population of workers within each 

industry divided among numerous supervisors, each based in the guild (or guild remnant) 

representing the particular skill exercised by each subpopulation of workers.  Taylor 
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recognized that organizations could produce more efficiently if workers performed under 

a unified form of management, anchored not in a guild or any other skill-based agency 

but in the overarching enterprise represented by the final product of manufacture.   

Taylor introduced “scientific management,” identifying management as a distinct 

role within organizations, a role worthy of close study and made most efficient when 

performed in accordance with specific principles.  According to Taylor, “The principal 

object of management should be to secure the maximum prosperity for the employer, 

coupled with the maximum prosperity for each employé” (Taylor, 1947, p. 9).  To this 

idealistic end, Taylor conceptualized the role of managers as that of gathering and 

analyzing information pertaining to work processes, deriving procedures for the most 

efficient use of workers’ time, space, and movement, and selecting and training workers 

for specific, well defined tasks.  He believed that application of his findings and the use 

of money as an incentive (i.e., workers were to be paid specific amounts of money for 

each unit of work produced) could improve the welfare of workers, providing them a 

greater degree of independence in the workplace and replacing more coercive managerial 

approaches.  Bearing in mind Taylor’s beneficent intentions, it is perhaps unfair to – in 

hindsight – criticize scientific management for its failure to recognize the complexity of 

individuals’ social and psychological needs.  Kakar (1970) pointed out that scientific 

management found its historical emergence during a period of transition in the valuation 

of human work.  According to the author, Taylor’s moral idealism coupled with its 

emphasis on individual and organizational productivity and capitalistic gain represented a 

dramatic shift in the zeitgeist of Western culture. 
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The concept of increased productivity…[was becoming]…the lodestar of modern 

work, replacing such concepts as morality, expiation of sin, individual self-

realization, aesthetic fulfillment, and community well being that, singly or 

together, defined and guided work in other historical epochs.  (Kakar, 1970,        

p. 190)   

 

The negative psychological impact of monotonous and seemingly endless 

repetition of workers’ motions, social isolation and discouragement of social interchange, 

and inadequacy of money alone as a psychological motivator eventually gave application 

of the method a machine-like and inhumane reputation.  Despite this reputation, it should 

be remembered that in many industries and businesses within our nation and in other 

parts of the world, managerial principles and practices have not significantly progressed 

beyond those of scientific management.         

          

ideal bureaucracy. 

Like Taylor, German sociologist Max Weber (1864 – 1920) sought improved 

forms of social influence to replace the unchecked power, inconsistency, and potential 

abuse inherent in traditional monarchical and charismatic forms of leadership.  While 

today the term “bureaucracy” often carries pejorative connotations, at the end of the 

nineteenth century this new form of social and economic management held promise as an 

organizational system within which promotion and position were based upon individual 
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merit rather than bloodline or political affiliation.  To Weber, the emergence of 

capitalism provided a necessary and fertile cultural context within which bureaucracies 

would serve as an engine for continuous individual and societal improvement.  Where 

other forms of capitalism had failed, post-Enlightenment philosophy and the technologies 

derived from the Industrial Age contributed ingredients essential for the success of 

modern capitalism.          

 

…this means fundamentally that it [i.e., the Western form of capitalism] is 

dependent on the peculiarities of modern science, especially the natural sciences 

based on mathematics and exact and rational experiment.  On the other hand, the 

development of these sciences and of the technique [i.e., technologies] resting 

upon them now receives important stimulation from these capitalistic interests in 

its practical economic application.  (Weber, 1992, p. 24)    

 

Because volume of production and the discrete unit of the dollar serve as the 

primary means and measure of success in capitalistic economies, such economies readily 

introduced a set of dispassionate, mathematical-logical rules according to which societal 

improvement can, in theory, be engineered.  The importance of these rules and, in turn, 

the importance of the leader’s role in ensuring that the bureaucracy serves as such a tool 

for social engineering are clear in the following statement:  
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But for the modern bureaucracy, it is the second element, the “calculable rules,” 

that is actually of greater significance.  It is just this peculiarity of modern culture, 

but especially its technical-economic basis, that requires this “calculability” of 

success.  In a specific sense, a fully developed bureaucracy falls under the 

principle of “sine ira ac studio” [without hatred or passion].  Bureaucracy’s 

specific nature, quite welcome to capitalism, is increasingly perfected the more it 

becomes objectified or “dehumanized.”  Considered its virtue, the perfecting of 

this specific nature involves the successful exclusion of love, hate and all purely 

personal, irrational, and emotional elements, to which calculation is alien, from 

the process of discharging official business.  The more complex and specialized 

modern culture becomes, the more its external apparatus demands replacement of 

the traditional lord, capable of being moved through personal sympathy, goodwill, 

mercy, or gratitude, with a personally unsympathetic and, therefore, strictly 

“objective” expert.  (Weber, 1994, p. 79, brackets in original) 

 

Weber’s blueprint for bureaucracy – with its hierarchically arranged positions of 

oversight, legalistic specifications of the authority and responsibilities of each position, 

and reliance on universally applied rules and values – rendered it an efficient if not 

“democratized” social machine.  Within the ideal bureaucratic design, workers and 

officials were to be viewed as equals in terms their implicit value as human beings.  This 

egalitarian perspective was to extend to individuals’ opportunities for promotion, a 

process based on receipt of specialized training and demonstration of productivity and 
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reliability in positions held.  Further, detailed descriptions of the responsibilities of each 

position defined the limits of the bureaucracy’s demands on each individual, granting a 

degree of freedom for one’s actions once organizational needs had been satisfied.   

In theory, every individual held an equal opportunity to ascend the bureaucratic 

structure.  To Weber, such opportunity carried with it the potential for the betterment of 

society: the promise of promotion encouraged citizens to commit their increasing 

expertise to the refinement of organizations’ operation while increasing professional 

status and increasing personal earning power and family well-being.  To this end, Weber 

promoted “management” as a distinct and valuable career in its own right, requiring 

specialized training and education in principles of leadership, knowledge of technical 

aspects of the production process, and development of social and organizational skills. 

 

The Administrative Management School 

Driven in part by Taylor’s and others’ identification of scientific principles for 

maximizing worker productivity and Weber’s introduction of the ideal bureaucratic form, 

the early decades of the twentieth century focused on the role of administrators in 

ensuring efficiency of organizational operation.   This focus was intensified by the 

Progressive Movement and its efforts to rid government of then-rampant inefficiency and 

corruption.  Knott and Miller (1987, p. 35) noted the following regarding the political era: 

 

Unlike the gentlemen reformers, Progressives thought it was insufficient simply  



57 
 

to ‘throw the rascals out’ and vote the ‘best men’ back into office.  Instead, they 

felt the institutions of government should be studied ‘scientifically’ and the rules 

changed to make it possible for public officials to govern more effectively.   

 

The confluence of interest in the role of leadership in both public and private sectors 

contributed to the emergence of what became known as the “administrative management 

school,” two primary representatives of which were Luther Gulick and James Mooney.                     

 

organization theory. 

In his studies of management, Luther Gulick (1892 – 1993) defined what he 

believed to be its two primary functions: 1) division of labor according to specialization 

of production task and 2) coordination between the organization’s units of specialization.  

Gulick proposed that coordination, in turn, could be achieved by two distinct yet non-

mutually exclusive means.  First, coordination could be achieved by unification of 

workers and the creation of specialized task-units within the organization.  Second, 

coordination could be achieved according to the influence of a single compelling purpose 

or idea.  The latter means of coordination presented a new aspect of the leader’s role – as 

an agent of influence in the psychology of individuals and groups of workers. 

 

Human beings are compounded of cogitation and emotion and do not function  
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well when treated as though they were merely cogs in motion.  Their capacity for 

great and productive labor, creative co-operative work, and loyal self-sacrifice 

knows no limits provided the whole man, body-mind-and-spirit, is thrown into the 

program.  (Gulick & Urwick, 1969, p. 37) 

   

Now considered elemental components of managerial practice, Gulick introduced 

the concept of “span of control,” defining the optimal number of subordinates reporting 

to one supervisor.  An implicit component of this concept, he also introduced the 

principle of “one master,” recognizing that organizational productivity is enhanced when 

each subordinate is accountable and reports to only one supervisor.  In addition, he 

introduced the principle of “homogeneity,” improving productivity by grouping similar 

tasks within each division of the organization.  According to Gulick, the productivity of 

each organizational division is enhanced by providing supervision by a manager 

specialized in the particular homogeneous task of that division.  In an effort to succinctly 

define the role of administrative leadership, Gulick created and popularized the awkward 

acronym “POSDCORB,” referring to planning, organizing, staffing, directing, 

coordinating, reporting, and budgeting (Gulick & Urwick, 1969, p. 13).  

 

the scalar process.  

In his efforts to derive principles of administration and leadership, James Mooney 

(1884 – 1957) first focused attention on defining the precise symmetry of a theoretically 
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most-effective organizational hierarchy.  The diagrammatic result of his efforts is the 

now well-known pyramidal shaped organizational chart, the apex of which represents the 

position of leadership with its ultimate authority and top-down exercise of control.  The 

geometric form of the pyramid is a product of Mooney’s highly proportional “scalar 

process” of organizational structure and function. 

 

We endeavored to make clear…that coordination must contain in its very essence 

the supreme coordinating power, which we have termed authority.  The supreme 

coordinating authority must rest somewhere and in some form in every 

organization, else there could be no such thing as organized effort.  It is equally 

essential to the very idea and concept of organization that there must be a process, 

formal in character, through which this coordinating authority operates from the 

top throughout the entire structure of the organized body…It appears in a form so 

distinct and characteristic that it practically names itself,– [sic] hence the term 

Scalar Process.  (Mooney & Reiley, 1931, p. 19)  

 

Mooney identified three principles supporting the scalar process.  The “principle 

of leadership” proposed that organizational effectiveness is maximized under the auspices 

of a “supreme coordinating authority” (Mooney & Reiley, 1931, p. 20).  The supreme 

coordinating authority could be an individual or a group occupying the highest position 

of decision-making and responsibility for coordination of information and action within 

the organization or “scalar chain.”  Coordination of the scalar chain, in turn, was to be 
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accomplished via the “principle of delegation,” according to which personnel in each 

position in the organizational hierarchy delegate responsibility to and supervise those 

occupying lower-level positions.  According to Mooney, the principle of delegation was 

to be made effective in accordance with the “principle of functional definition,” under 

which each employee occupies a distinct organizational role determined by a well 

defined, specialized task.  

The work of Gulick and Mooney – similar to that of the classical theorists 

preceding them – emphasized rationality, proportionality, consistency, and machine-like 

efficiency.  Like the work of the classical theorists, the work of Gulick and Mooney was 

based on a conceptualization of organizations largely as closed systems, operating as if 

independent from the surrounding economic, political, and other environments.  Another 

similarity is found in the conceptualization of organizations as being essentially 

monolithic, as if there were little variation between organizations in terms of structure, 

operation, and capacity for output.  Taken together, these conceptualizations promoted 

the search for the theoretically single, most efficient organizational design – a “one size 

fits all” approach to organizational theory.  Although in places conveying humanitarian 

idealism in a general sense, the classical and administrative management schools 

underemphasized the role of human psychology in the workplace.  It would take the 

results of studies at the Hawthorne plant of the Western Electric Company and the 

emergence of the “human relations movement” to reveal the complexity and, at times, 

centrality of human psychological needs in the production process. 
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The Hawthorne Studies, the Importance of Human Relations, and the Role of the 

Executive 

the hawthorne studies. 

From 1927 until 1932 a series of studies of human motivation took place near 

Chicago in the Hawthorne plant of the Western Electric Company.  Results of the studies 

challenged both the scientific management and administrative management schools of 

thought.  In one study, productivity of a test-group of workers increased as the intensity 

of lighting in their work area was increased.  Surprisingly, however, similar 

improvements in productivity were noted for a comparison group for whom the lighting 

had not been altered.  When the intensity of lighting was decreased for the test-group, 

levels of productivity remained comparable to those of increased- and regular-lighting 

comparison groups until workers could barely see what they were doing.  The two lead 

researchers at the Hawthorne plant commented about these then-puzzling findings by 

noting that although research results 

 

…failed to answer the specific question of the relation between illumination and 

efficiency, nevertheless they provided a great stimulus for more research in the 

field of human relations.  They contributed to the steadily growing realization that 

more knowledge concerning problems involving human factors was essential.  

(Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939, p. 18) 
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In another set of studies within the Hawthorne plant, groups of employees were 

provided significant pay for each unit of production.  Instead of resulting in notably 

increased output of individual workers, members of each group provided only moderately 

increased levels of output.  Each group discouraged individual members’ extremely high 

rates of productivity and, at the same time, discouraged individual members’ extremely 

low rates of productivity.  The results indicated that the “formal work group” defined by 

conditions imposed by the company (e.g., in this instance, piecework) had less of an 

impact on levels of productivity than did the “informal work group” defined by social 

expectations imposed within each group of workers.           

 

the human relations movement. 

Recognized as the father of the “human relations movement,” Elton Mayo (1880 

– 1949) noted that human needs for a sense of social significance and social belonging 

served as motives linking results of the various sets of studies undertaken at the 

Hawthorne plant.  The scientific management and administrative management schools 

held that organizational productivity could be maximized via improvement of incentives 

and working conditions of individual employees.  In contrast, Mayo proposed that the 

organization’s ability to acknowledge and satisfy human social needs – many of them 

informal, significantly personal and individualized, and not readily responsive to 

managers’ mandate or manipulation – was central to maximizing effective operation and 

productivity.  Written at a time when world peace had been shattered by the rise of the 

Nazi regime and leaders such as Hitler and Mussolini, Mayo acknowledged human 
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relationship as a factor carrying significance well beyond the level of industrial and 

organizational productivity. 

 

Our civilization has been immensely successful in respect of material and 

technical accomplishment, an utter failure as a cooperative system.  Not only have 

we failed to secure continuous cooperation within the nation or between nations; 

we have also committed ourselves to doubtful theories, at best of limited 

application, that seem to regard this failure as a civilized achievement.  We have 

an economics that postulates a disorganized rabble of individuals competing for 

scarce goods and a politics that postulates a ‘community of individuals’ ruled by a 

sovereign State.  Both these theories foreclose on and discourage any 

investigation of the facts of social organization.  Both commit us to the 

competitive and destructive anarchy that has so far characterized the twentieth 

century.  (Mayo, 1945, p. 54)     

   

With this and other statements, Mayo challenged accepted conceptualizations of 

the elemental unit of society.  Where then (as now), the individual was generally 

conceived to be the elemental unit, Mayo’s propositions moved the social group closer to 

that position.  With reference to the industrial organization, Mayo recognized not the 

individual employee but the small informal group – formed and maintained via informal 

social ties and emotional bonds – as the elemental unit of organizational structure and 

productivity.  While making no reference to Mayo’s work, Coch and French’s (1948) 
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study of a manufacturing plant within the American sewing industry confirmed his 

conceptualizations.  In developing a “theory of frustration,” the researchers noted that 

seamstresses removed from their familiar tasks and retrained to perform new tasks 

showed significant aggression directed toward company leaders.  They proposed that the 

“we-feeling” of small groups of seamstresses inhibited individuals’ expression of 

frustration via flight from the discomfort of the retraining.  Ironically (from the 

company’s point of view), the inhibition to flight contributed to expression of frustration 

via loosely organized aggression (e.g., angry statements, poor productivity, and 

uncooperative behavior) as well as organized aggression (e.g., filing of grievances and 

use of union representation) focused on supervisors, managers, and administrators (Coch 

& French, 1948, pp. 522-524).2                          

 

executive influence.  

As noted above, the contextual political, economic, and philosophical forces 

characterizing the first decades of the twentieth century (e.g., growing international 

tensions and military concerns based on conflicts between the political philosophies of 

Marxist-Leninist socialism, Nazism, fascism, and democratic capitalism) contributed to 

the emergence of the human relations movement and its focus on the group as the core 

element of societal structure and cohesion.  These same forces – and particularly the 

individual leaders representing them (e.g., Hitler, Mussolini) – also contributed to a 

deepened study of the role of the individual in organizations and in society as a whole.  

Chester Barnard (1886 – 1961) noted that the philosophical search for the elemental unit 
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upon which viable societies must be based had amounted to nothing less than destructive 

universal conflict, a conflict based upon   

 

…the old question of free will and determinism, or on sentiments from which this 

question takes its origin.  Those who carry banners of individualism are crying for 

the right of the individual to choose; and those who trumpet so loudly for the state 

and society proclaim the folly of individual choice and seek to prevent it.  Thus 

what once was the center of philosophic and theoretical speculation…now 

becomes the battleground of nations fighting for social dogmas.  (Barnard, 1938, 

p. 295) 

 

In this comment about universal conflict, one can clearly discern Barnard’s focus 

on the conflict between the needs of the individual versus those of the social unit as 

whole, a focus permeating his writing.  To Barnard, nations and organizations alike 

survive only so long as the individuals and groups comprising them remain cooperative.  

Cooperativeness, in turn, relies on both “effectiveness” and “efficiency.”  

“Effectiveness,” to Barnard, “means that the ability of the group exceeds the ability of an 

individual” (Barnard, 1938, p. 27).  Barnard described “efficiency” as a balance between 

what cooperation allows to be acquired and produced, on one hand, and how cooperation 

promotes acceptable distribution of resources, provides human satisfaction, and 

stimulates motivation, on the other hand (Barnard, 1938, p. 59).  Central to Barnard’s 

perspective is the leader’s ability to maintain organizational cooperativeness by  
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maintaining both effectiveness and efficiency.   

Himself a former employee and, later, president of a major company within the 

telephone communications industry, Barnard framed leaders’ ability to maintain 

coordination in terms of “an organization system of communication” (Barnard, 1938, p. 

215).  Resembling the description of a telephone network, he proposed that leaders’ 

ability to coordinate organizational activities depend upon the presence of definitive 

channels of communication, familiar and accessible to all personnel.  He proposed that 

links in communication channels should be short and direct, uninterrupted, and verifiable 

by both sender and receiver.  Barnard’s communication-system understanding of 

organizations – particularly the proposition of sender and receiver verifiability – 

connoted that leaders earned lasting cooperation only via their respectful, two-way 

communications with subordinates.              

Barnard noted that if an organization’s communications were to be effective and 

efficient, they must be “persuasive,” a condition dependent both on the skills of the leader 

as well as the array of incentives conducive to workers’ acceptance and implementation 

of directives (Barnard, 1938, p. 149).  In addition to monetary and material incentives, 

Barnard recognized as incentives opportunities for achievement of positions of social 

status and power, fulfillment of personal ideals, and altruistic action.  Barnard’s 

characterization of the organization as an “economy of incentives” (in which individuals 

contribute their participation and effort in exchange for incentives provided by the 

organization) is fundamental to the emergence of the study of organizations as “cultures” 

(Barnard, 1938, p. 153).       
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limits of rationality. 

Influenced by the work of Barnard, Herbert Simon (1916 - 2001), too, was 

interested in the ways in which leaders and managers persuade employees to cooperate 

and commit themselves to the organization.  Like Barnard, Simon noted that leaders’ 

persuasion depends, in part, on the use of incentives, including non-material, abstract 

incentives such as prestige, power, and opportunities for altruistic service.   

In his studies, Simon found that organizational decisions and courses of 

organizational development set by leaders often did not adhere to principles of 

rationality.  Since a fundamental goal of business organizations is to win financial profit, 

organizational theorists previously had assumed that leaders make decisions in 

accordance with the logic of economics, assessing a complex array of costs and benefits 

in the decision-making process.  Simon found, however, that the short time frames, 

conflicting and limited availability of information, and intricacies of assessing all 

possible organizational outcomes contribute to leaders’ tendency to “satisfice” rather than 

apply careful logic.  Simon coined the term referring to the proposition that “[m]ost 

human decision-making, whether individual or organizational, is concerned with the 

discovery and selection of satisfactory alternatives; only in exceptional cases is it 

concerned with the discovery and selection of optimal alternatives” (March & Simon, 

1958, pp. 140-141).  Leaders’ decision-making, therefore, is based only partly on rational 

analysis, also significantly relying on impression, past experience with similar situations, 

preference for specific advisors or forms of advice, and simple intuition.   

As further impediments to the rationality and productivity of organizations as a  
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whole, Simon pointed to conflicts within organizational infrastructure itself – 

infrastructure purported by previous theorists to be essential for effective functioning.  

For example, Simon questioned whether accepted organizational structures actually 

supported the cornerstone principle that administrative efficiency is maximized via 

minimizing the number of organizational levels through which an idea or action must 

travel.  He noted that “in many situations the results to which this principle leads are in 

direct contradiction to the requirements of the principle of span of control, the principle 

of unity of command, and the principle of specialization” (Simon, 1961, p. 26).  Simon 

argued that in large organizations the principle of span of control (limiting the number of 

workers to be supervised by a single authority) conflicts with the principle of unity of 

command (unifying under a single authority all workers involved in a particular 

component of the production process).  Similarly, the principle of unity of command 

conflicts with the principle of specialization (grouping together workers who share a 

specialized skill or focal task).  By identifying non-rational aspects of organizational 

operation and leaders’ decision-making processes, Simon contributed to the perception of 

organizations as something other than logically anchored, machine-like systems of 

production.                         

  

Social Psychology, Field Theory, and the Human Potential 

field theory.  

Kurt Lewin (1890 -1947) is considered to be a founding father of social 

psychology and a pioneer in organizational psychology.  Following the successes of 
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mathematics and physics (some of which proved instrumental in the emergence of the 

Atomic Age and its devastatingly effective contribution to cessation of the global conflict 

of World War II), Lewin turned to formulas such as B = F(P,E) in an attempt to move 

understandings of human behavior in the direction of the empirical sciences.  The 

formula B = F(P,E) represented a significant shift in conceptualizing the motivations 

behind human behavior.  Previous theorists (both those studying individual and those 

studying organizational behavior) tended to assign human motivation to either 1) the 

rewards and consequences offered by immediate environmental circumstances or 2) the 

personality of the individual (e.g., Freudian conceptualizations of a child-development-

derived “mind”).  In contrast, Lewin proposed the following:        

 

In summary, one can say that behavior and development depend upon the state of 

the person and his environment, B = F(P, E).  In this equation the person (P) and 

his environment (E) have to be viewed as variables which are mutually dependent 

upon each other.  In other words, to understand or to predict behavior, the person 

and his environment have to be considered as one constellation of interdependent 

factors.  We call the totality of these factors the life space (LSp) of that individual, 

and write B = F(P,E) = F(LSp).  The life space, therefore, includes both the 

person and his psychological environment.  The task of explaining behavior then 

becomes identical with 1) finding a scientific representation of the life space 

(LSp) and 2) determining the function (F) which links the behavior to the life 
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space.  The function (F) is what one usually calls a law.  (Lewin, 1951, pp. 239-

240) 

  

The conceptualization of human motivation as the product of multiple “forces” – 

some originating from sources external to the individual and some originating from 

sources internal to the individual – comprised Lewin’s “field theory” of behavior.  

Contributing to the development of the study of organizational culture and its focus on 

how leaders direct individuals and organizations toward adaptation, Lewin proposed that 

some internal- and external-to-the-individual forces foster and others hinder adaptive 

behavior.  Under the heading “action research,” Lewin noted that such forces can be 

identified and change can be engineered such that groups and organizations undergo 

“unfreezing” from non-adaptive behaviors (Back, 1972, pp. 9, 99).3  Following 

unfreezing and a period of destabilization, a new equilibrium of motivational forces is 

“crystallized” within organizations and the individuals comprising them, resulting in a 

new equilibrium of motivating forces and resultant adaptive behavior.  Lewin categorized 

leaders’ style of organizational management as “authoritarian,” “democratic,” or “laissez-

faire,” noting the effectiveness of each in fostering organizations’ adaptive change.  

    

the human relations school and humanistic psychology.   

The “human relations school” of organizational theory is largely founded upon 

the work of psychologist Abraham Maslow (1908 – 1970), founder of the “humanistic 
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school of psychology.”  Rather than further psychology’s traditional exploration of 

human psychopathology, Maslow attempted to construct a “positive” psychology.  To 

this end, he noted that human needs are hierarchically arranged, ranging from the “basic 

needs” for physiological survival, physical safety, and a sense of belonging upward to the 

“higher needs” for self-actualization, knowledge and understanding of the surrounding 

world, and aesthetic replenishment.  Maslow observed that satisfaction of the higher 

needs contributes to physically and psychologically healthier, more creative, and more 

caring individuals – characteristics that others would come to recognize as being 

desirable for the health and productivity of organizations.  Challenging the then-accepted 

subordination of the individual to the authority of the larger social unit, Maslow noted 

that the satisfaction of individuals’ higher needs (and therefore individuals’ contributions 

to the larger social unit) depends upon organizations’ greater investment of 

environmental and social resources in the individual.   

 

This is true if only because prepotent [lower] needs must be gratified before it [the 

higher need] can be.  Thus it takes more quanta of satisfactions for the love need 

to appear in consciousness than for the safety need.  In a more general sense, it 

may be said that life is more complex at the level of the higher needs.  The search 

for respect and status involves more people, a larger scene, a longer run, more 

means, and partial goals, more subordinate and preliminary steps than does the 

search for love.  The same may be said in turn of this latter need when compared 

with the search for safety.  (Maslow, 1954, p. 148)   
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According to Maslow, for the sake of societal health, groups and organizations must 

accept increased responsibility for satisfying the psychological needs of the individual.   

 

theory x and theory y. 

Trained as a mechanical engineer and later receiving a Ph.D. in psychology, 

Douglas McGregor (1906 – 1964) applied Maslow’s theory of human needs to the 

organizational setting.  McGregor acknowledged the many steps that had been taken to 

humanize the workplace, such steps as providing safer work environments, reducing 

economic hardship, and eliminating coercive forms of industrial competition.  However, 

he also noted that traditional management practices adhered to the belief – which 

McGregor referred to as “Theory X” – that human beings function almost solely in 

accordance with efforts to satisfy basic desires, those founded in self-oriented or “selfish” 

motives.  Referring to Theory X, McGregor (1960, pp. 31-34) stated the following: 

 

Behind every managerial decision or action are assumptions about human nature 

and human behavior.  A few of these are remarkably pervasive.  They are implicit 

in most of the literature of organization and in much current managerial policy 

and practice: 

1.  The average human being has an inherent dislike of work and will avoid it if 

he can.... 
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2.  Because of this human characteristic of dislike of work, most people must be 

coerced, controlled, directed, threatened with punishment to get them to put 

forth adequate effort toward the achievement of organizational objective.... 

3.  The average human being prefers to be directed, wishes to avoid 

responsibility, has relatively little ambition, wants security above all. 

 

As a means of challenging the entrenchment of Theory X within organizational 

theory, McGregor introduced “Theory Y,” the proposition that human beings have the 

potential to be energetic, committed, creative contributors to the workplace.  Relying on 

Maslow’s theory of the hierarchy of human needs, McGregor proposed that this potential 

could be released only if organizations recognize the necessity of going beyond efforts to 

satisfy individuals’ basic needs and desires for survival and safety.  The theory implied 

that worker productivity and creativity are maximized not by deepening the individual’s 

commitment to satisfying the needs of the organization but instead by deepening the 

organization’s commitment to satisfying the needs of the individual.  In terms of 

leadership approaches, Theory Y implied that organizational failures to meet production 

goals and adapt to change were not the result of worker shortcomings but were instead 

the result of organizations’ and leaders’ failure to support workers’ potential 

contributions to these ends. 

McGregor’s contributions to organizational theory supported the introduction of 

new management practices – practices involving decentralization of authority, increased 

scope and diversification of individuals’ job responsibilities, and increased participation 
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of employees in setting organizational objectives.  The organizational practices 

implemented as a result of McGregor’s work not only conflicted with traditional 

management approaches but, more accurately, contradicted approaches accepted as 

essential and having been refined for nearly half a century.                          

 

Organizational Adaptation and Change 

organizational learning. 

Influenced by the work of McGregor and Lewin, Argyris (1960, 1964) noted that 

the traditional approach of managerial leadership (invoking narrow spans of control, rigid 

chains of command, unilateral communications, homogeneity of worker tasks within 

departments, and individual workers’ narrowly defined job assignments) inhibits both 

individuals’ personal growth and organizational productivity.  Argyris’ recognition of 

such inhibiting influences and, as a result, the need for organizations to learn new 

approaches, contributed to his eventual focus on identifying principles of “organizational 

learning.”   

Argyris proposed that for organizations to learn and adaptively change, leaders 

need to become aware of the bifurcated “theory of action” they employ (Argyris & 

Schön, 1974, pp. 6-7; Argyris & Schön, 1996, pp. 75-76).  According to Argyris, the 

theory of action is comprised of an “espoused theory” (i.e., the superficial yet socially 

and organizationally accepted rationale for taking a particular action) and a “theory-in-

use” (i.e., the deeper yet more complex rationale supporting the action).  As an example 
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of an espoused theory, a university professor might avoid participating on a graduate 

curriculum development committee for a publicly expressed reason such as, “Last year I 

served as committee chair and I believe fresh input from others would best contribute to 

improving our program’s attractiveness on the national stage.”  As an example of a 

theory-in-use, the professor might privately acknowledge, “I need a break from the 

emotional intensity and potentially caustic disagreements between colleagues on the 

committee.  And my career goals would best be met if I put more energy toward research 

and publication.”  To Agyris, the degree to which a leader’s theory of action is maximally 

beneficial to his or her individual well-being as well as that of the organization is the 

degree to which there is congruency between espoused and in-use theories.  Stated 

another way, the gap between the leader’s (and workers’) espoused and in-use theories 

contains conflicting information and expectations, the recognition and assessment of 

which potentially contributes to learning new and organizationally beneficial 

perspectives.   

Argyris and Schön (1974) proposed two forms of learning to which leaders’ and 

organizational self-assessments contribute.  “Single-loop learning” involves detection and 

correction of errors in leaders’ and others’ understanding and implementation of 

organizational values, goals, plans, and rules.  In contrast, “double-loop learning” 

involves detection and correction of errors in the organizational values, goals, plans, and 

rules themselves – a more complex and challenging form of organizational learning based 

upon realignment of espoused and in-use theories.4  Because organizations often 

experience rapid or unpredictable changes in internal and external conditions, double-

loop learning is essential for effective organizational adaptation and survival.  However, 
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individuals’ tendencies to adhere to predictable routines, roles, and ways of thinking and 

traditional organizations’ tendencies to support single-loop learning combine to inhibit 

double-loop learning.  Argyris and Schön (1996) described two organizational forms 

(“Model I” and “Model II”), the structure, values, form of leader-worker relationship, and 

means of communication of each supporting one type of organizational learning (single-

loop or double-loop).  Although primarily stated in cognitive terms, Argyris’ recognition 

of the complexity of both individual and organizational decision-making and his 

recognition of the complex interplay between individuals’ actions and the actions of 

organizations served as significant contributions to emerging theories of organizational 

culture. 

 

Contingency and Open-Systems Theories  

The intellectual climate of the 1950s and 1960s was characterized by significant 

growth in awareness of the earth’s interdependent ecological systems.  In the same era, 

studies conducted by Great Britain’s Tavistock Institute contributed to the development 

of “contingency theory,” the theory that all systems within an organization (social, 

technological, internal environmental, and internal cultural) are interrelated such that 

changes in any one system effect changes in others.  In a seminal study of the 

organizational impact of alterations in methods of harvesting coal, Trist and Bamforth 

(1951) proposed that an equilibrium exists between organizations’ technological 

components and the social interactions, values, and level of morale maintained by 

employees.  Because employees’ activities depend upon the workings of technological 
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components within the organization (e.g., today we could compare worker activities in an 

agency before and after agency transition from a “hard copy” system of documentation to 

an “electronic forms” system), leaders’ and workers’ time commitments, primary tasks, 

types of errors committed, topics of supervision, and location and means of formal and 

informal social contact change as technological changes are introduced.  With each 

technological change, a new social-technological equilibrium emerges.   

By the mid-1960s, Tavistock research included studies not only of intra-

organizational relationships but also of relationships between organizations and the 

external environment.  In another influential study, Emory and Trist (1965) noted that 

changes in surrounding social, political, economic, and technological conditions resulted 

in changes in organization operation and modifications to organizational design.   

 

A main problem in the study of organizational change is that the environmental 

contexts in which organizations exist are themselves changing – at an increasing 

rate, under the impact of technological change…This requires an extension of 

systems theory.  The first steps in systems theory were taken in connection with 

the analysis of internal processes in organisms, or organizations, which involved 

relating parts to the whole.  Most of these problems could be dealt with through 

closed-systems models.  The next steps were taken when wholes had to be related 

to their environments.  (Emory and Trist, 1965, p. 30)   
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The work of these and other researchers contributed to conceptualizing 

organizations as “open systems,” insufficiently understood when studied as if insulated 

from external influences.  This shift toward ecological or contingency conceptualizations 

represented a further step toward understanding organizations in socio-cultural rather 

than mechanistic terms.  For example, a study by Burns and Stalker (1961) introduced the 

contrast between “mechanistic” and “organic” organizations.  By “organic,” the authors 

referred to organizations supporting lateral communication within and flexible 

networking between departments, supervision based on facilitating rather than directing, 

and adaptability of position responsibilities in accordance with specific production 

requirements.  Relative to traditional mechanistic structures, organic designs allow rapid 

and effective adaptation to changing technological, political, and marketplace 

contingencies.  The authors made the following statement, presented from the perspective 

of the organization participant: 

 

The shift from mechanistic to organic procedures, therefore, makes considerable 

demands on individual members of the organization.  In general terms, they are 

required to surrender the safe determinacy of a contractual relationship with the 

firm for one in which their obligations are far less limited, to replace a view of the 

firm as an impersonal, immutable boss by one which regards it as something kept 

in being by the sustained creative activity of themselves and other members, to 

cease being ‘nine-to-fivers’ and turn ‘professionals’. [sic]  (Burns & Stalker, 

1961, p. 234)    
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Based upon Simon’s studies of “satisficing” and other indications of leaders’ and 

organizations’ “bounded rationality,” the work of Thompson (1967) supported the 

findings of Burns and Stalker.  Where Simon had conceptualized “bounded rationality” in 

terms of limitations of leaders’ capacity to rationally manage informational inputs, 

Thompson conceptualized bounded rationality as a necessarily malleable and potentially 

adaptive process.  Taking into account ever-changing conditions both internal and 

external to the organization, Thompson (1967, pp. 160-161) noted the following 

regarding organizational adaptation and survival: 

 

Although frequently cited as symbolic of complex organizations, the monolithic 

authority network with centralized decision making is not typical of complex 

organizations in modern societies, for it is appropriate when closed-system 

conditions are approximated.  Where boundary contingencies or internal 

interdependencies are numerous, organizations need bounded rationality for local 

handling of those uncertainties.  Where both internal processes and boundary 

transactions are highly variable, the bounding of rationality requires structural 

decentralization, the creation of semiautonomous subsystems.  

 

Within the modern context of the rapid changes in political, marketplace, and other extra-

organizational environments, Thompson proposed that traditional chains of command, 

homogenous supervision, and one-way paths of communication are too slow and rigid to 

allow long-term survival.   
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foundations of organizational culture theory.         

The work of Katz and Kahn (1978) significantly contributed to the evolution of 

organizational theory from its original presentation of a monolithic, one-size-fits-all, 

rigidly hierarchical mechanism of “social control” to the description of a highly 

responsive, continuously adapting, complexity of relationships representing a dynamic 

“social psychology.”  The authors largely attributed this growing understanding – 

foundational to the eventual conceptualization of organizations as “cultures” – to the 

rejection of closed-system descriptions of organizations.     

 

Through the application of open system theory, we are beginning to move toward 

a social psychology concerned with social structure.  This approach emphasizes 

two aspects of social behavior patterns: 1) the system character, so that movement 

in one part leads in predictable fashion to movement in other parts, and 2) their 

openness to environmental inputs, so that they are continually in a state of flux.  

(Katz & Kahn, 1978, pp. 2-3)           

 

Paralleling historical developments within the field of clinical psychology, the 

above quotation notes both the “predictable” nature of responses within the social 

psychology of organizations and the “system character” of organizations.  As in clinical 

psychology, these two developments contribute to the potential emergence of a diagnostic 

system of organizations and, in turn, a set of diagnosis-specific organizational 
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interventions.  To Katz and Kahn, the key element influencing the diagnosis or, in their 

terms, “effectiveness” of organizational character, is “leadership behavior.”  

 

To analyze leadership behavior, we propose three categories or levels of 

leadership acts, differentiated in terms of the effects on organizational structure: 

the origination of structure, or policy formulation; the interpolation of structure, 

or the piecing out of policies to meet immediate problems; and the use of 

structure, or the routine administration of applying prescribed remedies for 

predicted problems.  Each of these categories of leadership behavior is 

characteristically encountered at a different organization level, and each requires 

the successful use of a different cognitive style, different kinds of knowledge, and 

different affective characteristics.  (Katz & Kahn, 1978, p. 575)   

 

Katz and Kahn’s focus on leadership behavior in the development of social psychological  

understandings of organizational functioning significantly contributed to a continuation  

of that focus in the theoretical descendent of their work: organizational culture theory. 
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Learning Theory and the Origin of Culture 

culture as a learned “extension.” 

Schein (2004, p. 17), a leading organizational culture theorist, defined culture as 

follows: 

 

The culture of a group can now be defined as a pattern of shared basic 

assumptions that was learned by a group as it solved its problems of external 

adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well enough to be 

considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way 

to perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems.  

 

Based in learning theory, this definition assigns the origin of cultures – the reason for 

their existence – to mankind’s need to participate in enduring, socially cohesive groups in 

order to adapt and survive in the face of environmental challenges.  Hall (1966), too, 

addressed the existence of cultures in their many forms – societies, communities, 

organizations, and small groups – in terms of the adaptive advantage afforded to the 

human species.  The infrastructure upon which culture depends – language, tool use and 

technology, division of labor and task-specialization within groups – are, to Hall (1966, 

p. 3) “extensions” of man.  Such extensions are passed down through time from 

generation to generation, providing evolutionary advantages over other species lacking 

the capacity to develop extensions.  However, in a consideration of the cultural 
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differences and ethnic frictions contributing to World War II, Hall (1966, pp. 177-178) 

worried that what has been so advantageous to homo sapiens also introduces significant  

threat to our species.               

 

Man and his extensions constitute one interrelated system.  It is a mistake of the 

greatest magnitude to act as though man were one thing and his house or his 

cities, his technology or his language were something else.  Because of the 

interrelationship between man and his extensions, it behooves us to pay more 

attention to what kinds of extensions we create, not only for ourselves but for 

others for whom they may be ill suited.  The relationship of man to his extensions 

is simply a continuation and a specialized form of the relationship of organisms in 

general to their environment.  However, when an organ or process becomes 

extended, evolution speeds up at such a rate that it is possible for the extension to 

take over.   

 

Hall worried that certain extensions – for instance, the computer and advanced military 

weapons systems – create a cultural dependence on them, replacing reliance on our 

natural social sensitivities and on the natural environment.  Because extensions can be 

universally impactful yet tend to be “numb (and often dumb, as well),” the evolutionary 

advantages they have afforded can also contribute to cultural decline and uncivil conduct 

(Hall, 1981, p. 178).             
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In his description of human beings’ reliance on culture for survival, Hall (1981,  

p. 192) made explicit the inseparability of anthropological history and the role of culture 

in internal psychological processes. 

 

…[T]he artificial separations of psychology and anthropology…produced a 

concept of mind independent of and divorced from a theory of culture.  What has 

been thought of as mind is actually internalized culture.  The mind-culture 

process which has evolved over the past four or more million years is primarily 

concerned with “organization” and, furthermore, the organization of 

“information” as it is channeled (and altered by the senses) to the brain. 

 

Hall (1981, p. 85) proposed a cognitively utilitarian role of culture in human 

psychological processes, serving a “screening function” to protect the individual’s 

“nervous system from ‘information overload.’”  Also relying on a cognitively utilitarian, 

organization-of-information approach to culture origins, Hofstede (1980) proposed that 

the shared perspectives, values, and patterns of decision-making and behavior (essentially 

“social norms”) that define culture are an adaptive means of making “sense” of the 

environment.  Social norms provide predictable pathways of response to geographic, 

economic, historical, demographic, and other environmental inputs and influences.  

Human beings, he proposed, find “uncertainty” to be anxiety provoking.  Such anxiety 

stems from the uncertainty of the meaning of varied and often conflicting inputs and also 

the uncertainty of ways to select among myriad potential responses to those inputs.  
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Hofstede (1980, p. 161) theorized that “avoidance of uncertainty” serves as the individual 

and collective psychological motivation for the creation and durability (resistance to 

change) of culture.5  The human need to avoid uncertainty and derive sense through 

social norms (whether or not that “sense” can be established as objectively “true” or 

morally “right”) contribute to a defining of culture as “collective programming of the 

mind” (Hofstede, 1980, p. 13).      

 

how culture is learned. 

Despite the adaptive value of culture for mankind’s survival through the 

millennia, culture – within the formulations of organizational culture theory – has not 

been understood to be an innate component of what it is to be a human being.  Culture 

has not been understood to have internal or intra-psychic origins but, as noted above, has 

been conceptualized as the learned, external source for what becomes internal and intra-

psychic.  Hall (1981, p. 16), citing cumulative findings from the field of anthropology, 

made this explicit by presenting a fundamental characteristic of culture:  “[I]t is not 

innate, but learned.”  In an effort to establish principles according to which such learning 

occurs, Schein (1985, p. 24) proposed that “[c]ulture is learned essentially through two 

interactive mechanisms: anxiety and pain reduction – the social trauma model – and 

positive reward and reinforcement – the success model.”  The social trauma model 

proposes that uncertainty about group survival, productivity, and ability to work together 

creates significant anxieties within individuals and the group as a whole.  These anxieties, 

in turn, propel participants to seek and accept social norms in an effort to decrease 
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uncertainty.  A complement to the social trauma model, the success model proposes that 

groups repeat behaviors and adopt thinking patterns associated with tangible success and 

a sense of social and psychological security and purpose.   

Schein (2004, p. 80) modified his earlier understanding of how culture is learned 

by proposing that “[t]he two basic mechanisms of learning involved are 1) positive 

problem solving, to cope with external integration issues, and 2) anxiety avoidance, to 

cope with internal integration issues.”  Drawn from the social trauma model, “external 

integration issues” include such concerns as establishing the purpose of the group’s 

existence within the context of the surrounding environment and the group’s means of 

providing security and continuity to that existence.    

Internal integration issues, particularly in the earliest phases of group formation, 

include an array of psychological responses to the intense anxieties produced by 

uncertainty.  These responses are evident beginning “in the earliest minutes and hours of 

the group’s life,” prior to the establishment of structure and role expectation (Schein, 

2004, p. 71).  Referring to theories of group dynamics developed by British 

psychoanalyst Wilfred Bion (1897 – 1979), Schein (2004, pp. 71-72) described the 

psychological responses as expressions of several basic “assumptions” of unconscious 

origin.  The assumptions – adopted by individual participants as well as the group as a 

whole – include a “dependency assumption” defined by regressive, child-like desire for 

the organization to provide unrealistic levels of nurturance, security, and personal 

meaning (Schein, 2004, p. 71).  Once it is discovered that the organization cannot fulfill 

the needs expressed within the dependency assumption, a “fight or flight” assumption 
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generally follows.  The fight or flight assumption is defined by perceptions of the 

organization as being deceptive and dangerous, contributing to participants’ desires either 

to aggressively rebel or to flee in fear of the  organization’s motives.6  Turquet (1974) 

noted that individuals respond in accordance with an additional assumption: the 

threatening psychological assumption that one could lose his or her unique and personal 

identity via fusion with the group.  Turquet (1974, p. 264) proposed that in the early 

stages of culture formation, group members often appoint a leader at least in part “as a 

stopgap response to fears of fusion.”  Once a leader has been identified, members can 

assume supporting, complementary, and even opposing roles to and around the leader, re-

establishing individual identities and diminishing the fear of fusion. 

According to Schein (2004), as participants experience a degree of group stability, 

predictability, and purpose, the group matures, overcoming the assumptions of 

dependency, fight or flight, and fusion.  In the place of these assumptions of intra-psychic 

origin (likely reflecting normal yet emotionally tumultuous experiences of early 

childhood psychological and social development), the group adopts the more emotionally 

mature and reality-oriented “work assumption.”  Schein (2004, p. 82) described 

achievement of the work assumption as the belief that “[w]e all know each other well 

enough, both in a positive and negative light, that we can work well together and 

accomplish our external goals.”  The presence of this rational stance of problem-solving 

contributes to organizational resilience and – over time and accumulated experiences of 

successfully overcoming obstacles – the adoption of cultural ideology.  Trice and Beyer 

(1993, p. 4) expressed the process as follows:               
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People who belong to a given organizational culture share to some degree its basic 

properties: its substance and its forms.  Collectively, they hold certain ideologies 

about how to deal with recurrent problems and uncertainties.  They arrive at their 

shared ideologies through collective experience and repeated social interactions 

over time.  They use cultural forms to communicate and reinforce these shared 

ideologies.  Organizational cultures, like other cultures, develop as groups of 

people struggle together to make sense of and cope with their worlds. 

 

Schein (2004) described the formation of cultural ideologies as a gradual process 

of transforming learned patterns of thought and behavior into unconscious beliefs, values, 

and responses.  The process of this transformation creates a theoretical second form (or, 

at minimum, second source) of unconscious assumptions similar to those defined by Bion 

(1961).  Bion’s assumptions find their source in the unconscious mind, remaining 

unconscious as they give form to both thought and action.  For example, the paranoid 

component of the fight or flight assumption theoretically originates in the unconscious 

mind (the pre-verbal mind of early childhood), giving form to perceptions of a dangerous 

and untrustworthy organization and participant responses consistent with those 

perceptions.  In contrast, the second form of assumptions proposed by Schein (2004) 

originates in the conscious mind as learned perspectives and responses reinforced over 

time.  Like the assumptions of unconscious origin, those of conscious origin create both 

intra-psychic and social unease when violated.  Schein (2004, p. 16) described the 

process as follows: 
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With continued reinforcement, the group will become less and less conscious of 

these beliefs and values, and it will begin to treat them more and more as 

nonnegotiable assumptions.  As this process continues, these assumptions will 

gradually drop out of awareness and come to be taken for granted.  As 

assumptions come to be taken for granted they become part of the identity of the 

group; are taught to newcomers as the way to think, feel, and act; and, if violated, 

produce discomfort, anxiety, ostracism, and eventually excommunication.  This 

concept of assumptions, as opposed to beliefs and values, implies non-

negotiability.  

 

To Schein (2004, p. 16), the nonnegotiable products of this process are nothing 

less than “the deeply embedded, unconscious, basic assumptions that I am defining as the 

essence of culture.”  Hall (1966) – whose learning theory approach to culture formation 

was foundational to that of Schein – pointed out that the unconscious component of 

individuals’ participation in cultures is an inherent part of what it is to be a human being 

in social interaction. 

    

Most of culture lies hidden and is outside voluntary control, making up the warp 

and weft of human existence.  Even when small fragments of culture are elevated 

to awareness, they are difficult to change, not only because they are so personally 

experienced but because people cannot act or interact in any meaningful way 

except through the medium of culture.  (Hall, 1966, p. 177) 
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limitations to learned assumptions: espoused versus in-use theories. 

Schein (2004) noted the similarity between his conceptualization of learned-yet-

made-unconscious assumptions and Argyris’ (Argyris, 1993; Argyris and Schön, 1974) 

concept of “theories in use.”  Both are “implicit assumptions that actually guide behavior, 

that tell group members how to perceive, think about, and feel about things” (Schein, 

2004, p. 31).  Unlike Schein, however, Argyris (Argyris, 1993; Argyris and Schön, 1974) 

drew attention to limitations on the extent to which such assumptions permeate the 

individual, leaving his or her thinking patterns and behaviors less than predictable.   

Argyris and Schön (1974, pp. 6-7) described one limitation by pointing out the 

distinction between participants’ “espoused theory of action” (i.e., what a participant 

believes and says he or she would do under certain conditions, often reflecting cultural 

ideologies) and their “theory in use” (i.e., the participant’s actual thoughts and behaviors 

under those conditions).  The observation that “the individual may or may not be aware 

of the incompatibility of the two theories” indicates the assumptions that underlie and 

provide cohesiveness to culture fully permeate neither the conscious nor the unconscious 

mind of the individual (Argyris and Schön, 1974, p. 7).  Stated another way, participants 

in organizational cultures demonstrate thinking on at least two distinct and sometimes 

incompatible levels: espoused and in-use.  While conscious thought patterns within each 

level are reasonable to the individual, their basis in differing unconscious assumptions 

results in incompatibility of those patterns.      

Argyris and Schön (1974) observed that individuals employ different theories in 

use under different sets of social and environmental conditions.  Within this observation 
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the authors revealed a second limitation to the extent to which learned assumptions 

permeate the individual.  Despite variation in content of the theories in use employed by 

each individual, Agryris and Schön (1974, pp. 6-7) proposed, “Theories in use, however 

their assumptions may differ, do all include assumptions about self, others, the situation, 

and the connections among action, consequences, and situation.”  Stated another way, the 

array of theories in use demonstrated by an individual in response to situational variables 

represents differing constellations of assumptions about oneself, others, the situation, and 

cause-effect relationships.  Despite individuals’ employment of espoused theories 

(primarily derived from the expressed mission and values of the culture) and internalized, 

culture-derived in-use theories, the range of in-use theories employed under differing 

circumstances is apparently complex and varied, not easily predicted by the influence of 

culture alone. 

In sum, the discrepancies between espoused theories and theories in use and the 

discrepancies between various theories in use point toward limited permeation of the 

individual by the learned-but-made-unconscious assumptions proposed by Schein (2004) 

to serve as the deeply embedded perceptual foundation necessary for culture emergence 

and continuity.  Furthermore, Argyris (1993) expressed his belief that the contrast 

between individuals’ espoused theories and theories in use were not random nor were 

they expressions of cognitive error, instead reflecting some sort of order or design.  He 

similarly observed that the content of theories in use appears to reflect order or design.  

Commenting on both 1) contrast between espoused and in-use theories and 2) content of 

theories in use, Argyris (1993, p. 12) made the following statement:    
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…individuals must have some sort of map, schemata, micro-theory, that they use 

to inform their [theory in use] design.  Since this design or theory is different from 

the one they espouse, a differentiation must be made between espoused values 

and theory on the one hand, and the theory-in-use.  Social scientists have focused 

for many years on the inconsistencies between espoused values and actual 

behavior.  What has hardly been discussed are the values, or the theory-in-use, 

that explain the inconsistencies, i.e., that show how the inconsistent is consistent.  

 

limitations to learned assumptions: the theory of action.  

This concern – in part, the concern that individual’s thinking patterns, values, and 

behaviors often differ from the thinking patterns, values, and behaviors promoted by the 

organizational culture – did not originate with Argyris (Agryris and Schön, 1974; 

Argyris, 1993).  Taking a systems rather than a learning theory approach, Parsons (1951) 

presented a “theory of action” to serve as the framework for the study of a broad range of 

social systems, including ethnic, social, business, and other social groups.  He presented 

this framework by referring to theoretical “systems of action,” systems defined by 

“relations of organisms in interdependence with each other and with non-social objects in 

the environment or situation” (Parsons, 1951, p. 543).  Systems of action represent 

ongoing and dynamic interaction with the external environment in “boundary-

maintaining” functions, maintaining separateness from the environment yet allowing 

permeable flow of information and resources between what is outside and what is inside 

the system (Parsons, 1951, p. 543).  Beyond boundary-maintaining functions, Parsons 
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(1951, p. 543) noted that a fundamental element in understanding a system of action is its 

role in forming and being formed by the “subjective point of view,” the interpretation of 

actions “from the point of view of the actor.”  Within the theory of action, the subjective 

point of view is particularly important for comprehending “culture,” defined in brief as 

“symbolic patterns” shared between the actors comprising the system (Parsons, pp. 543-

544). 

Elemental to his goal of developing a template for classifying diverse social 

systems, Parsons (1951, p. 7) recognized three “modes of motivational orientation,” each 

mode based upon the points of view of the actors comprising a given social system.  

Parsons was careful to acknowledge that, in part, “culture” determines these subjective 

modes of the individual and, in part, culture is determined by the subjective modes as 

they are expressed as components of individuals’ “personalities.”  Parsons’ (1951, p. 34) 

introduction of the concept of “personality” was the introduction of a system within 

individuals, developmentally distinct from the social systems or cultures in which adult 

individuals participate.  Having defined the interdependence between the systems of 

culture and personality, Parsons (1951, p. 47) presented the three modes of motivational 

orientation as follows:                

 

There are those culture patterns which function primarily as symbolic forms for 

the organization of the actor’s cognitive orientation, those which serve a similar 

function in relation to the cathectic aspect of this orientation, and finally those 

which mediate or structure his evaluative orientations.7 
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Parsons proposed that all three modes, although analytically distinguishable from 

one another, are detectably present in individuals’ engagement in all culture patterns.  In 

any given social system, however, one motivational mode is identifiably dominant, 

contributing to one dimension the author found useful in forming his typology of 

cultures.  When observed in interaction with structural specifics of the social system 

(essentially aspects of the social system that promote or allow experience and expression 

of a particular mode), three general types of culture are identifiable.  According to 

Parsons (1951, p. 48), “The three types on the cultural level are: 1) systems of cognitive 

ideas or beliefs; 2) systems of adjustive patterns or expressive symbols; and 3) systems of 

integrative patterns or value-orientation standards.”  Perhaps too simplistically stated, 

social systems founded on scientific discovery and accumulation of knowledge typify 

cultures based upon cognitive ideas or beliefs.  Social systems founded on religious 

commitment and faith typify cultures based upon adjustive patterns or expressive 

symbols.  Most of what we would call “organizations” – military systems, business and 

manufacturing enterprises, public school, judicial, correctional, and other governmental 

systems – integrate both cognitive ideas and expressive symbolism into foundational 

perspectives and principles (i.e., “value-orientation standards”).8    

Parsons’ approach to understanding social systems provides elaborate justification 

for Argyris’ concern for discrepancies between individuals’ espoused and in-use theories, 

identifiable in discrepancies in the thinking patterns, values, and behaviors reflecting 

these personally held theories.  First, while inescapable in each of the three types of 

culture patterns (i.e., culture patterns dominated by cognitive ideas, expressive symbols, 

or value-orientation standards) – but especially pronounced in culture patterns of the 
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“value-orientation standards” type – an individually and collectively experienced conflict 

exists between the collective cognitive conviction and the collective moral (cathectic) 

conviction.  More simply stated, there exists a conflict between what is “true” and what is 

“right” in determining organizational actions and roles.  As a result of the human need for 

cognitive equilibrium, this conflict constitutes a “source of strain” within individuals as 

well as within the culture as a whole (Parsons, 1951, p. 351).9  The alleviation of strain 

and the integration of cognitive ideas and expressive symbols (i.e., representation of 

shared morality) are achieved via “rationalization,” a reinterpretation of “truth” and moral 

“rightness” in ways such that individual and culture-wide cognitive equilibrium can be 

maintained (Parsons, 1951, pp. 351-352).  Parsons’ theoretical approach supports the 

likelihood of degrees of rationalized and therefore unrecognized discrepancy – from the 

mild to the extreme, depending upon intensity of strain – between espoused values of an 

individual or organizational culture and the values expressed in the thinking patterns and 

behaviors of participants in a given situation. 

 Second, within the theory of action, the system of “personality” is 

developmentally and geographically distinct from the system of culture or social 

organization.10  Where personality, according to Parsons (1951), develops from earliest 

childhood via parental attachments and psychologically foundational processes of 

internalization and identification, participation in the cultural processes (the subject upon 

which Parsons primarily focused) occurs post-childhood, built upon the same but less 

foundational-to-the-personality processes of internalization and identification.  As a result 

of the human need for cognitive equilibrium, the conflict between the expectations of 

personality and the demands of others – including social systems – creates a second 
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source of “strain” within the individual (Parsons, 1951, p. 252).  Parsons’ theoretical 

approach supports the likelihood of degrees of rationalized and therefore unrecognized 

discrepancy – from the mild to the extreme, depending upon intensity of strain – between 

expectations of personality (including psychologically entrenched moral expectations) 

and the value-orientation standards of the culture, a discrepancy expressed in situation-

based conflicting thinking patterns and conflicting behaviors of participants.  

Third, Parsons recognized that the psychological and socializing development of 

the child occurs in hierarchical stages, beginning with cathectic attachments stemming 

from infantile dependency and culminating in the complexity of the individual’s 

internalized values orientation.  Again citing strain as a potentially disruptive force, 

Parsons (1951, p. 226) acknowledged the human capacity for psychological regression as 

follows: 

 

This hierarchy is related to the phenomena of regression which have concerned 

personality psychologists so greatly.  The [values] orientation element, which is 

most difficult to acquire and which in a sense depends on the most complex set of 

prerequisite conditions, is, at least under certain types of strain, likely to be the 

first to break down. 

 

Parsons was careful to point out that such regressions generally are not of a kind 

that generates profound psychological breakdown but instead reflect retrograde of values  
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orientation.   

 

It must, of course, also be kept in mind that we are here speaking of value-

orientation patterns, not of object-attachments as such.  Though the two are, of 

course, closely related, the fact that psychoanalysts particularly so often have the 

latter in mind when speaking of regression should not be a source of confusion.  

Indeed the failure to distinguish these two things is characteristic of much 

psychoanalytic thinking.  The capacity, through generalization, to abstract a 

value-orientation pattern from the original object through identification with 

which it was first acquired, is obviously one of the most important results of 

successful socialization.  (Parsons, 1951, p. 233)    

 

Stated otherwise, psychological regression generally results in retention of the 

foundational elements of personality (i.e., stable attachments to the internalized 

representations of “original objects,” especially meaning parental figures) while resulting 

in graduated deterioration of once-mature thinking processes, processes of mediating 

emotions, and moral perspectives.  Parsons’ theoretical approach supports the likelihood 

of largely unconscious and therefore unrecognized discrepancy – from the mild to the 

extreme, depending upon intensity of strain – between participants’ most highly 

socialized levels of thinking, behavior, and moral expression and participants’ least 

socialized levels of thinking, behavior, and moral expression, the magnitude of 

discrepancy depending upon extent of regression fostered by situational influences.          
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The “systems” approach assumed by psychological and sociological theorists 

such as Parsons (1951) and Bion (1961) point to the presence of comprehensively 

influential (i.e., impacting individual and group cognitive, behavioral, and moral activity) 

pre-culture-formation “assumptions” as well as comprehensively influential post-culture-

formation discrepancies between “systems of action,” unacknowledged by the individual.  

Results of the systems approach support the presence of out-of-awareness influences 

contributing to a range of individual and group cognitive, behavioral, and moral activities 

beyond what can reasonably be predicted by the learned-yet-made-unconscious 

assumptions proposed by learning-theory-based approaches such as that of Schein (1985, 

2004).   Nevertheless, recent contributions to organizational culture theory have relied not 

on systems approaches, instead turning to learning theory as the foundational referent.  

Schein (2004, p. 17) presented the significance of learning theory to the study of 

organizational cultures in the following statement:     

 

In summary, we can think of culture as the accumulated shared learning of a 

given group, covering behavioral, emotional, and cognitive elements of the group 

members’ total psychological functioning.  For such shared learning to occur, 

there must be a history of shared experiences that, in turn, implies some stability 

of membership in the group.  Given such stability and a shared history, the human 

need for stability, consistency, and meaning will cause the various shared 

elements to form into patterns that eventually can be called a culture.      
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 Organizational Culture and Leaders 

 leaders’ character as the source of organizational culture. 

Approaches to understanding organizational culture based upon systems theory 

produce multiple interactions between systems.  For example, by proposing the existence 

of an internal system of personality and an external social system, Parsons (1951) 

introduced an array of dynamic relationships – including dynamic conflicts – between 

intra-personality subsystems, between external social subsystems (as represented within 

individuals, groups, and the culture as a whole), and between intra-personality and 

external social systems and subsystems.  As significant as the breadth of relationships 

introduced by systems theory is the significance of the roles of time and initiation 

engendered by the theory.  Because any particular system develops and responds to the 

form and content of every other system – in essence, requiring the existence of other 

systems for its own definition and existence (all within an overarching and theoretical 

grand system) – there is no identifiable moment in time or point of inception for that 

system.   

The learning theory approach to understanding organizational culture depends 

upon 1) the introduction of a set of values, perspectives, and behaviors (for the sake of 

brevity, “norms”), 2) the resulting experience of psychological and social success in the 

form of avoidance of uncertainty and contributions to an overall sense of well-being, and 

3) the gradual development of an internalized and unconscious (to the individual, group, 

and culture as a whole) set of “assumptions” reflecting the originally introduced set of 

norms.  For this sequence to occur and in contrast with the systems theory approach, the 
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learning theory approach requires both a moment in time and a point of inception for 

what is to eventually emerge as an identifiable culture.  As significant as the need for 

definable origins in time and location, learning theory requires an “outside-to-inside” 

movement of introduced values, perspectives, and behaviors if a culture is to form.  

Stated otherwise, where systems theory proposes that culture emerges in the stable yet 

dynamic relational space between subordinate systems (e.g., internal personality and 

external social systems), learning theory proposes that culture emerges as the result of 

importation of values, perspectives, and behaviors of external origin to a place internal to 

the individual, group, and – as a result of successful importation – culture. 

Regarding the inception of culture based upon a learning theory approach, Schein 

(2004, p. 2) noted, “I believe that cultures begin with leaders who impose their own 

values and assumptions on a group.”  In an earlier work, Schein (2003, p. 438) made the 

point as follows: 

 

In a growing organization leaders externalize their own assumptions and embed 

them gradually and consistently in the mission, goals, structures, and working 

procedures of the group.  Whether we call these basic assumptions the guiding 

beliefs, theories-in-use, mental models, the basic principles, or the guiding visions 

on which founders operate, there is little question that they become major 

elements of the organization’s emerging culture…  
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As the initiating elements of culture, it follows that the values, perspectives, and role-

behaviors conceptualized and introduced by leaders (and which, once embedded, define 

the culture), cannot themselves be outcome products of the culture.  Otherwise stated, in 

accordance with learning theory, the “norms” of a culture precede its development and 

are introduced from a source external to the culture-in-formation: the leader.  Having 

recognized this logical sequence, Leavitt (2005, p. 136) proposed that “[t]he qualities of 

leadership belong to the person not to the organization.”  Leaders, at least within the 

context of the population of culture participants, are unique individuals, possessing 

unique qualities.  Leavitt (2005, p. 141) described this uniqueness by noting that 

“[l]eaders are individuals that are able to transform relevant aspects of other peoples’ 

worlds, who can successfully persuade others to change their behavior, and who can gain 

others’ confidence in them and in their perspectives.”  

Following Burns’ (1978) process of “transformation” and its employment via 

“transformational leadership,” Ashkanasy and Tse (2000, p. 223) described the qualities 

of “idealized influence,” “inspirational motivation,” “individualized consideration,” and 

“intellectual stimulation” that, in combination, produce effective and charismatic 

persuasiveness.  While the authors noted that training holds the potential to enhance these 

qualities, they proposed that the uniqueness of transformational leaders is primarily the 

pre-existing, internal resource of “emotional intelligence” (Ashkanasy and Tse, 2000,     

p. 231).  This resource was defined as a sensitive awareness of one’s own and other’s 

emotions coupled with the ability to integrate emotional content into interpersonal 

communications.  Schein (2004, p. 242) added “entrepreneurial thinking” as a 

foundational characteristic of effective leaders, contributing to their transformational 
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influence.  Entrepreneurial thinking, according to Schein (2004, p. 242), is based on 

leaders’ possession of “well-articulated theories of their own about how groups should 

work, and…[the ability to] select as colleagues and subordinates others who they sense 

will think like them.”   

Although leaders possess qualities contributing to their recognition as unique 

individuals, it is reasonable to acknowledge that no leader is without limitations in 

specific components of leadership skill.  Frost (2003) observed that limitations contribute 

to a syndrome of “toxic emotions,” found to one degree or another in all organizational 

cultures.  The syndrome contributes to increased levels of agency unpredictability and 

participants’ confusion, and, as a result, decreased levels of agency productivity and 

morale.  Frost (2003, pp. 35-50) attributed the syndrome’s source to the presence of the 

following manifestations limiting leadership effectiveness: “intentional malice” (e.g., the 

leader’s growing vindictiveness against particular individuals within the organization), 

“incompetence” (e.g., indecisiveness or tendencies toward micro-management), 

“infidelity” (e.g., encouraging the confidence of employees only to betray “personal” 

communications to key organization members), “insensitivity” (e.g., poor social 

awareness or lack of self-knowledge and, in turn, self-control), “intrusion” (e.g., 

charismatic influence on employees to the extent that the balance between their 

professional and private lives is compromised), and “institutional forces” (e.g., 

introduction or support of unreasonable or confusing corporate policies).   

Pointing more directly to unconscious tendencies of leaders, Kets de Vries and 

Miller (1984, p. 5) proposed that personality-entrenched characteristics can contribute to 
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development of what should be considered “neurotically unbalanced” organizational 

cultures.  The authors described organizations that as a result of leaders’ own “neurotic 

styles” can be diagnosed as paranoid, compulsive, dramatic, depressive, or schizoid (Kets 

de Vries & Miller, 1984, p. 15).  Like neurotic individuals, neurotic organizations can 

benefit from therapeutic interventions.  Kets de Vries & Miller (1988, p. 199) noted, 

however, that a “quantum change” is required if an intervention is to result in a higher 

level of organizational performance, a change involving realignment of thought and 

action, means and content of communication, and personal and organizational values.11           

Going beyond recognition of limitations of leadership skills and neurotic 

tendencies of any given leader, Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswick, Levinson, and Sanford’s 

(1950) seminal work contributed to questions about the degree to which the qualities of 

ambitiousness, decisiveness, self-assuredness, and charismatic persuasiveness necessary 

for achievement of lofty positions of leadership are rooted not in healthy and special 

abilities but instead in psychopathology.  Developed in the years immediately following 

World War II and its leader-sanctioned human atrocities and well-engineered genocides, 

Adorno et al. (1950, pp. 791-792) described the “authoritarian personality.”  Using results 

of a number of psychological tests, the researchers detailed characteristics contributing to 

the rise of authoritarian personalities to positions of leadership.  Such leaders tend to be 

highly dedicated and motivated to alter environmental conditions impeding achievement 

of organizational goals.12  This tendency is the result of psychological defenses against 

perception of personal weakness, contributing to “externalization,” the attribution of 

those weaknesses to environmental causes (Adorno et al., 1950, p. 474).  Externalization, 

in turn, contributes to perception of threat stemming from external sources and the 
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motivation to remove that threat.  Further, externalization inhibits self-awareness, 

particularly awareness of one’s own vulnerabilities and needs and, as a result, inhibits 

empathic awareness and acceptance of others’ needs.  Taken together, the authoritarian 

orientation results in strivings for power over others rather than for the give-and-take and 

reciprocity characteristic of understanding, emotionally healthy relationships with others.   

Summarizing, it is of course reasonable to expect that any leader’s skills have 

limitations, that he or she may demonstrate neurotic tendencies (as is expected of all 

“normal” human beings), and that the health of psychological motivations for seeking the 

highest leadership positions is open to question.  Within a learning-theory approach, it is 

not inevitable or even obvious that such concerns would detract from the central role of 

leaders in instilling and sustaining organizational culture.  Leaders’ unique abilities to 

communicate, persuasiveness of character, significant emotional intelligence, and 

possession of well-defined personal theories of social behavior, taken together, form the 

substrate from which leaders can – in complex ways – teach what must be learned if a 

group of people is to become a viable organizational culture. 

Yet the uniqueness and central importance of leaders are apparent not only in the 

process of culture-founding.  They are also apparent throughout the life of the culture as 

it faces the need to make internal adjustments, adopting new values, perspectives, and 

behaviors in order to ensure adaptation to changed circumstances.  In order for the leader 

to effectively assess culture conditions and determine directions for change, he or she 

cannot to any significant degree be under the sway of the culture’s conscious or 

unconscious assumptions.  Commenting on the leader’s role in a culture at “midlife,”  
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Schein (2003, p. 441) made the point as follows:    

 

The leader must be able to pay attention to diversity and assess clearly how much 

of it [the culture’s structure and process as expressed in its assumptions, 

strategies, and procedures] is useful for further organizational development and 

how much of it is potentially dysfunctional.  The culture is now much less tied to 

the leader’s own personality, which makes it easier to assess objectively, though 

there are likely to be sacred cows, holdovers from the founding period, that have 

to be delicately handled. 

 

leaders’ independence of organizational culture influences. 

To ensure longevity at organizational midlife, leaders need to exercise objective 

“diagnostic skill to figure out not only what the culture influences are, but also what their 

impact is on the organization’s ability to change and learn” (Schein, 2003, p. 441).  In 

introducing the “mix model” of organizational culture, Agyris (1964) proposed multiple 

dimensions or continua, along each of which the leader must be capable of shifting his or 

her approach to the culture.  The continua include aspects of part-to-whole relationships 

(i.e., a continuum ranging from one part controlling the whole organization, at one 

extreme, to the whole organization controlled via interrelationship of its parts, at the other 

extreme), degree of organization-as-a-whole ability to influence internally oriented 

activities related to “core activities” (i.e., those activities affecting social bonds, 
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production, and durability), degree of organization-as-a-whole ability to influence 

environmentally oriented activities related to core activities, and the influence of time 

(i.e., a continuum ranging from dependence on conditions of the present moment in 

determining core activities, at one extreme, to dependence on conditions of the past, 

present, and future in determining core activities, at the other extreme) (Argyris, 1964, p. 

150).           

The diagnostic skills that leaders must exercise in already-established 

organizations include the ability to assess “strength” of culture (Sorensen, 2002, p. 70).  

In a study across a wide range of industries, Sorensen (2002) found that organizations 

characterized by strong cultures (i.e., those in which values, perspectives, and methods of 

approach are uniformly and deeply embedded throughout the organization) struggled 

more intensely with significant adaptive demands than did those characterized by weak 

cultures (i.e., those within which there exists a diversity of values, perspectives, and 

methods of approach).  Sorenson’s (2002) results contributed to the perspective that, 

under stable environmental conditions, leaders must be able to shift the character of 

culture toward well defined formal and informal role-expectations, a narrow range of 

cultural perspectives, and concretized, consistently followed procedures.  Adaptation to 

stable conditions is dependent upon the organization’s adeptness at learning via 

“exploitation,” the refinement of ability to draw resources and profit from the 

surrounding environment (Sorensen, 2002, p. 88).  In contrast, under unstable 

environmental conditions, leaders must be able to shift the character of culture toward 

flexible, liberal role-expectations, a broad range of perspectives, and fluid, diversified 

procedures.  Adaptation to such unstable conditions is dependent upon diffuse, broadly 
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delegated leadership responsibilities and the innovative problem-solving and trial-and-

error approaches that define learning via “exploration” (Sorensen, 2002, p. 88).              

To be effective, leaders must not only shift the emphasis of their thoughts, 

behaviors, and communications in accordance with environmental stability or volatility, 

they must also shift emphasis between internal social cohesiveness of organization 

participants and external demands for production.  Within a context of need for 

immediate action (e.g., an opening has unexpectedly occurred in a market and several 

organizations are aggressively competing to occupy that opening), organizational 

emphasis may best ensure growth and stability by shifting in the direction of productivity.  

Within the context of need for greater efficiency and effectiveness (e.g., an organization 

has recently expanded, acquiring another organization, once a primary competitor), 

organizational emphasis may best ensure growth and stability by shifting in the direction 

of cohesiveness of participants.  By presenting “concern for production” and “concern for 

people” as two orthogonal axes, Blake and Mouton (1964, p. 10) proposed that leaders’ 

emphasis-tendencies can be graphically represented and, with training, leaders can track 

and maximize their ability to shift concerns.  The authors noted that in most 

circumstances, the training should be geared to produce leaders high in both concerns – 

for people and production.       

Reiterating, leaders’ abilities to objectively diagnose influences on organizational 

culture, adjust culture “strength” to suit environmental demands, and shift organizational 

emphasis between concerns for people and production inherently require that leaders 

themselves maintain significant psychological (i.e., cognitive, emotional, and 
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interpersonal) independence from  influences that culture exercises upon other 

participants.  In a study of cultural acceptance of fresh-out-of-M.I.T. managers, Schein 

(1968) distinguished between “organizational socialization” and “professional 

socialization.”  Although told that they were expected to bring innovative, cutting-edge 

managerial approaches to the organization (a primary component of professional 

socialization), the new managers first experienced intense and prolonged socialization to 

the traditional way of doing things, including unwritten, organizationally ingrained role-

expectations.  The author found that new managers were not permitted input or allowed 

to introduce new managerial approaches until they had sufficiently demonstrated 

acceptance of traditional organizational perspectives and methods.  Although the author 

described complex influences inherent in the socialization process, he attributed the 

greatest resistance to the potentially beneficial input of the newcomers to high level 

leaders. 

     

I fear very few higher level executives know what is going on at the bottom of 

their organization where all the high priced talent they call for is actually 

employed.  At the same time, I suspect that it is their own value system which 

ultimately determines the socialization activities which occur throughout all 

segments of the organization.  (Schein, 1968, p. 15)   

  

Findings such as those of Schein (1968) indicate two things.  First, at minimum, 

the leader’s effectiveness in consciously introducing fresh approaches to an organization 
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via professional socialization is impeded by the already-embedded assumptions of the 

culture and the leader’s limited ability to be aware of and influence all levels (and 

assumptions within those levels) of that culture.  Second, the leader’s own unconscious 

assumptions may have continuing (i.e., organizational socializing) influence on the 

culture, inhibiting acceptance of progressive, professional socialization that the leader 

consciously sought to enhance.  Stated together, while the leader may consciously seek 

introduction of progressive, adaptive perspectives, his or her own unconscious 

assumptions as well as the embeddedness (unconsciousness on cultural and sub-cultural 

levels) of his or her culture-founding assumptions may prove inhibitory to that 

introduction.  The findings suggest that leaders’ abilities to effectively diagnose and shift 

organizational emphases independent of cultural influences are, to one degree or another, 

compromised.   

In a case study of a religious organization undergoing significant change in its 

mission, Bartunek (1984) found that the way an organization adapts to externally induced 

“second-order” (i.e., abrupt and radical) change depends upon the dialectic between 

external factors and participants’ interpretation of the meaning of the change and their 

emotional response to that interpretation.  The author found that the role of leaders in 

organizational adjustment to such change does not significantly involve proposing 

alternative interpretations or, in turn, alternative perspectives regarding organizational 

restructuring.  Instead, leaders tend to select from the array of interpretations and 

perspectives produced by the culture and its participants.  Bartunek (1984, p. 369) found 

that the leadership role primarily involves    
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…influence over whether (and which) alternate interpretive schemes, actions, and 

structural changes are expressed.  Although leaders may or may not propose 

alternate perspectives themselves, they do shape the possibility and course of 

second-order change by legitimizing or not the expression of particular 

perspectives.   

 

Stated otherwise, such findings point toward a degree of leaders’ “dependence upon” 

rather than “independence of” the cognitive products and influences of the culture they 

lead.   

Leaders’ dependence on organizational culture may extend beyond cognitive 

products.  In a study of already-established leaders, Tiedens (2000) observed that the 

emotional response in both role-occupier and culture participants to the role of “leader” 

reinforces the perception (from the points of view of the role-occupier and culture 

participants) of that individual to indeed be a leader.  Tiedens (2000, p. 80) summarized 

his observations as follows: 

 

A vicious cycle between social status and emotions suggests that emotions 

function to maintain current role relationships.  The emotional responses that are 

created by certain social positions, communicate social positions, and then 

encourage others to behave in such a way as to re-create that social position.  One 

iteration of this cycle does not necessarily have a major impact, but over time, this 
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cycle likely does have important effects.  High status people will probably 

respond in a more and more high-status way, be perceived as more and more 

competent, and be provided with more and more status, making high-status 

responses more and more likely. 

 

Where learning-theory-based understandings of organizations propose that leaders 

introduce culture via their unique and culturally independent qualities of character, 

emotional intellect, and well-defined personal theories of social behavior, such findings 

point to the possibility that the role and identity of “leader” are, at least in part, created 

and affirmed as inherent components of culture itself.  To the degree that this is true, the 

role and identity of leader are dependent upon (rather than independent of) the influence 

of culture.         

     

leaders’ use of assumptions in sustaining organizational culture. 

Because organizational survival depends upon adaptation to changing conditions 

both internal and external to the organization, Rice (1963, p. 206) observed the necessity 

that the leader be a “Janus-like figure, capable of facing both ways at once and of taking 

into account the contradictions of his two views.”  This Janus-like role is made more 

complex by the differing leadership requirements posed by the basic assumptions adopted 

by the organization and by subgroups comprising its overall culture.  According to Rice, 

the effectiveness of a leader’s decisions and behaviors changes in accordance with the 
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emotional needs and perceptions of groups exercising the basic assumptions of 

dependency, fight-flight, and pairing.  The longevity of an organizational culture 

therefore depends, as noted by Schein (2004, p. 86), upon the leader’s ability to “be 

highly conscious of his or her own assumptions in each of those content areas [i.e., areas 

of adaptive significance internal and external to the organization, expressed by the culture 

on both conscious and unconscious levels].”  

Because of the complex demands placed upon the leader, Heenan and Bennis 

(2003) advocated co-leadership of organizations.  It is, after all, reasonable to assume that 

decisions made by a team of leaders rather than a single leader are more likely to have 

taken a broader base of considerations into account.  The authors noted, however, that the 

concept of co-leadership introduces “a new, more egalitarian hybrid better adapted to the 

new millennium – people who can both command and follow, as the situation requires” 

(Heenan & Bennis, 2003, p. 158).  The “egalitarian” approach – involving groups of 

cooperative individuals, individuals who sometimes lead, sometimes follow – represents 

an expansion of the potential presence of leadership capacity beyond the restriction of its 

existence in a characterologically unique few.   At the same time, the egalitarian approach 

acknowledges individual leaders’ limited ability, on their own, to be conscious of the 

inhibiting impact of their own assumptions on productivity and participants’ well-being 

and morale within the various sub-groups of the organization.   

Concerns for the impact of leaders’ basic assumptions about human nature were 

raised many years earlier, at mid-century, when McGregor (1960) compared what he 

called “Theory X” with “Theory Y.”  (For a more complete presentation of Theory X and 
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Theory Y, see pages 67-69 above.)  In brief, in contrast with Theory X, Theory Y 

proposes that individuals and the organizations they comprise are the most adaptive and 

resilient when conditions are such that participants are, in large measure, allowed to 

direct their own efforts toward defining and achieving organizational goals.  This 

proposal in two ways challenges leaders’ special capacity for effective use of their own 

assumptions for the purposes of organizational adaptation.  First, McGregor’s theories 

were developed in response to his observations of wide-spread, essentially negative 

assumptions held by organizational leaders about culture participants.  Leaders (at the 

time of McGregor’s observations and, most likely, now) had not demonstrated an obvious 

capacity for conscious awareness of the inhibiting impact of their own assumptions on 

organizational productivity or participants’ well-being and morale.  Second, McGregor’s 

theories were derived from Maslow’s proposal that individuals possess innate motivation 

and capacity for self-leadership aimed – under appropriate social conditions – at altruistic 

behavior, dedicated fulfillment of role-responsibilities, and creativity.  Stated otherwise, 

the capacity for adaptive, effective organizational leadership may not be restricted to the 

relatively small group of individuals designated as leaders.    

In a continuation of his perception of the Janus-like role that must be assumed by 

leaders, Rice (1963) noted that the varied unconscious needs and desires of different 

groups contribute to shaping leaders’ feelings, behaviors, and thoughts in relation to each 

group.  Further, the conscious needs and desires of each group may not be consistent with 

the unconscious needs and desires of that group.  The division between unconscious and 

conscious needs and desires is often expressed in differentiated roles assumed by group  
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participants.     

 

The group mentality provides a machinery of intercommunication that is designed 

to ensure that group life is in accordance with the operating basic assumption, and 

is the expression of the unanimous will of the group.  Roles are taken ‘on behalf 

of the group’ and can be supported by members of a group at an unconscious 

level, while at the same time and with complete sincerity they can deny their 

support at the conscious level.  Thus, provided a necessary role is adequately 

filled, other members of the group can deplore its consequences and even 

denounce its actor.  (Rice, 1963, pp. 260-261)   

 

On one hand, the organization leader can be unconsciously invited by participants to 

effectively fulfill the needs of their basic assumption life, only to find himself or herself 

overtly denounced by some group members for having done so.   On the other hand, the 

leader’s fulfillment of overtly expressed needs of the group may fail fulfillment of needs 

stemming from the group’s basic assumptions, again resulting in denunciation and 

rejection for having done so.  To the degree that there is conflict between groups’ overtly 

(consciously) expressed and covertly (unconsciously) held needs and desires, the 

utilitarian value of leaders’ consciousness of their own assumptions in steering culture in 

adaptive directions is compromised.           
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leaders’ ability to change assumptions of organizational culture. 

 Within the context of learning theory, leaders play a pivotal role in implementing 

cultural changes necessary for organizational adaptation and survival.  Schein (2004,      

p. 11) presented leaders’ role as follows: 

 

…[I]f the group’s survival is threatened because elements of its culture have 

become maladapted, it is ultimately the function of leadership at all levels of the 

organization to recognize and do something about this situation.  It is in this sense 

that leadership and culture are conceptually intertwined.    

 

The challenge to leaders in the implementation of change is most clearly understood on 

the level of human experience as a conflict between, on one hand, the desire to survive 

(in terms of maintaining such things as income, social role, identity, and purpose) and, on 

the other hand, the desire to avoid anxiety generated by the uncertainty induced by 

change.  The dilemma created for leaders as well as culture participants was expressed by 

Schein (2004, p. 83) in the following statement:   

 

As the group works on its task, a new issue arises.  Do members seek solutions 

that “satisfy,” then institutionalize them because they reduce anxiety?  Or do they 

seek optimal solutions and create a climate for perpetual creativity in order to 
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remain externally adaptive even though internally more anxious?  It is a paradox 

of evolution or development that the more we learn how to do things and to 

stabilize what we have learned, the more unwilling or unable we become to adapt, 

change, and grow into new patterns, even when our changing environment 

demands such new patterns. 

 

 In an early study, Schein (1961, p. 31) observed that significantly destabilizing 

anxiety is experienced when adaptive re-learning involves modification of core 

assumptions that essentially define a given culture:  “Such learning is intrinsically 

difficult because the reexamination of basic assumptions temporarily destabilizes our 

cognitive and interpersonal world, releasing large quantities of basic anxiety.”  To 

minimize the potential disruptiveness of change-induced anxiety, Schein (1961, p. 62) 

turned to a gradual re-learning process (based upon the work and terminology of Lewin, 

1951) best implemented – or, at minimum, best conceptualized – in three sequential 

stages: 1) “unfreezing,” 2) “changing,” and 3) “refreezing.”     

According to Schein (1961, p. 70), “The essential elements to unfreezing are the 

removal of supports for the old attitudes, the saturation of the environment with the new 

attitudes to be acquired, a minimizing of threat, and a maximizing of support for any 

change in the right direction.”  Regarding the stage of “changing,” Schein (1961, p. 66) 

noted the following: 
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The target [culture participant] finds one or more models in his social 

environment and learns new attitudes by identifying with them and trying to 

become like them; or the target confronts new situations with an experimental 

attitude and develops for himself attitudes which are appropriate to the situation 

and remove whatever problem he faces.  These two processes – identification and 

internalization – probably tend to occur together in most concrete situations, but it 

is worthwhile, for analytical purposes, to keep them apart. 

 

Regarding the final stage, “refreezing,” Schein (1961, p. 68) noted the following: 

 

Refreezing refers to the process by which the newly acquired attitude comes to be 

integrated into the target’s personality and ongoing relationships.  If the new 

attitude has been internalized while being learned, this has automatically 

facilitated refreezing because it has been fitted naturally into the individual’s 

personality.  If it has been learned through identification it will persist only so 

long as the target’s relationship with the original influence model persists unless 

new surrogate models are found or social support and reinforcement is obtained 

for expressions of the new attitude.    

  

According to Schein, then, learning and integration-into-unconsciousness of fresh 

assumptions occur gradually through exposure to models, adoption of an experimental 
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attitude, social reinforcement for new attitudes, and accompanying psychological 

processes of identification and internalization.    

Lewin (1948, p. 66) in his foundational studies of human learning, made the 

following observation – presented as a formal proposition – regarding re-learning 

(changing) of core beliefs:  “Acceptance of the new set of values and beliefs cannot 

usually be brought about item by item.”  The author noted that individuals are highly 

recalcitrant to the acceptance of new core beliefs, finding a way – “…if necessary a very 

illogical way…” – to maintain original beliefs (Lewin, 1948, p. 66).  The author also 

made the following observation – it, too, presented as a formal proposition:  “The 

individual accepts the new system of values and beliefs by accepting belongingness to a 

group” (Lewin, 1948, p. 67).  Regarding the relationship between group-belonging and 

acceptance of new systems of values, Lewin (1948, p. 68) noted that   

 

[t]he acceptance of the new system is linked with the acceptance of a specific 

group, a particular role, a definite source of authority as new points of reference.  

It is basic for re-education that this linkage between acceptance of new facts or 

values and acceptance of certain groups or roles is very intimate and that the 

second frequently is a prerequisite for the first.   

 

There are three differences between the two approaches – that of Schein (1961) 

and that of Lewin (1948) – significant to understanding adaptation and survival of 
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organizational culture.  First, where Schein proposed that the primary mechanism driving 

individuals’ assumption-change is one of learning, Lewin proposed that it is one of 

belonging.  Second, where Schein proposed that belonging to a changed-assumption 

group or culture is preceded by accumulated learning across individuals, Lewin proposed 

no preceding condition for belonging to such a group (or, by extension, culture).  Third, 

where Schein proposed a step-wise or gradual process of individuals’ learning of changed 

assumptions (perspectives, values, and roles), Lewin proposed that individuals adopt 

changed assumptions in their entirety via belonging.13  

Each of the stages of unfreezing, changing, and refreezing as presented by Schein 

(1961) is somewhat complex, each stage involving steps and processes to be successfully 

completed if assumption-change is to be thorough enough for the organization to be 

adaptively successful.  Schein (1996) described another complexity within organizational 

culture which – like unfreezing, changing, and refreezing – presents a challenge to 

assumption-change.  Schein (1996, p. 13) recognized the presence of three primary sub-

cultures within the management strata of organizations: “the culture of engineering, the 

culture of CEOs, and the culture of operators.”  The conflicts between sub-cultures create 

“dysfunction” within the organization, contributing to challenges to organizational 

adaptation and assumption-change underlying such adaptation (Schein, 1996, p. 16).  The 

author described expression of the sub-cultures’ assumptions as follows: 

 

The operator culture is based on human interaction, and most line units learn that 

high levels of communication, trust, and teamwork are essential to getting the 
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work done efficiently.  Operators also learn that no matter how clearly the rules 

are specified as to what is supposed to be done under different operating 

conditions, the world is to some degree unpredictable and one must be prepared to 

use one’s own innovative skills.  (Schein, 1996, p. 13)   

 

Engineers and technocrats of all persuasions are attracted to engineering because 

it is abstract and impersonal.  Their education reinforces the view that problems 

have abstract solutions and that those solutions can, in principle, be implemented 

in the real world with products and systems free of human foibles and errors.  

(Schein, 1996, p. 14) 

 

The “executive culture” is the set of tacit assumptions that CEOs and their 

immediate subordinates share worldwide.  This executive worldview is built 

around the necessity to maintain an organization’s financial health and is 

preoccupied with boards, investors, and capital markets.  (Schein, 1996, p. 15) 

 

The differing perspectives, interpretations of conditions, means of problem solving, and 

methods of implementation between sub-cultures create organizational dysfunction that is 

best overcome, according to Schein (1996), via communication and understanding 

between sub-cultures.  For organizations to make adaptive assumption-change, leaders 

therefore need to be aware of the assumptions of each sub-culture and, through increased 
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communication and understanding, promote acceptance of assumptions to be shared 

culture-wide.     

Writing about the necessity and benefits of conflict within groups, Coser (1956, p. 

31) noted the following: 

 

Groups require disharmony as well as harmony, dissociation as well as 

association; and conflicts within them are by no means altogether disruptive 

factors.  Group formation is the result of both types of processes.  The belief that 

one process tears down what the other builds up, so that what finally remains is 

the result of subtracting the one from the other, is based on a misconception….Far 

from being necessarily dysfunctional, a certain degree of conflict is an essential 

element in group formation and persistence of group life.  

 

According to Coser, a degree of conflict between subgroups promotes group adaptiveness 

and longevity.  When multiple, independent conflicts exist (e.g., on a given issue of 

organizational concern, conflict between the way the engineering and CEO sub-cultures 

perceive conditions, conflict between the way the operator and engineering sub-cultures 

problem-solve and envision implementation, etc.), the organization is provided adaptive 

flexibility and stability through what emerges as a network of expression and release of 

relatively small tensions.  According to Coser (1956, p. 79), the presence of such a 

network or “multiplicity of noncumulative conflicts,” serves as a check against  
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breakdown of consensus regarding overall organizational means and goals.   

Simmel (1955, p. 46) – upon whose work that of Coser was based – noted, “It is 

by no means the sign of the most genuine and deep affection never to yield to those 

occasions [of conflict]…on the contrary, this behavior often characterizes attitudes which 

lack the ultimate unconditional devotion.”  There are two implications in this proposition 

significant to organizational cultures.  First, the adaptiveness and durability of a culture is 

not measured by the absence of conflict but instead by its presence.  Second, it is a 

culture’s ability to introduce conflict and find resolution that sustains organizational 

commitment.  To the degree that this is valid, organizational survival is – in the long run 

– enhanced by maintaining differences between sub-cultures’ values, perspectives, and 

behaviors (i.e., assumptions). 

Regarding how conflict contributes to organizational commitment, Simmel (1955, 

p. 35) noted that “[o]ne unites [with opponents] in order to fight, and one fights under the 

mutually recognized control of norms and rules.”  With this proposition, too, there are 

two implications significant to organizational cultures.  First, by engaging in conflict, 

sub-cultures determine rules of engagement that allow expression of difference and also 

define avenues of resolution.  Short of engagement with the intention of annihilation of 

the opposing sub-culture, it is through conflict-engagement that sub-cultures gain 

confidence in the overall culture’s ability to find resolution, adapt, and survive.  Second, 

rules of engagement defined during conflict are such that they not only determine 

avenues of resolution but also ensure continuity of the differences between sub-cultures.  

In the finding of resolution, the assumption-based identity of each sub-culture is  
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strengthened as is the shared-assumption-based identity of the overall culture. 

Consistent with Simmel’s (1955) conceptualizations, Llewellyn and Hoebel 

(1941, p. 21) made the following statement regarding the adaptive role of conflict within 

cultures: 

 

It [conflict] forces conscious attention; it forces the defining of issues.  It colors 

the issues, too, as they are shaped, with the personalities which are in conflict, and 

with matters of “face,” and with other flavors of the culture.  It forces solution, 

which may be creation.  It forces solution in a fashion to be remembered, perhaps 

in clear, ringing words.  It is one more experiment toward new and clearer or 

more rigorous patterning both of behavior and of recognized and recognizable 

“norm” into that peculiarly legal something one may call a “recognized 

imperative.” 

 

It is through cultural and sub-cultural conflict that adaptation-significant issues are 

identified and the imperatives necessary for survival are defined.  In contrast with 

learning-theory-based conceptualizations, however, Lewellyn and Hoebel’s (1941) 

proposals place a greater emphasis upon the role of inter-group and sub-culture conflict 

(a systems approach) in processes of adaptation, de-emphasizing the role of leaders.       

In summary, learning theory approaches to understanding organizational culture 

require a time of inception and a source to which both inception and continuing 
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adaptation can be attributed.  These requirements essentially predispose learning theory 

approaches to appoint the “leader” as the source and agent-of-continuity of culture.  To 

both theoretically and practically function in this role, the leader must 1) possess unique 

qualities (e.g., character) on which culture depends, 2) be independent of cultural 

influences, 3) have the ability to consciously use assumptions to sustain culture, and       

4) have the ability to change cultural assumptions when organization survival depends 

upon such change.  While the premises of learning theory require such attributes of 

leaders, 1) studies of leaders’ character, 2) limitations on leaders’ ability to influence all 

levels of culture, 3) culture-based cognitive and emotional influences on leaders’ 

thinking, behavior, and role-definition, 4) limitations on leaders’ ability to satisfy both 

conscious and unconscious needs and desires of culture and its social components,         

5) parsimonious alternative explanations for culture-change based upon “belonging” 

rather than “learning,” and 6) adaptive mechanisms based not upon leadership but instead 

upon inter-group and sub-culture conflict leave open the possibility that influences other 

than those traceable to leadership play significant roles in how organizational cultures 

form and change.  To the extent that leaders’ role in our understandings of organizational 

culture proves to be less than pivotal, learning-theory-based approaches must define non-

leader sources for the values, perspectives, and behaviors upon which culture inception 

and continuity depend.                         
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Discussion 

Considering the complexities of human behavior in group and organizational 

contexts, it is doubtful that any particular theory of culture could find itself without 

vulnerabilities.  In one form or another, vulnerabilities of theory involve questions about 

comprehensiveness of explanatory value.  For instance, does a theory of human behavior 

provide satisfactory explanation applicable to all people?  Does the theory adequately 

account for psychological functioning and the motivations behind that functioning?  Does 

the theory provide satisfactory explanation of human behavior across time and 

circumstance?  The degree to which there are vulnerabilities (e.g., conflicts with 

foundational theories, intra-theoretical contradictions, and limitations of explanation) is 

the degree to which the theoretical body itself is incomplete and perhaps inadequate for 

explaining complexities of behavior such as those demonstrated in the Stanford Prison 

Experiment and Abut Ghraib prison.  

 

limitations in applicability across people.   

Foundational theories of human behavior such as those of Bion (1961), Lewin 

(1948), Rice (1963), Parsons (1951), and Simmel (1955) are based upon a systems 

perspective, the perspective that behavior is the product of dynamic tensions, conflicts, 

and confluences of never-at-rest, interacting forces between and within individuals and 

between individuals and groups and the surrounding environment.  Within this 

perspective, consistency of individual and group behavior is the result of stability in the 

interplay between forces…like the temporary predictability of interactions between two 
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disagreeing nations under conditions of military or diplomatic détente.  For example, 

Parsons (1951) described human behavior as the product of interaction between an 

internal-to-the-individual system of personality and an external social system.  Placed 

within such a framework of approach, the understanding of all human behavior – 

including that of “leaders” – exists in the dynamic space between the influences of 

personality and social systems.  More specifically, within this approach it would be no 

more accurate to label one individual “a leader” than it would be to label another “a 

follower,” labels that move the geographic location for initiation of behavior from the 

relational space between to a space within in the form of an individually possessed entity 

or set of qualities.    

The recently emerging body of organizational culture theory cites and is 

ostensibly derived from the systems approaches of the theorists listed above.  However, 

by moving the location for initiation of behavior from relational between to possessive 

within, perspectives such as that of Schein (1985, 2003, 2004) significantly alter the 

foundational systems approach, transforming it into another approach altogether.  Perhaps 

of greater consequence to the understanding of human behavior within organizations, the 

turn away from a systems approach creates a significant limitation in the applicability of 

theory across people.  By identifying two types of people – “leaders” who have internal 

possession of special qualities, and (by implication) non-leaders or “followers” who lack 

internal possession of those special qualities – organizational culture theory has 

bifurcated its application across people.  Organizational culture theory in its current form 

does not present a uniform theory of behavior applicable to all people.  More clearly 

stated, while organizational culture theory in its current form can be said to adequately 



127 
 

account for the source, means of integrating, and means of altering “follower” behavior, 

it cannot be said to adequately account for the source, means of integrating, and means of 

altering “leader” behavior.14 15                

 

limitations in accounting for psychological motivation. 

  Along with the identification of the leader as the primary source of knowledge 

(e.g., culture norms), learning-theory-based approaches to understanding organizational 

culture require that culture participants have the capacity to accept and integrate that 

knowledge (i.e., to “learn”).  As Schein (2004) noted, prior to emergence of viable 

culture, participants develop through the regressive, unconscious assumptions of 

“dependency” and “fusion.”  According to the author, the values, perceptions, and 

behaviors associated with these regressive assumptions interfere with the rational-

objective perspectives needed by participants if they are to comprehend the reality-based 

norms being taught and upon which culture ultimately depends.     

 

Being dominated by either the dependence or the fusion assumption ties up 

emotional energy because of the denial and defensiveness required to avoid 

confronting the disconfirming realities.  Therefore, if a group is to work 

effectively, it must reach a level of emotional maturity at which reality-testing 

norms prevail.  (Schein 2004, p. 82) 
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Schein (2004) introduced the “work assumption” to represent participants’  

achievement of the rational-objective perceptual stance.  It is important to note that the 

work of Bion (1961) – upon which Schein’s contributions were based – did not propose 

the achievement of a rational-objective perceptual stance in the course of human 

development.  In describing the three assumptions of “dependency,” “fight-flight,” and 

“pairing,” Bion (1961) was careful to note that all adult cognitive processing and 

emotional responsiveness are based upon the levels of assumption-life inherent in normal 

childhood development.  Throughout the life span, human values, perspectives, and 

behaviors are significantly influenced by each of the three less-than-rational-objective 

assumptions derived from childhood.   

Schein’s (2004) construction of the work assumption potentially represents the  

introduction of theoretical inconsistencies and therefore warrants close assessment.  

While Schein (2004) based his proposed assumptions on Bion’s (1961) foundational 

work regarding psychological functioning in groups, it is likely he recognized Bion’s 

observations and theoretical formulations did not support the potential for achievement of 

a rational-objective assumption-life (e.g., a “work assumption”).  Without the 

achievement of such an assumption-life, however, the necessary information-processing 

substrate for a learning-theory-based approach to understanding organizational culture 

would be absent.  It is troubling to think that construction of the work assumption 

(perhaps as a replacement for Bion’s third and psychologically most mature level of 

assumption-life – the “pairing assumption” – itself a less-than-rational-objective 

perceptual stance) was perhaps inadvertently influenced by the need to alter foundational 

theoretical formulations in order to transition from a systems-theory-based to a learning- 
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theory-based approach to conceptualizing organizational culture.         

As troubling as Schein’s modifications to the content of Bion’s theoretical 

formulations is the interpretation of psychological functioning inherent in his statement 

(Schein, 2004, p. 82) presented in the indented quote on page 120 above.  According to 

this statement, individuals employ psychological defenses in order to keep rational-

objective perceptions at bay, away from the less-than-rational-objective perceptual 

stances that define the more regressive levels of assumption-life.  While Schein did not 

state so, the interpretation is necessarily based upon the individual having already 

achieved some form (conscious, pre-conscious, or unconscious) of rational-objective 

perceptual stance.  Had such an achievement not occurred, the individual would have no 

perceptions against which to erect defensive barriers.  Bearing this necessity in mind, 

Schein’s statement is wittingly or unwittingly an acknowledgement that participants are 

sensitively vulnerable to regression to immature levels of assumption-life, even in the 

presence of the uncertainty-reducing, rational-objective perceptions that underlie 

acceptance of culture norms.  Such an acknowledgement would seemingly require the 

proposal of a force or system in competition with the consistency and security (reduction 

of uncertainty) provided by acceptance of such norms.    

While theoretical approaches that are dependent upon rational-objective 

information processing and “learning” of that information (via leader-based teachings) 

can acknowledge sensitive vulnerability to regression, such approaches are significantly 

challenged to describe a process or mechanism accounting for such vulnerability.  The 

challenge is made more significant when one considers that regression to less-than-

rational-objective levels of assumption-life represents not only a response to uncertainty 
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but also the introduction of greater uncertainty since regression to these levels of 

assumption-life – according to Schein (2004) – represents psychological movement 

toward increased degrees of irrationality.  When presented in this way, the motivational 

premise at the heart of learning-theory-based approaches to understanding human 

behavior – avoidance of uncertainty – appears to be compromised.16 

     

limitations in accounting for the role of time. 

The explanatory comprehensiveness of theories of human behavior constructed of 

elements of rational-objectivity such as that of Schein (1985, 2003, 2004) is determined 

by the presence of information sets (e.g., culture norms) to be objectively perceived and 

rationally “learned,” rational-objective teachers (e.g., leaders) who deliver those sets of 

information, and a rational-consistency-aimed motivational substrate (e.g., avoidance of 

uncertainty).  Such theoretical structures in and of themselves do not require the existence 

of competitive systems or subsystems comprised of such things as instinctually based 

human (animal) strivings, an unconscious mind, or an internal “personality” structure.  

However, theories of human behavior that do not substantially include competitive 

systems – at the most fundamental level, competition between systems internal and 

external to the individual – are prone to challenges regarding the role of time.  Schein 

(2004) presented the time-challenge with inherent ambiguity and conflict as follows: 

 

Culture forms in two ways…[S]pontaneous interaction in an unstructured group 

gradually lead (sic) to patterns and norms of behavior that become the culture of  
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that group – often within just hours of the group’s formation.  In more formal 

groups an individual creates the group or becomes its leader.  (p. 15)   

 

…[W]e can think of culture as the accumulated shared learning of a given group, 

covering behavioral, emotional, and cognitive elements of the group members’ 

total psychological functioning.  For such shared learning to occur, there must be 

a history of shared experiences that, in turn, implies some stability of membership 

in the group.  Given such stability and a shared history, the human need for 

stability, consistency, and meaning will cause the various shared elements to form 

into patterns that eventually can be called a culture.  (p. 17)      

 

Overt behavior is always determined both by the cultural predisposition (the 

perceptions, thoughts, and feelings that are patterned) and by the situational 

contingencies that arise from the immediate external environment.  (p. 19) 

 

The first statement is the observation that the behavioral substrate of culture 

emerges under certain circumstances with immediacy, without the requirement of shared 

history.  The second statement notes the necessity of shared history – including shared 

behavior – in the formation of culture.  The third statement notes that human behavior is 

significantly predicated on participation in the pre-existing context of culture.  While on 

the surface these conflicting statements appear to be reflections of the mechanistic issues 
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of “Element-A-drives-Element-B or Element-B-drives-Element-A,” more foundationally 

they reflect a possibly unavoidable problem with the role of time within Schein’s (2004)  

theoretical approach to understanding culture formation and human behavior. 

 Theories founded on the premise of existence of an objective reality and, more 

centrally, achievement of the ability to rationally-objectively perceive that reality (i.e., 

absent distortion introduced by elements of irrationality) largely eschew the need to 

account for the role of time and historical influence following the individual’s 

achievement of rational-objectivity.  Presented with austerity for the sake of emphasis:  If 

I as an individual objectively perceive the reality of my surroundings in this moment, I 

can rationally process those immediate inputs and accordingly (with rational-objectivity) 

respond.17  The only time-component of significance to such a conceptualization is the 

present moment or, more precisely, the brief period of time required to gather and process 

informational inputs.   

Presented in structural rather than chronological terms, influences of history  

require the proposition of a “container” or system within which to be carried across time.  

Absent the theoretical need, learning-theory-based approaches to understanding human 

behavior have minimal capacity for such systems or containers as “personality” and 

“memory” (with the exception of pre-developmental-achievement of rational-objectivity 

or periods of regression to sub-rational-objective levels of assumption life).  Schein’s 

(2004) formulations exemplify this absence of theoretical need.  For instance, the author 

presented the culmination of childhood development – a culmination that other 
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theoretical frameworks would call “personality” – as an initial model of social 

perception, replaceable via subsequent teachings by leaders and group experiences.         

 

As Freud pointed out long ago, one of the models we bring to any new group 

situation is our own model of family, the group in which we spent most of our 

early life.  Thus, the rules that we learned from our own parents for dealing with 

them and with our siblings are often our initial model for dealing with authority 

and peer relationship in a new group.  Because the different members of a new 

group are likely to have had widely varying experiences in their families of origin, 

they may start with very different models of what those relationships should be, 

leading to potential disagreement and conflict over the right way to relate to 

others in the new group.  (Schein, 2004, pp. 124-125)   

 

For similar reasons of absence of need and, as a result, lack of theoretical capacity, the  

potential container of “memory” does not play a significant role in the Schein’s (2004)    

approach to understanding human behavior in cultural contexts.18  When one considers 

the observed complexities of human behavior (including consistencies of behavior across  

time and circumstance), it is challenging to accept without qualification the explanatory 

value of a theoretical body that lacks significant role-capacity (or, at best, ambiguously 

presents the role-capacity) for the influence of time and historical influence. 
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limitations in accounting for the role of circumstance. 

Theories of human learning and behavior constructed with an absence of 

competitive and interactive component systems are not only challenged to account for 

across-time influences. They are also prone to challenges regarding the role of 

circumstance or situation.  As noted above, in comparison with the systems-theory-based 

formulations of Bion (1961), Lewin (1948), Rice (1963), Parsons (1951), and Simmel 

(1955), Schein’s (1985, 2003, 2004) learning-theory-based approach to understanding 

organizational culture involves a fundamental change in geographic location in which 

initiation of culture occurs.  Where systems theory proposes that culture emerges in the 

stable yet dynamic relational space between systems (e.g., internal personality and 

external social systems), learning theory proposes that culture emerges as the result of 

importation (learning) of values, perspectives, and behaviors (norms) of external origin to 

a place internal to the individual, group, and – as a result of successful importation – 

culture.  Schein (2004, p. 17) presented the process and its impact on the individual by 

stating, “…[W]e can think of culture as the accumulated shared learning of a given 

group, covering behavioral, emotional, and cognitive elements of the group members’ 

total psychological functioning.”  

There are two significant circumstance-related challenges to this 

conceptualization of culture formation and its influence on individuals.  First, at any 

given time it is unlikely that an individual functions in only a single culture.  For 

example, an individual might effectively function in a combat unit within the culture of 

the United States Marines.  At the same time, he or she might also effectively function as 
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an elder within the culture of a Protestant church, an officer within the culture of the 

American Society for the Sons and Daughters of Ireland, and a parent within the culture 

and privacy of home and immediate family.  Since it is likely that the group-shared 

learning defining each culture draws a differentiable set of “behavioral, emotional, and 

cognitive” responses from the individual, it is challenging to conceptualize the dimension 

and form of an internal-to-the-individual space allowing effective commitment of “total 

psychological functioning” to each culture.  The challenge is intensified when one is 

reminded that such effective commitment necessarily involves, according to Schein 

(1985, 2003, 2004), both rational-objective conscious elements and unconscious 

derivatives of those elements (i.e., assumptions) foundational to the individual’s 

psychological functioning.       

Second, Schein (2004, p. 15) observed that the substrate of culture emerges 

immediately after unfamiliar individuals have assembled as an unstructured group, “often 

within just hours of the group’s formation.”  It is challenging to satisfyingly comprehend 

– within the confines of learning-theory-based understandings of culture formation – how 

it is that the circumstances of unstructure (i.e., normlessness) and unfamiliarity (i.e., 

shared-learninglessness) contribute to the observed (and counter-theoretical) dawning of 

culture.  One could reasonably propose that, according to learning theory, the emergence 

of culture under circumstances of unstructure and unfamiliarity is predictable as a means 

of individual and group avoidance of uncertainty.  Unfortunately such a proposal serves 

to intensify the challenge to conceptualization when it is recognized that “avoidance of 

uncertainty” is a motivational force and, as such, cannot provide culture-defining form.  

Stated as a question not easily answered by “importation” models of culture formation:  
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Under circumstances of unstructure and unfamiliarity, what serves as the source or 

template for the conscious and unconscious values, perspectives, and behaviors that 

define the form of the spontaneously emerging culture?    

 

summary.                          

Learning-theory-based approaches to understanding organizational culture 

formation and human behavior within cultures face limitations in applicability across 

people, accounting for psychological motivation, and accounting for the roles of time and 

circumstance.  By proposing the existence of two types of people – leaders and followers 

– characterized by separate and distinct psychological qualities as well as separate and 

distinct responses to culture influence, organizational culture theory as presented by 

Schein (1985, 2003, 2004) does not represent a uniform theory of behavior applicable to 

all people.  By modifying elements of foundational theory (in specific, replacing the 

psychologically mature level of assumption-life comprised of both rational and irrational 

elements of perception as detailed by Bion (1961) with a psychologically mature level of 

assumption-life comprised of rational-objective perceptions), Schein (2004) introduced a 

potential threat to the role of the primary motivational force (avoidance of uncertainty) 

underlying the theoretical structure he had promoted.   

Further, by presenting a theory of culture formation dependent upon individuals’ 

achievement of a rational-objective level of assumption-life, Schein (2004) contributed to 

the development of a theoretical body lacking adequate capacity to account for the role of 

time and the influence of history on human behavior.  By insufficiently addressing the 
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human capacity to effectively and simultaneously function in multiple cultures, Schein 

(1985, 2003, 2004) introduced a potential threat to the significance of single-culture 

influence on individual psychological functioning and behavior integral to the theoretical 

structure he had promoted.  By noting the immediate emergence of culture elements 

within unstructured groups comprised of unfamiliar individuals, Schein (2004) 

introduced a potential threat to the role of importation of culture norms and the role of 

shared learning fundamental to determination of culture form within the theoretical 

structure he had promoted.         

 Learning-theory-based approaches to understanding organizational culture such as 

that of Schein (1985, 2003, 2004) appear to involve vulnerabilities to fundamental 

theoretical components (e.g., the source of culture substrates within culture-founding 

leaders as well as within unfamiliar members of unstructured groups, the motivational 

force in response to which information and historical influences are imported into the 

individual or group, and the internal-to-the-individual structure and process by which 

imported information and historical influences are carried across time and by which 

adjustments are made in accordance with multi-culture participation and other 

circumstances).  Because of the fundamental nature of these vulnerabilities, it is difficult 

to apply without qualification such a theoretical approach to the potentially complex topic 

of this manuscript.  The manuscript addresses the phenomenon of human cruelty within 

institutional settings, in particular providing a theory of human behavior accounting for 

the rapid emergence of cruelty in institutional settings, the expression of cruelty in 

apparently normal, ordinary individuals, and the emergence of cruelty in mock situations 

involving individuals’ voluntary participation.       
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More specifically presented, because the theoretical contributions of Schein 

(1985, 2003, 2004) do not adequately account for the immediate emergence of culture 

substrates within the context of unstructured groups comprised of unfamiliar individuals, 

those contributions do not appear promising in addressing the immediacy of emergence 

of cruelty across individuals within certain institutional and controlled settings [e.g., days 

to weeks after arrival of personnel in the Abu Ghraib prison, hours to days after initiation 

of the Stanford Prison Experiment (SPE), and minutes after individuals’ introduction to 

the setting of the Milgram experiments (see pages 149-152 below)].  Because of its 

dependence on the human capacity for rational-objective information processing, the 

theoretical contributions do not appear promising in addressing the emergence and 

sustained presence of cruelty within the “mock” setting of the SPE, a setting in which the 

roles of “guard” and “inmate” were little more than “pretend” and discontinuation of 

involvement simply required withdrawal of voluntary participation. 

In contrast, the theoretical contributions of Schein (1985, 2003, 2004) appear 

promising in addressing the expression of cruel behavior in apparently normal, ordinary 

individuals (i.e., the actual guards in the Abu Ghraib prison, the mock guards in the SPE, 

and the subjects in the Milgram experiments) following the orders of leaders and figures 

of authority.  However, this promise, too, is diminished when the risk of tautological 

thinking is acknowledged.  While it could be argued that the actual and mock guards and 

the experimental subjects demonstrated “follower behavior,” it is not apparent that any of 

these individuals were “leaders” or “followers” in the sense established by Schein (1985, 

2003, 2004) – possession or lack of possession of specific and internal qualities of 

character.  To label individuals as “leaders” or “followers” in response to observation of 
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“leader behavior” or “follower behavior” would represent a tautology unproductive to the 

purposes of the manuscript.  Overall, it does not appear that learning-theory-based 

approaches to understanding organizational culture and human behavior within such 

cultures have the theoretical integrity or explanatory capacity to broaden our 

understanding of the emergence of cruelty within institutional settings.           
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Social Psychology Literature 

The following pages present research results and theories contributing to the 

discipline of social psychology.  Our current understanding of the emergence of human 

cruelty is primarily derived from this discipline.  Six social psychological theories form 

the basis of this understanding and are reviewed in this section.  The theories presented 

are Lewin’s field theory, Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance, Janis’ theory of 

groupthink, Bandura’s social learning theory, Milgram’s theory of agentic shift, and 

Zimbardo’s situational attribution theory.  A brief discussion follows the presentation of 

each theory.  Discussions address the explanatory value and integrity of the theory as a 

whole, application of the theory to the general situations of the Stanford Prison 

Experiment and Abu Ghraib prison, and, where applicable, usefulness of the theory in 

clarifying our understanding of three characteristics of institutional cruelty as it appeared 

in the SPE and Abu Ghraib prison: 1) rapidity of onset, 2) emergence in apparently 

ordinary, non-criminal individuals, and 3) emergence in the “mock” situation of the SPE. 

 

Field Theory    

The influence of Kurt Lewin (1890 -1947) and his protégés within the discipline 

of psychology was significant to the degree that he is sometimes considered the  
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father of modern social psychology.  His work has proven foundational to theories 

ranging from those pertaining to interpersonal relations and effects of crowding to those 

pertaining to internal, subjective experiences of social interactions and the human sense 

of hope (see Shaw & Costanzo, 1982).  Lewin’s research was influenced by then-radical 

discoveries in the discipline of physics.  In the early decades of the twentieth century, 

conceptualizations of the universe in terms of Newtonian mechanics were rapidly being 

replaced by fresh conceptualizations, those that have still not been integrated into public 

thought or into the thought of disciplines other than physics.  According to Newtonian 

conceptualizations, space and time form a fixed context in which particle behavior can be 

fully explained by information regarding mass, velocity, trajectory of motion, and relative 

angle of impact upon collision.  The work of turn-of-the-century physicists, including 

Einstein, shifted understanding of the source of particle behavior from properties of the 

particles themselves to properties of the space-time context holding them in relationship, 

even when not in observable interaction with one another (e.g., collisions). 

 

The notion of a space filled with material ether vanished from physics and was 

replaced by a conception of space as a definitely distributed system of 

gravitational and electromagnetic forces and stresses.  In the field conception the 

distribution of forces in a given environment determines what an object with 

certain properties will do in that environment.  Thus, when we know the object 

and observe what it does in a specified environment we can deduce the properties 

of the field in that environment.  (Deutsch, 1968, p. 413)  
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Lewin proposed that – similar to the space-time field foundational to 

understanding particle behavior – all forms of human behavior (thinking, feeling, 

imagining, hoping, acting, communicating, socializing, etc.) are dependent upon the 

psychological field of “life space.”  He defined the contextual field of life space as the 

total physical, interpersonal, and internal-to-the-individual psychological elements to 

which the individual responds on both conscious and unconscious levels.  As in the 

discipline of physics, this conceptualization necessarily altered the focus and 

methodology of research.  Traditional research methods relied on assessment of 

characteristics of isolated units contributing to a behavior, then (metaphorically speaking) 

“summing” assessment results to account for properties of the behavior as a whole (i.e., 

independent- and dependent-variable procedures of classical scientific method).  Within 

field theory, research approaches reverse the role of unit and whole.     

 

 Instead of picking out one or another isolated element within a situation, field 

theorists find it advantageous, as a rule, to start with a characterization of the 

situation as a whole.  After this first approximation, the various aspects of the 

situation undergo a more and more detailed analysis.  (Deutsch, 1968, p. 418)19 

 

Lewin proposed that without a “field” perspective, the questions central to social 

psychology – questions such as how cultures change and how social context contributes 

to normal and abnormal personality development – cannot be answered.  The scale of 

understandings Lewin (1951, p. 165) believed could be achieved through approaches 
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based on field theory is reflected in his description of such approaches as resting “on the 

intersection of experimental psychology, experimental sociology, and experimental 

cultural anthropology.”             

In an effort to capture the breadth of applicability and precision of laws of 

physics, Lewin introduced mathematical equations to social psychology.  Selecting an 

example from his many mathematical formulas (describing such diverse aspects of 

human behavior as communication, learning, levels of physical activity, and organization 

of life space as a function of age), Lewin attempted to describe individual behavior as an 

effort to resolve tensions between intra-psychic elements and the characteristics that 

define the activity or object immediately encountered by the individual.  More 

specifically stated, for any given object or situation, G, encountered by the individual, his 

or her perception of the object or situation (valuation, fear, excitement, sense of 

affiliation) creates a valence, Va(G), a portion of which is, in turn, the product of the 

individual’s character and current psychological state, P.   

 

Motivation for Behavior (termed “Locomotion”) = f[P, G, Va(G)]   

 

The significance of this equation and others lies in the conceptualization that human 

behavior cannot be attributed to internal, intra-psychic forces alone or even primarily, an 

attribution made by most psychological theories, including psychoanalytic theory. 
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discussion.    

While elegant in presentation, equations such as that presented above convey the 

vulnerabilities of field theory, vulnerabilities that have left this rich theoretical body 

largely unable to account for the complexities of human behavior it originally set out to 

address.  First, contextual to any equation is the concept of equilibrium.  One side of the 

equation must equal the other since the forces or entities represented by the entire 

equation express a foundational equilibrium to be maintained.  While the non-living 

physical forces of the universe (e.g., gravity, electromagnetism, sub-atomic attractions 

and repulsions) can readily be represented as inviolable laws of equilibrium, no such 

context of equilibrium has been identified for individual and social human behavior.  For 

example, while not outside the realm of possibility, it is challenging to discern an 

equilibrium – particularly one that approaches the precision of mathematical 

representation – maintained by cruelties and vulgarities expressed by one individual 

toward another (much less documenting such acts via photography) as occurred in Abu 

Ghraib prison.  As a result of this challenge, the premise for creating the behavior-

defining equations foundational to field theory is open to question. 

Related to the problem of establishing fundamental and lasting equilibria 

contextually governing human behavior, the concept of time poses a second vulnerability 

for field theory.  The laws of physics were derived in accordance with the behavior of 

non-living particles, particles that do not to any significant degree store or carry 

impressions of experience potentially influencing their future behavior.  Each particle and 

each category of particles addressed by the mathematical formulas of physics consistently 
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responds in the same manner to the “field,” behaving in the same ways across time.  

Because human beings have the capacity for carrying impressions (both consciously and 

unconsciously) of experience and those impressions potentially influence future behavior 

within a given field, it is more difficult to derive formulas that consistently account for 

human action.  Further, since each individual has the capacity to form impressions 

differing from those of any other individual (whether due to innate character, differing 

histories of experience, or other reasons), the derivation of laws applicable across people 

is problematic.  In short, research based in field theory finds itself challenged by 

significant limitations to generalizability of results.   

The third vulnerability is perhaps best expressed in Lewin’s shift in research focus 

as his interests narrowed from addressing large social issues generated by World War II 

and the growing interdependence of nations – issues of Humankind, including prejudice 

and war – to the study of dynamics of small group behavior.  This shift, at least in part, is 

an expression of the complexity of addressing social behavior writ large.  Shaw (1976,   

p. 16), referring to field theory’s contributions to understanding group behavior in general 

(i.e., groups of varying sizes), commented, “Field theory provides an excellent basis for 

the description of group behavior, but, unfortunately, it has not led to a systematic 

theoretical formulation of group processes.”  The shift in research focus represents 

Lewin’s turning to smaller units of behavior in order to better understand the whole – a 

change in direction from the initial holistic aspirations of field theory’s approach.  

Further, the primary contributions of Festinger (a student of Lewin), while highly 

valuable for expanding our understanding of social psychology, represent a return to 

classical laboratory scientific methods.  The return to classical methods is, in part, the 
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result of the second vulnerability described above.  Without adequate theoretical capacity 

to define sources or predict behavioral outcomes across time and across individuals (i.e., 

generalizability), the researcher is left to restrict the field in which research occurs to a 

brief period of time and a controlled range of characteristics of subjects and situation.  

The return to a reliance on controlled laboratory studies and a focus on smaller units of 

behavior represents the gradual abandonment of field theory as a grand theory of human 

behavior. 

 

The Theory of Cognitive Dissonance  

Festinger (1919 - 1989) proposed the existence of a primary motivational force 

for human behavior located internal to the individual and founded upon the psychological 

experience of conflict between cognitions.  Festinger (1957) proposed that individuals 

find “nonfitting relations” between and within areas of knowledge, opinions, and beliefs 

to be psychologically uncomfortable.  The awareness of nonfitting relations or “cognitive 

dissonance” serves as “an antecedent condition which leads to activity oriented toward 

dissonance reduction just as hunger leads to activity toward hunger reduction” (Festinger, 

1957, p. 3).  The reader can discern the influence of Lewin’s – under whom Festinger 

studied – physics-like conceptualizations in the latter’s description of the magnitude of 

dissonance. 

 

 The maximum dissonance that can possibly exist between any two elements is  
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 equal to the total resistance to change of the less resistant element.  The 

magnitude of dissonance cannot exceed this amount because, at this point of 

maximum possible dissonance, the less resistant element would change, thus 

eliminating the dissonance.  (Festinger, 1957, p. 28) 

 

 Cognitive dissonance theory accounts for surprising, counter-intuitive aspects of 

human behavior.  For example, in a classic experiment Stanford University students 

volunteered to serve as subjects in a study ostensibly designed to assess “measures of 

performance” on simple tasks of dexterity (Festinger and Carlsmith, 1959, p. 204).  In the 

experiment, subjects individually performed boring tasks such as placing and removing 

spools from a tray and turning wooden pegs one-quarter turn at a time, each task 

performed for thirty minutes in the presence of an observer who appeared to be timing 

the activity with a stopwatch.  Counter-intuitively, subjects paid one dollar to describe the 

experiment to a new subject (actually a stooge) later reported the experimental tasks to be 

significantly more enjoyable and interesting than did subjects paid twenty dollars to 

provide a favorable description.  In accordance with cognitive dissonance theory, in 

contrast with receipt of twenty dollars, receipt of one dollar did not adequately justify 

giving a false description of the notably boring tasks.  Subjects therefore altered their 

experience of the tasks, recalling them to be pleasurable enough to justify receipt of the 

dollar.  Stated otherwise, by recalling the experience of the tasks in more favorable terms, 

subjects in the one-dollar condition were able to decrease cognitive dissonance. 

   



148 
 

 discussion. 

 While the theory of cognitive dissonance has proven to be a valuable tool for 

understanding complexities of human behavior, it may be challenged to adequately 

explain the emergence of cruelty at the hands of individuals serving as guards in the 

Stanford Prison Experiment (SPE) and Abu Ghraib prison.  The challenge can be 

perceived in several ways.  First, it could reasonably be anticipated that one or more of 

the guards in the SPE or Abu Ghraib prison would have expressed the experience of 

cognitive dissonance resulting from the conflict between personal moral values, on one 

hand, and the cruelty apparent in their behavior.  No guard in either setting expressed 

such an experience in conversation or in writing, in public or private communications 

with others.  Substantial information from photographs, videotape, audio-tape, 

observation by others, and self-report indicates that the guards did not experience 

dissonance to any troublesome degree.  None appear to have experienced significant 

emotional or emotion-related conditions of anxiety, guilt, depression, or self-doubt.  

None appear to have had significant non-emotional, cognitive awareness that the dictates 

of their moral codes were in conflict with demonstrated actions (as specifically evidenced 

by Abu Ghraib prison guards’ taking photographs of their inhumane actions and 

distributing them to others as “trophies”).  The lack of conscious awareness of an 

emotional or cognitive experience stemming from dissonance points toward the role of 

other processes responsible for restoration of cognitive consonance, processes for which 

dissonance theory does not provide adequate account.  As a result, cognitive dissonance 

theory appears to be incomplete, presenting input elements and conditions contributing to 
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dissonance and output products of consonance-restoration without accounting for the 

workings of the dissonance-to-consonance process itself.20   

 Second, particularly in the “mock” situation of the SPE, it might be anticipated 

that several of the guards – all voluntary subjects – would have resolved dissonance 

resulting from conflict between moral values and demonstrated action by withdrawing 

consent for participation.  More specifically, it might be anticipated that several would 

arrive at consonance-restoring (consciously or unconsciously derived) “reasonable” 

justifications for leaving the experiment, ending participation in cruelty.  That none did 

so is, however, explainable by dissonance theory in the following way.  The ease with 

which consent for participation could be withdrawn did not cognitively justify initiation 

or continuation of cruel conduct.  Cognitive consonance could therefore be restored by 

diminishing awareness of responsibility for inhumane treatment of others (e.g., seeing 

one’s acts as being less than cruel, viewing inmates as deserving of cruelty, attributing 

responsibility for one’s actions to authority figures, etc.).  In accordance with dissonance 

theory, as justification for one’s cruel actions decreases, there is a likelihood that one’s 

tendency toward cruelty will increase.  Following this line of thought, individuals carry a 

potential for initiating, perpetuating, or intensifying cruel behavior with little or no 

appreciable justification other than “feeling like” doing so or following another’s in-jest 

implication in the direction of inhumane behavior.  Cognitive dissonance theory is 

challenged to account for the rarity of this occurrence.  Stated in complementary form, 

cognitive dissonance theory is challenged to account for individuals’ conscious or 

unconscious selection of continuation and intensification of cruelty under (unlike Abu 

Ghraib prison) notably non-coercive conditions of minimal authoritative directive, ease 
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of withdrawal from participation, and understanding of the “mock” nature of roles and 

setting. 

 

The Theory of Groupthink  

  Janis (1972) noted that most research results pertaining to group and 

organizational processes emphasize the importance of group cohesiveness and 

“solidarity” in order to achieve goals and reach maximum productivity.  Bearing these 

findings in mind, the author puzzled over disastrous military outcomes stemming from 

highly cohesive groups of top advisors, strategists, and administrators.  For example, in 

1961 after several years of planning by top military personnel, President Kennedy 

ordered the invasion of Cuba with an army of 1400 Cuban exiles trained by U.S. forces 

and aided by the U.S. Navy, Air Force, and CIA.  Within three days of the invasion, two 

of the four Navy vessels involved had been sunk and all 1400 troops were either killed or 

captured by Fidel Castro’s military forces.  Retrospective analyses revealed obvious 

strategic and operational flaws in the carefully planned invasion.  For this and other 

dismal decisional outcomes of highly cohesive groups, Janis (1972, p. 13) coined the 

term “groupthink” about which he stated the following: 

 

The more amiability and esprit de corps among the members of a policy-making 

in-group, the greater is the danger that independent critical thinking will be 

replaced by groupthink, which is likely to result in irrational and dehumanizing 

actions directed against out-groups. 
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In addition to high levels of group cohesiveness, Janis found two other conditions 

contributory to groupthink: 1) insulation of the group from the input of other qualified 

decision-makers considered to be outside the group and 2) active promotion by the group 

leader of his or her preferred decisional outcomes.21  While Janis associated these 

conditions with the emergence of groupthink, they do not in themselves adequately 

explain the motivation underlying individuals’ suspension of independent judgment and 

expression of personally held values under conditions of solidarity.  In contrast with 

conditions contributing to positive, productive decisional outcomes of cohesive groups, 

Janus (1972, p. 203) noted that groupthink tends to emerge under conditions “that cannot 

be alleviated by standard operating procedures.”  The decision-making body is faced with 

unusual conditions defined by significant threat and instability.  As the intensity of threat 

and external instability increases, individuals’ normal ease with self-expression fostered 

by a context of personal acceptance (solidarity) meets a conflicting conscious or 

unconscious desire to protect self-esteem by further identifying with the group. 

   

Concurrence-seeking and the various symptoms of groupthink to which it gives 

rise can be best understood as a mutual effort among the members of a group to 

maintain self-esteem, especially when they share responsibility for making vital 

decisions that pose threats of social disapproval and self-disapproval.  (Janis, 

1972, p. 203) 

 

Most troubling for humanitarian efforts, the more personally or psychologically  
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threatening the moral elements faced by the decision-making group, the greater the 

tendency for members to suspend individual morality and adhere to group concurrence. 

    

The greater the threats to the self-esteem of the members of a cohesive decision-

making body, the greater will be their inclination to resort to concurrence-seeking 

at the expense of critical thinking.  If this explanatory hypothesis is correct, 

symptoms of groupthink will be found most often when a decision poses a moral 

dilemma, especially if the most advantageous course of action requires the policy-

makers to violate their own standards of humanitarian behavior.  Under these 

conditions, each member is likely to become more dependent than ever on the in-

group for maintaining his self-image as a decent human being and accordingly 

will be more strongly motivated than ever to maintain a sense of group unity by 

striving for concurrence.  (Janis, 1972, p. 206) 

 

    discussion. 

Janis’ theory of groupthink has proven to be a valuable tool in understanding the 

conditions under which groups of individuals – even experts – can be expected to deviate 

from logical, insightful, and moral thinking.  Groupthink, however, may provide only 

partial explanation for such things as the cruelties shown in the SPE and Abu Ghraib 

prison.  The limitations of groupthink’s ability to provide more comprehensive 

explanation are several-fold.  First, groupthink’s utility in defining the conditions under 

which group cognitive processes falter falls short of providing an understanding of the 
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internal psychological means by which the normally adequate decision-making of groups 

and individual members goes awry.  More specifically, “group cohesiveness,” in-group 

“insulation” from out-group influence, leaders’ “active promotion” of certain 

perspectives, and “unusual conditions defined by significant threat and instability” are 

descriptors of social and environmental conditions contributing to groupthink but not of 

the psychological processes influenced by these conditions.  Without an understanding of 

internal psychological processes, groupthink theory is unable to provide guidance toward 

understandings and cruelty-inhibiting interventions on the personal or psychological 

level.              

  Second, Janis relied upon the concepts of “self-esteem” and protection of self-

esteem to approach both a source of psychological motivation and a psychological 

mechanism or process by which groupthink works within the individual.  Established 

psychological conceptualizations of self-esteem do not, however, assign its maintenance 

or replenishment solely or primarily to feedback from the immediate social environment.  

While the seeking and acceptance of social feedback may, in part, assist in maintaining 

and replenishing an individual’s self-esteem, its maintenance and replenishment also, in 

part, relies upon the individuals’ rejection of social feedback.  For instance, the 

psychological moral agency of conscience – a primary contributor to experiences of self-

worth and self-esteem – is inherently based upon the individual’s rejection of social 

influences counter to the directives of that agency.  Further, the greater the threat to 

directives of conscience, the greater the elevation of self-esteem levels in response to 

adherence to those directives.  When seen in this light, Janis’ theory leaves open to 

question the role of self-esteem in the emergence of groupthink.     
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Third, the theory of groupthink was developed within the context of 

administrative-group planning, decision-making, and policy formation and not within the 

context of implementation of outcomes of those group processes.  It is one thing to 

understand the conditions under which groups deviate from logical, insightful, and moral 

thinking removed from the field of implementation.  It is another to understand how 

groups and individuals intimately participate in the immoral or cruel behaviors to which 

inadequate administrative-group thinking (groupthink) may contribute.  It is therefore 

unlikely that the theory of groupthink, in and of itself, can or should be expected to 

provide full enough understanding of events within the SPE or Abu Ghraib prison.  

     

Social Learning Theory  

Bandura, Ross, and Ross (1961) challenged accepted stimulus-response bases of 

learning social behavior when they demonstrated children’s imitation of adult-modeled 

aggressive (and non-aggressive) behavior.  Significant to the researchers’ findings, the 

child-subjects – who punched, kicked, struck with a mallet, and jumped on a blow-up 

Bobo doll serving as the target of aggression – learned the behavior via observation only, 

without the need for reward or other reinforcement as predicted by established theories.  

Bandura et al. (1961, p. 580) presented their findings as follows: 

 

The results of this study provide strong evidence that observation of cues 

produced by the behavior of others is one effective means of eliciting certain 
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forms of responses for which the original probability is very low or zero.  Indeed, 

social imitation may hasten or short-cut the acquisition of new behaviors without 

the necessity of reinforcing successive approximations as suggested by Skinner 

(1953). 

 

Bandura provided primary contributions to social psychology’s shift toward 

emphasis on social cognition theory and self theory in the latter decades of the twentieth 

century.  The shift represents an increased focus on individuals’ and groups’ reliance on 

cognitive processes for learning social norms and expectations and for deriving a concept 

of self.  In a study of “moral disengagement” contributing to inhumane acts, Bandura 

(1999) – like Milgram (1974; see pages 149-152 below) turned to propositions of an 

“agentic” individual that, beginning at birth, learns socially expected patterns of thought 

and behavior, gradually internalizing that learning into self-expectations of thought and 

behavior.  Specifically regarding the learning of moral expectations, Bandura (1999,       

p. 193) noted the following: 

 

The moral self is thus embedded in a broader, sociocognitive self theory 

encompassing self-organizing, proactive, self-reflective, and self-regulative 

mechanisms.  These self-referent processes provide the motivational as well as the 

cognitive regulators of moral conduct.           
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Bandura theorized that influences of culture-wide sociopolitical systems as well 

as institutional influences contribute to mechanisms of suspension of socially appropriate 

and personally held moral codes.  He listed as the mechanisms of suspension such social 

influences as moral justification (e.g., “Protection of our homeland, our families, and 

generations of our children yet unborn requires that we…), sanitizing language, 

advantageous comparison (e.g., “What we have done wrong does not compare with the 

magnitude of what they have done.”), diffusion of personal responsibility, minimizing 

injurious impact, attribution of blame, and dehumanization.               

 

discussion. 

It is important to note that while Bandura’s and social psychology’s reliance on 

social cognition and self theories provides compelling learning-theory-derived 

explanation for the emergence of cruel behavior in otherwise moral individuals, it also 

contributes to the identification of several inadequacies and conflicts within that 

explanation.  First, cognition-based development of a personal moral structure requires 

significant duration of exposure to the elements (e.g., norms and expectations) that must 

be learned and internalized as one’s own code of thought and conduct.  However, the 

processes of moral suspension described by Bandura require relatively brief durations of 

time of exposure for immorality inducing “cognitive restructuring” to take place 

(Bandura, 1999, p. 193).  If such restructuring can occur rapidly, it is unclear why 

learning and adoption of an original (pre-restructuring) personal moral structure would 

require extended duration of exposure.  This theoretical inconsistency is rendered more 
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troubling when one considers that, in contrast with adoption of the original structure, the 

restructuring – like the re-tooling of a factory or the re-routing of automobile traffic – 

appears to require a degree of disassembly prior to adoption (at least for a brief period) of 

an immorality-supporting structure.  It is perhaps in part due to this theoretical challenge 

that McGuire (1999, pp. 105-106), in his review of social cognition theory, committed 

only two sentences to the influence of total institutions on such restructuring or “thought 

reform.”  McGuire (1999, p. 106) – the father of social cognition theory – attributed the 

temporary but dramatic influence of prisons and similar “total institutions” on 

individuals’ thinking and behavior to “qualitatively different processes” than the 

cognition-forming or cognition-altering influences of other settings.         

Second, the existence of a moral structure is, by definition, represented by an 

individual’s resistance to influences counter to its cognitive and behavioral upholding.  

Throughout child, adolescent, and early adult development, the individual adopts and 

strengthens his or her personal moral code via resistance to counter-influences, 

particularly those of social origin.  When seen in this light, it is difficult to understand 

how it is that the agentic self is susceptible to counter-influences in some social settings 

and not in others.  The challenge is intensified when it is recognized that the mechanisms 

proposed to induce immoral thought and behavior in otherwise moral individuals – moral 

justification, sanitizing language, advantageous comparison, etc. – are actually 

descriptors of external social influences and are not internal-to-the-individual, 

psychological mechanisms of induction of immorality.  Stated otherwise, while social 

cognition and self theories provide explanatory description of external-to-the-individual 

influences contributing to immoral conduct, they are challenged to describe the internal, 
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psychological processes and experiences involved in individuals’ incorporation of these 

influences. 

 

Agentic Shift Theory                       

In a study of obedience to authority, Milgram (1974) paid adult male and female 

volunteers $4.50 to participate in a one-hour experiment ostensibly addressing the role of 

punishment in the learning of word pairs.  The subjects were New Haven residents 

representing a broad range of socioeconomic, professional, and educational levels.  The 

experimental design involved what appeared to be random assignment of one volunteer to 

a “teacher” role and another (actually a stooge) to a “learner” role.  For each of the 

learner’s incorrect responses, the teacher was instructed by an impassive, lab-coated 

“experimenter” (actually a stooge) to deliver an electrical shock via a machine that 

appeared to be designed for this purpose.  The intensity of electrical shock appeared to be 

controlled by a series of 30 lever switches marked with voltages ranging from 15 to 450 

volts.  Groups of switches were labeled with descriptors ranging from “Slight Shock” to 

“Danger: Severe Shock,” with two final switches labeled only “XXX.”  When the teacher 

depressed a switch, a bright red light turned on, the machine made electrical buzzing 

noises, a blue light labeled “voltage energizer” flashed, the indicator needle on a voltage 

meter swung to the right, and the clicks of relay switches were sounded.  Although 

convincingly realistic in design, the machine in actuality delivered no electrical shock.  

The learner’s response to “shocks,” however, ranged from soft grunts of mild discomfort 

to loud pleas to stop the unbearable pain and, at the extreme, dead silence. 
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With each incorrect response, the experimenter instructed the teacher to give an 

increasingly severe shock.  If the teacher hesitated to increase shock intensity, the 

experimenter made statements ranging from “Please continue” to “You have no other 

choice.  You must go on.”  When the learner was placed in an adjacent room yet could be 

heard through the wall, 62% of teachers (n = 40) delivered progressively severe shocks to 

the maximum (lethal) level of 450 volts.  When teacher and learner were placed in the 

same room (the learner within arm’s reach of the teacher), 30% of teachers (n = 40) did 

so.  In this latter arrangement, the teacher was instructed to hold the learner’s hand on a 

“shock plate” if the learner did not voluntarily keep his hand on the plate.  Variations of 

the experiment (changes in relative locations of teacher and learner, use of two 

experimenters, etc.) consistently resulted in surprisingly high rates of teachers’ delivery 

of dangerous to lethal levels of electrical shock as long as the experimenter had the 

appearance of authority.                

To explain experimental results, Milgram turned to the then-recently-emerged 

field of cybernetics, the study of organization of systems to allow maximum productivity 

and effectiveness.  Placed within the context of evolutionary theory, the cybernetic 

approach provided a foundation for understanding subjects’ readiness to accept 

subordinate positions and follow the directives of an apparent figure of authority. 

 

The formation of hierarchically organized groupings lends enormous advantage to 

those so organized in coping with dangers of the physical environment, threats 

posed by competing species, and potential disruption from within.  The advantage 
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of a disciplined militia over a tumultuous crowd lies precisely in the organized, 

coordinated capacity of the military unit brought into play against individuals 

acting without direction or structure.  (Milgram, 1974, pp. 123-124) 

   

In the decades since the original Milgram experiment, replications across cultures 

have consistently resulted in approximately two-thirds of subjects demonstrating 

willingness to deliver lethal levels of electroshock under conditions of minimal 

encouragement by a figure of authority, a result consistent with Milgram’s original 

findings (see Blass, 1999).  Milgram theorized that human beings are constitutionally 

predisposed to submit to authority, readily relinquishing individual autonomy.  Calling 

the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral changes accompanying the transition from 

autonomy to subordination the “agentic shift,” Milgram noted that “[w]hen individuals 

enter a condition of hierarchical control, the mechanism which ordinarily regulates 

individual impulses is suppressed and ceded to the higher-level component [the organized 

social group] (1974, p. 131).”  Acknowledging that the biochemical and neurological 

pathways contributing to the agentic shift were not yet discernable, Milgram (1974, p. 

133) stated the following: 

 

However, there is a phenomenological expression of this shift to which we do 

have access.  The critical shift in functioning is reflected in an alteration of 

attitude.  Specifically, the person entering an authority system no longer views 

himself as acting out of his own purposes but rather comes to see himself as an 
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agent for executing the wishes of another person.  Once an individual conceives 

his action in this light, profound alterations occur in his behavior and his internal 

functioning.  These are so pronounced that one may say that this altered attitude 

places the individual in a different state from the one he was in prior to 

integration into the hierarchy. 

 

discussion.    

Bandura’s research in observational learning and Milgram’s agentic shift are often 

viewed as having separate foci and resulting in separate theories addressing separate 

areas of human behavior.  Where Bandura’s work contributed to a new learning 

paradigm, that of Milgram contributed to a new awareness of the influential power of 

authority.  Both have significantly contributed to deepened understanding of human 

behavior and are regarded as classic studies in social psychology.  Review of the work of 

these researchers – as well as that of Zimbardo in the development of situational 

attribution theory (see section immediately below), leaves one with a sense of connection 

between them.  All deal with the eliciting of aggression directed toward others.  To 

clarify the possible importance of this commonality, one would have to consider the 

effectiveness of social learning and authoritative directives in eliciting other-directed 

aggression relative to self-directed aggression and a range of non-aggressive behaviors.  

Such systematic comparative studies have not been attempted.     

For instance, in reference to Bandura’s work, research efforts have not at this time  
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clarified the degree to which observation of others’ behavior contributes to “learning” 

when it is behavior other than other-directed aggression that has been modeled.  For 

instance, would children as quickly learn to pet a snake or allow tarantulas to climb their 

arms by watching modeling of such behavior?  Similarly, in reference to Milgram’s 

work, research efforts have not at this time clarified the degree to which subjects will 

follow an authority’s directive when it is behavior other than other-directed aggression 

that is the content of the directive.  For instance, would Milgram’s subjects as readily 

follow directives to smear amounts feces on themselves or insert a hypodermic needle 

into their bodies, beginning with scratching the skin surface and, in directed increments, 

increasing the depth of insertion?22  

When one considers the ease and rapidity with which aggression is expressed via 

modeling, authoritative directive, or situational influence, there appears to be 

convergence of results from separate experimental paradigms.  The significant level of 

surprise created by results contributed to recognition as “classic” the experiments and the 

theories designed to explain those results.  It is possible, however, that the surprising 

behavior exhibited across experiments is as much the result of ease of elicitation of the 

internal impulse (other-directed aggression) as the external parameters contributing to 

that elicitation: observation of models, authoritative directive, and situational influence. 

    

Situational Attribution Theory 

  Haney, Banks, and Zimbardo (1973) created a simulated prison environment in  
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the basement of the psychology building at Stanford University, manning it with “mock” 

guards and inmates who volunteered to participate in the two-week-long experiment for 

$15 per day.  Subject selection was designed to control personality or “dispositional” 

factors to which the origin of institutional cruelty is generally attributed.  Selection design 

included extensive interview of an original pool of 75 volunteers, all young-adult, male, 

college students.  The interview probed family background, physical and mental health 

histories, and experience with and attitude toward expressed psychopathology, including 

involvement in crime.  Ten subjects were randomly assigned to the role of guard and 11 

to the role of inmate.  Once assigned roles, all 21 were administered a battery of 

psychological tests, the results scored at the completion of the experiment in order to 

control potential for experimenter bias in interpretation of observed behaviors.  Test 

results did not reveal psychopathology in any of the subjects.  According to the 

researchers, 

 

Through case histories, personal interviews and a battery of personality tests, the 

subjects chosen to participate manifested no apparent abnormalities, anti-social 

tendencies or social backgrounds which were other than exemplary.  On every 

one of the scores of the diagnostic tests each subject scored within the normal-

average range.  Our subjects then, were highly representative of middle-class, 

Caucasian, American society…although above average in both intelligence and 

emotional stability.  (Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973, p. 90)   
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While the inmates (wearing smocks bearing identification numbers, no 

underclothing, dragging a chain and lock on one ankle) remained in the simulated prison 

24 hours per day, guards (uniformed, wearing reflective sunglasses, and carrying batons) 

worked in rotating 8-hour shifts.  Other than restriction from using physical violence 

toward inmates, guards were only given instruction to “maintain the reasonable degree of 

order within the prison necessary for its effective functioning,” leaving them free to 

determine the character of guard-inmate relationships (Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973, 

p. 74).  Within 48 hours of the experiment’s beginning, guards began demeaning inmates 

and using threat of physical aggression against them.  Within this time period, several 

inmates began showing symptoms of significant anxiety.  In the days that followed, 

inmates’ emotional deterioration and guards’ dehumanizing practices intensified.   

  By the end of the sixth day, five inmates had been excused from the experimental 

situation due to symptoms of severe depression, acute anxiety, and emotional instability 

marked by periods of rage, crying, and social withdrawal.  Within this time period, 

guards had had inmates remain in isolation for extended periods of time in extremely 

cramped conditions (a locked, unlit closet with four square feet of floor space), expose 

their genitals to the guards and one another, interact in guard-sculpted homosexual 

positions, and perform sexual acts against the ground (Zimbardo, 2007).  Although 

designed to operate for two weeks, the prison experiment was ended on the sixth day due 

to the increasing level of guard-initiated cruelty and inmate emotional breakdown.23        

  Video and audio recordings of interactions between and within guard and inmate 

subgroups – many of the recordings made without subjects’ awareness – strongly 
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indicated that participants were not merely “playing roles.”  They appeared to have 

accepted what was originally a “mock” prison as a new “reality,” a social component of 

which was characterized by guards’ ego-syntonic expressions of dominance and inmates’ 

ego-syntonic (although emotionally distressing) acceptance of subordination.  Further 

supporting acceptance of a new reality, at the experiment’s inception subjects had been 

clearly informed of the voluntariness of participation (subjects could withdraw consent to 

participate at any time, for any reason) in both written and oral form.  However, no 

subject – guard or inmate – voluntarily left the experimental situation, even when 

experiencing extreme distress.  Rather than behaving in accordance with the cognitive 

awareness of voluntariness of participation, subjects behaved in accordance with the 

influence of the “situational” guard-inmate, dominance-subordination relationship and 

the emotions associated with that relationship.  According to the authors, 

 

It is necessary to demonstrate that the participants in this experiment transcended 

the conscious limits of their preconceived stereotyped roles and their awareness of 

the artificiality and limited duration of imprisonment.  We feel there is abundant 

evidence that virtually all of the subjects at one time or another experienced 

reactions which went well beyond the surface demands of role-playing and 

penetrated the deep structure of the psychology of imprisonment.  (Haney, Banks, 

& Zimbardo, 1973, p. 91) 
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 discussion. 

 Results of what has become known as the “Stanford Prison Experiment” (SPE) 

are compelling when one considers the significant level of cruelty elicited in a short 

period of time in what appear to be psychologically sound, intelligent college students 

voluntarily assuming the role of “guard” in a mock prison setting.  Because of the 

apparent and uniform normalcy and health of participants in the experiment, the 

researchers (Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973) concluded that “situational” factors rather 

than “dispositional” or personality factors were accountable for the cruelty displayed.   

 

…[W]e may assert that the variance in behaviour observed could be reliably 

attributed to variations in situational rather than personality variables.  The 

inherently pathological characteristics of the prison situation itself, at least as 

functionally simulated in our study, were a sufficient condition to produce 

aberrant, anti-social behaviour.  (Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973, p. 90)  

  

 There are, however, three significant challenges to this interpretation of findings.  

First, it is challenging to attribute human behavior to variables “external” to the 

individual to the exclusion or near-exclusion of “internal” variables.  This is perhaps best 

represented by example.  If a man attends a Sunday Catholic mass, he is likely to 

demonstrate behaviors of “reverence”: attentiveness, thoughtful silence, politeness to 

others, respectful compliance (standing and sitting at a priest’s directive), and humble 
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posturing (e.g., genuflection and hands clasped in prayer).  It is not likely that such 

behaviors – which differ in significant ways from behaviors the individual demonstrates 

in other settings that occupy his life – would be attributed exclusively to the “situation” 

of church.  While mass, like the simulated prison setting, represents a distinct set of 

situational factors (ornate stained glass windows, symbols of the crucifixion, raised dais 

and lectern, robed and head-dressed priests, organ music, burning incense, and norms of 

interpersonal behavior all within impressive cathedral architecture), human behavior 

within mass is generally conceptualized to be the expression of interaction between 

internal psychological and external situational factors.  By extension, human behavior 

across all settings is generally attributed to such an interaction.  It would be difficult to 

conceptualize a field such as social psychology without the foundational assumption of 

some form of psychological-environmental interplay.  Because Haney, Banks, and 

Zimbardo (1973) included the disparate roles of “guard” and “inmate” and personal and 

emotional impacts of social domination and subordination within the definition of 

“situational,” their use of the term, too, includes internal psychological – if not 

“dispositional” – factors.  Situational attribution theory, however, does not define the role 

that such internal factors played in the emergence of cruelty in the SPE.               

 Second, because of the subjects’ demonstration of behaviors at odds with those 

predicted by interview, personal history, and psychological assessment, it seems a natural 

and logical step to assign the source of behavior to the external situation.  From this point 

of view, the healthy results of interview, personal history, and psychological assessment 

are assumed to eliminate the influence of internal variables on expressed behavior.  This 

essentially would mean that in specific settings (such as those of mock or real prison), the 
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complex, developmentally established, cognitively and emotionally interpretive processes 

comprising our internal psychologies are somehow suspended or circumvented.  By 

extension, within these settings situational parameters are to a significant degree directly 

or nearly directly translated into behavior.  Although the behaviors demonstrated in the 

SPE are dramatic and repulsive to civil or moral elements of our perceptions, subjects 

were far from automaton-like in their actions and communications (assuming that 

automaton-like behavior would be representative of a direct situation-to-behavior 

translation).  Videotaped, photographed, and written depictions of subjects document 

significant cognitive and emotional processing that – while troublesome to moral 

substrates of our personalities – could readily be assumed to comprise internal 

psychological functioning.24                    

 Third, the interpretation of experimental results presented by Haney, Banks, and 

Zimbardo (1973) assumes that personality or disposition is a uniform entity, the whole of 

which can be defined by results of assessments, the administration of which is restricted 

to a limited time period and limited set of environmental conditions (in this case, over 

hours or days prior to subjects’ experience of simulated prison conditions).  Results of the 

SPE do not rule out and – when one considers the perspectives presented in the two 

paragraphs immediately above – point toward the possibility that disposition is not a 

uniform entity.  Results potentially point toward an understanding of disposition as multi-

faceted entity, the facet expressed at a given moment being, in part, dependent upon the 

intersection of psychological and environmental factors.  Within this understanding and 

in contrast with the interpretation provided by the researchers, the personality structure of 

human beings (referring to consistencies of personality structure shared by all people, the 
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“universal disposition”) would be recognized in terms of its capacity for differential 

behavioral expression in accordance with the interaction of both dispositional and 

situational variables.          
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Abu Ghraib Prison 

Social psychologist Phillip Zimbardo, the leading expert on social psychological 

contributions to institutional cruelty, applied and extended his findings from the 1973 

Stanford Prison Experiment in his study of events at Abu Ghraib prison.  In 2004, he 

testified as an expert witness for the defense in court-martial proceedings against 

Sergeant Chip Frederick, one of the American soldiers charged with numerous cruelties 

against inmates.  According to Zimbardo (2007, p. ix),   

 

…[T]he parallels between the abuses at Abu Ghraib and the events in the SPE 

[Stanford Prison Experiment] have given our Stanford prison experience added 

validity, which in turn sheds light on the psychological dynamics that contributed 

to creating horrific abuses in that real prison.  

 

Zimbardo, (2007, p. 331) noted that he agreed to participate in court marital 

proceedings  

 

…so that I could have access to all the information I needed to fully 

understand the role of the triadic elements in the attibutional analysis of  
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this alien behavior: the Person, the Situation, and the System, that had put 

this person in that place to commit such crimes. 

 

The System  

Well before its occupation by American forces in 2003, Abu Ghraib prison had an 

uneasy reputation.  Located between the war-torn cities of Fallujah and Baghdad and 

built in the mid-1960s, the sprawling 280-acre, walled complex served as an insane 

asylum for individuals labeled as being “severely disturbed.”  In later years prior to the 

U.S.-Iraq conflict, it served as Saddam Hussein’s place of torture for citizens deemed 

dissident to government policy.  As a government message to citizens, as many as 100 

public hangings took place per week.  At times the prison – with its surrounding 24 guard 

towers and a massive 400-foot tower at its center – held up to 50,000 inmates.  Inside the 

prison, its 12-foot-by-12-foot cells each held as many as 40 people.  Even during 

American occupation, plumbing facilities were inadequate, leaving sewage to gather in 

open pools.  Throughout the prison’s history – including the years of American 

occupation – cell blocks were disease, insect, and rodent infested.                

In 2003, after six months of use as the city dump, American forces refurbished 

part of the prison complex to house “non-combatant detainees” – non-military Iraqi 

citizens who had violated the country’s civilian criminal laws.  The original purpose for 

re-opening Abu Ghraib prison was to assist Iraq to adopt humanitarian means of housing 

its criminal offenders.  An indication of rapidly changing plans for the facility, 

Washington officials changed its mission just before it was scheduled to begin receiving 
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inmates.  Rather than receiving non-combatants, it would receive “security detainees” 

(Gourevitch & Morris, 2008, p. 32).  The brigadier general in charge of Abu Ghraib 

prison recognized that the term (which referred to Abu Ghraib prison’s civilian inmate 

population and was nowhere defined in military or civil law) was “a convenience to 

sidestep the law, to sidestep the requirements of the Geneva Conventions” (Gourevitch & 

Morris, 2008, p. 32).  Instead of housing individuals for violating Iraqi law, the prison 

would house civilians in whom American forces had military and intelligence interests.  

The brigadier general’s awareness of efforts to avoid adherence to the Geneva 

Conventions added to personal stresses: having no previous experience with the 

complexities of prison operations, the brigadier general was made responsible for the 

operation of sixteen detainee facilities across Iraq. 

Several months after the re-opening of Abu Ghraib prison, the President of the 

United States publicly declared a state of “extraordinary emergency,” in effect allowing 

indefinite U.S. military detainment of Iraqi citizens suspected of any form of participation 

in acts construed to be terroristic toward the United States (e.g., associating with 

suspected terrorists).  According to Gourevitch and Morris (2008, p. 30),        

 

The order explained that anyone taken into custody on these terms would be a 

military prisoner, but would not have the standing of a POW, and would be 

subject to trial by a military tribunal ungoverned by ‘the principles of law and the 

rules of evidence generally recognized in the trial of criminal cases in the United 

States.’ 
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The rule blurred the distinction between inmates: 1) those posing an immediate threat 

against U.S. forces, 2) those posing no immediate threat but supporting action against 

U.S. forces, and 3) those not associated with threat to U.S. forces but caught in one of the 

frequent military “sweeps” of Iraqi towns and cities.  The blurring meant both a 

burgeoning of prison populations and intensified stress and anger among inmates as they 

faced further deterioration of already squalid prison conditions.  In addition, the blurring 

meant that Iraqi citizens felt growing antipathy toward U.S. forces as innocent individuals 

and respected community members were forced into captivity by (from their perspective) 

an invading foreign power.  The growing antipathy generated increasing numbers of 

citizens in support of and actively participating in violence directed at U.S. civilian and 

military personnel.  

  As Abu Ghraib prison was accepting its first detainees, Washington, D.C. and top 

military officers were redefining the rules of prisoner interrogation in response to the 

President’s suspension of the Geneva Conventions in the “war on terrorism.”  The 

military officer assigned responsibility for overseeing interrogation procedures in Iraq 

had previous interrogation experience in Afghanistan where she had instituted techniques 

of “information extraction” that had no precedent in Army doctrine.  Techniques included 

use of inmate nakedness, shackling in painful stress positions, sensory deprivation, and 

the use of barking dogs to induce fear.  Once in Iraq, memoranda and field guides 

disseminated from her office and the offices of other top military personnel were 

repeatedly revised, leading to confusion about which memorandum or which field guide 

was the most current.  As many as five revisions were disseminated within a single 

month.  Since revised memoranda and field guides followed the same format and had the 
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same external appearance as those of previous issue, military personnel quickly lost 

interest in sorting out which one should be followed.  Suggestions for revision made from 

the war theater in Iraq were generally ignored by ranking military personnel outside the 

theater, adding to frustrations of leaders overseeing the operation of detainee facilities, 

including Abu Ghraib prison.  Dramatic declarative statements such as “the gloves are 

coming off” and the need for interrogation forces to probe “the dark side” issued by top 

military and administrative personnel set a context for increasingly coercive means of 

extracting information without support of specific parameters for such extraction.  A top 

military advisor sent from the detainee site in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba to set policy for 

interrogation at Abu Ghraib prison perhaps did so in a most unfortunate way when he 

verbally advised, “The first thing I noticed is that you’re treating the prisoners too well.  

You have to have control, and they have to know that you’re in control.  You have to 

treat the prisoners like dogs” (Gourevitch & Morris, 2008, pp. 47-48). 

 

The Situation 

Troops assigned to man prison posts at Abu Ghraib prison had, for the most part, 

no prison experience.  The United States’ commitment to brief occupation of Iraq 

compressed schedules, leaving no time or provision for the training of guards.  Guards 

were unable to adequately communicate with inmates, most of whom did not speak 

English.  Guards’ anxiety was heightened by their lack of knowledge of the traditions of 

multiple clans, tribes, religious sects, and social classes represented in the inmate 

population.  Increases in numbers of staff did not keep pace with the swelling inmate 
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population.  Guards had to work increasingly long shifts, extending to 12 hours per day, 

seven days per week.  Because of inadequacy of living quarters, many guards slept in 

empty prison cells, unable to distance themselves from inmates and dismal prison 

conditions.  In addition, because of the surrounding community’s growing animosity 

toward American forces, the prison experienced daily barrages of mortar fire.  Return fire 

was disallowed unless personnel in the guard towers had direct visual contact with the 

source of attack.  Iraqis were aware of the unlikelihood of return fire. 

Abu Ghraib prison had begun operation with 300 inmates in July of 2003.  With 

American focus on capturing enemy combatants rather than on what happened to them 

after capture, Abu Ghraib prison’s population grew to 3000 within two months.  The 

population eventually swelled to over 10,000, several times its design capacity.  Women 

and children as well as the mentally deranged were not adequately separated from the 

prison’s general population.  The mentally ill received no psychiatric attention or 

medication.  The detainee population in Tier 1A (the tier on which the photographs of 

cruelty were taken and eventually released to the public) contained “MI” (Military 

Intelligence) inmates as well as those in whom the military had no specific interest.  The 

mixing of MI and security detainee inmates added to the stress level of guards, who were 

responsible for distinguishing between categories of inmates and treating them according 

to category. 

Further, MI inmates fell under the auspices of Military Intelligence, a separate 

division of the military than that of guards, who were officers under the auspices of the 

Military Police.  With the arrival of MI inmates, the guards faced confusion regarding 
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which command to follow – Military Intelligence or Military Police.  Neither military 

division held authority over the area or population for which the guards were held 

responsible: the tier as a whole.  Commenting on lines of command, one of the later 

court-martialed guards noted, “The lines were crossed and blurred, just messed up.  It 

was a total leadership failure…” (Gourevitch and Morris, 2008, p. 95).   

While security detainees were not the subject of interrogations, MI inmates were.  

This meant that interrogators began entering Tier 1A, subjecting MI inmates to 

increasingly severe forms of physical and emotional stress.  The MP guards were often 

directed by Military Intelligence officers and interrogators to assist with the extraction of 

information from inmates.  When questioned after the Abu Ghraib prison cruelties were 

brought to public awareness, the MI officer in charge of extracting information from MI 

inmates noted, “I did not, nor did any MI personnel to my knowledge, have a 

conversation or provide written instruction to the MPs as to how to exactly implement the 

procedure [of extraction]” (Gourevitch and Morris, 2008, pp. 40-41).  Inmates were 

frequently kept naked, shackled in painful positions for extended periods of time, and 

severely deprived of sleep.  The tier was continuously bombarded by blaring rap and 

heavy metal music, adding to the tensions of inmates and guards.  Several months after 

Abu Ghraib prison’s re-opening, military police dogs arrived and were routinely used to 

terrorize inmates.      

As more MI inmates entered Abu Ghraib prison, Tier 1A came under increasing 

control of Military Intelligence.  Under the direction of MI, interrogation became the 

tier’s primary mission, replacing the usual mission of MP guards: provision of sufficient 
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housing, security, and order for the inmate population.  Interrogators entered and left the 

tier in accordance with no schedule, represented various military, government (e.g., 

Defense Intelligence Agency, CIA, FBI, etc.), and private agencies specializing in 

information extraction, and were non-uniformed, bearing no identification.  Further, as 

many as 10 of the 50 Tier 1A inmates were “ghost prisoners,” meaning that guards were 

never to know their names or in any way indicate their presence in the prison.  Five 

months after Abu Ghraib prison began operation, a ghost prisoner was killed at the hands 

of MI and interrogation personnel after suffering beatings and hours of shackling in 

painful positions.  While later ruled a homicide, at the time the death was officially 

reported to be the result of a heart attack occurring while the inmate was showering (i.e., 

the fall in the shower accounting for the bone fractures and bruising to the dead man’s 

body).       

Six months after the re-opening of Abu Ghraib prison, 280 photographs depicting 

scenes of MP guards’ abuse of inmates reached the media and the public.  The 

photographs – all taken by prison guards – represented moments in 12 days of life in Abu 

Ghraib prison, showing 26 incidents of inmate abuse.  Most of the abuses took place 

during night shift, away from the supervision of ranking MP and MI officers.  Facial 

expressions and body language of guards depicted in the photographed abuses indicated 

ease and pleasure in their participation.  After months of examining the photographs, the 

military’s lead forensic examiner observed, “I think they [the guards] thought what they 

were doing was acceptable.  What is acceptable behavior gets fuzzy in war” (Gourevitch 

& Morris, 2008, p. 267).  Triggered by emergence of the photographs, a military 

investigation yielded videotapes and individuals’ reports of abuse by MP guards, CIA 
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officers, and private contractors involved in the overseeing of Iraqi prisoners.  Reported 

abuses included forcing a black-hooded, black-shrouded prisoner to stand on boxes with 

electrical wires attached to his hands and feet, a military police officer raping a female 

prisoner, two interrogators sexually abusing a 16-year-old girl, soldiers urinating on 

prisoners, soldiers sodomizing prisoners with batons, and soldiers pouring phosphoric 

acid on prisoners.   

 

The Person   

Sgt. Frederick and the six other guards who faced court-martial all had family, 

educational, employment, and military histories that lacked indications of 

psychopathology or tendencies toward cruelty.  Zimbardo (2007) reviewed the histories 

and results of comprehensive psychological testing of Sgt. Chip Frederick.  Information 

from this review is presented here as generally representational of the seven prosecuted 

individuals.  At the time of the military trial, Sgt. Frederick was a 37-year-old married 

man with two stepdaughters.  In civilian life, he had regularly attended Baptist Church.  

He had completed community college in his small hometown in Maryland and then 

attended courses at a state college, although he did not complete a degree.  Before 

entering the military, he worked in a prison as a correctional officer.  Sgt. Frederick’s 

childhood background contained no indication of individual or family dysfunction, 

instead appearing to involve consistent maternal and paternal support.  At the time of 

court-martial, he had never shown the need for or received psychological counseling or 

medications for psychological or psychiatric difficulties.  His sister, 11 years his senior,  
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described her brother as follows: 

 

Growing up with Chip was a delight for me…Chip was a quiet person.  He was 

considerate of his peers.  Chip always was thoughtful of others’ feelings and was 

never a vengeful type person.  Chip was ornery and liked practical jokes.  He 

would always feed the dog peanut butter and would laugh so hard he would be on 

the ground rolling!  Chip played sports and was a team player.  His philosophy of 

life is fairness, and he still has a strong belief in that, responsibility and 

accountability, he [sic] was taught good morals and values by our parents… 

(Zimbardo, 2007, pp. 338-339)                        

   

Results of a battery of psychological tests revealed that Sgt. Frederick’s 

intellectual functioning fell within the average range.  He showed tendencies toward 

dependency on others and the desire to seek others’ approval – tendencies that could 

contribute to his being a good “social-emotional leader” (i.e., effective at maintaining 

esprit de corps) yet detract from being a good “task leader” (i.e., ensuring that specific 

tasks are completed) (Zimbardo, 2007, p. 343).  At the time of testing, he showed 

symptoms of severe psychological “burnout” marked by physical and emotional 

exhaustion and alienation from normal perceptions of himself.  The following statement 

from a psychological report summarized Sgt. Frederick’s level of burnout:  “Overall, this 

profile indicates a person experiencing job burnout that is specific to the work situation in 

question.  The profile suggests that under different work circumstances, he could be a 
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productive and enthusiastic contributor” (Zimbardo, 2007, p. 344).  A separate and 

independent evaluation conducted by a clinical psychologist stated, “It should also be 

noted that there is no evidence of gross pathology…[He] is not manifesting serious 

personality or Axis I [psychiatric] pathology” (Zimbardo, 2007, p. 342).    

At the time of his court-martial, Sgt. Frederick had accrued credit for serving 11 

years in the National Guard in a combat engineering unit and 10 years in the Military 

Police division of the Army Reserve.  The single black mark on his record occurred early 

in his career and is of minimal significance: arriving late for formation.  Before arriving 

at Abu Ghraib prison, he had served six months in Kuwait and in a small town south of 

Baghdad.  In those months he interacted with the local population (paying particular 

attention to children) and learned some Arabic and cultural traditions.  In the course of 

his service career, Sgt. Frederick earned the Army Achievement Award (3 times), Army 

Reserve Components Medal (4 times), National Defense Medal (2 times), Armed Forces 

Reserve Medal, Noncommissioned Officer’s Professional Development Ribbon, Army 

Service Ribbon, Army Reserve Components Overseas Training Ribbon (2 times), Global 

War on Terrorism Medal, and Global War on Terrorism Expeditionary Medal.  Although 

about to receive the Bronze Star for maintaining safety and security during a potentially 

lethal shooting incident inside Abu Ghraib prison, the award was not given in lieu of 

emerging photographic evidence of his participation in cruel acts against inmates.  In 

contrast with his lengthy and exemplary previous service record, for the brief three 

months of duty served at Abu Ghraib prison Sgt. Frederick was charged with                  

1) conspiracy to maltreat detainees, 2) dereliction of duty, 3) maltreatment of detainees, 

4) assault consummated by battery, and 5) indecent acts with another.  As part of an 
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agreement between the prosecution and the defense, he accepted all charges without 

contest and without entering a guilty plea.      

Military judicial proceedings for each of the seven guards held accountable for 

Abu Ghraib prison’s cruelties were notably brief.  Following a two-day court-martial 

proceeding and a one-hour deliberation for determination of penalty, Sgt. Frederick was 

sentenced to eight years in prison.  Zimbardo (2007, p. x) observed that the prosecutor 

and the judge based their decisions upon “the standard individualism conception that is 

shared by most people in our culture.  It is the idea that the fault was entirely 

‘dispositional,’ the consequence of Sergeant Chip Frederick’s freely chosen rational 

decision to engage in evil.”  Zimbardo noted that within this conceptualization there is no 

room for consideration of the influence of situational factors on human behavior.  The six 

other soldiers facing court-martials for events at Abu Ghraib prison received sentences 

ranging from no time of incarceraton to ten years in prison.    

 

Social Psychological Explanation  

Haney, Banks, and Zimbardo (1973) proposed that the source of institutional 

cruelty lay not in “dispositional factors” of personality but instead in “situational factors,” 

particularly disparate degrees of dominance and subordination held by distinct levels of 

the social system.  This conceptualization of cruelty asserts that anyone is vulnerable to 

engage in acts of cruelty under certain situational conditions.  According to the authors, 

“One of the dominant conclusions of the Stanford Prison Experiment is that the pervasive 

yet subtle power of a host of situational variables can dominate an individual’s will to 
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resist” (1973, p. xii).  This description of social-environmental influences to behavior 

significantly limits the role played by individual will (i.e., the integration of internal 

cognitive-emotional processes contributing to conscious decision-making), leaving some 

forms of expressed human behavior (e.g., cruelty) without a recognizable willed, 

decisional, or motivational basis.   

Perhaps in part to provide such a basis, Zimbardo (2007) expanded the 

conceptualization of situational factors beyond relative dominance or subordination of 

social role and descriptions of non-psychological environmental elements (“situational 

factors”) by including a motivational source for cruelty.  He labeled the source “the 

system,” in its broadest sense referring to political, economic, religious, historical, and 

cultural variables contributing to legitimization of the situational factors supporting 

cruelty.   

 

The System includes the Situation, but it is more enduring, more widespread, 

involving extensive networks of people, their expectations, norms, policies, and, 

perhaps, laws.  Over time, Systems come to have a historical foundation and 

sometimes also a political and economic power structure that governs and directs 

the behavior of many people within its sphere of influence.  Systems are the 

engines that run situations that create behavioral contexts that influence the 

human action of those under their control.  At some point, the System may 

become an autonomous entity, independent of those who initially started it or 

even of those in apparent authority within its power structure.  Each system comes 
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to develop a culture of its own, as many Systems collectively come to contribute 

to the culture of a society.  (Zimbardo, 2007, pp. 179-180) 

 

In its narrow sense, the system refers to leaders who direct political, bureaucratic, 

and other social systems or are responsible for the humane functioning of those systems.  

In this sense, institutional cruelty is perceived to be the result of either 1) pathological 

leadership involving conscious efforts to influence subordinates to commit inhumane acts 

or 2) neglectful leaders who have failed to monitor and guide subordinates’ behavior in 

ways that would avoid the emergence of inhumane behavior.  In this narrow sense (the 

only sense amenable to traditional Western forms of justice in which individuals and not 

social systems are held accountable for wrongdoing), for events in Abu Ghraib prison 

Zimbardo (2007) directly implicated individuals ranging from those holding 

administrative and military authority over the operation of American military prisons on 

Iraqi soil to those holding the highest administrative and military offices in the United 

States.                

According to Zimbardo (2007), the broad- and narrow-sense meanings of the 

“system” contributed to guards’ conduct at odds with conduct one would expect based 

upon personal history and personality structure as determined by assessment.  To account 

for the discrepancy between expected disposition-based behavior and observed situation-

based behavior, Zimbardo referred to a report prepared by former Secretary of Defense 

James Schlesinger.  The Schlesinger Report – largely based on results of the Stanford 

Prison Experiment – listed deindividuation, dehumanization, enemy image, groupthink, 
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moral disengagement, and social facilitation as factors rendering the incidents at Abu 

Ghraib prison “entirely predictable based on a fundamental understanding of social 

psychological principles coupled with an awareness of numerous known environmental 

risk factors” (Zimbardo, 2007, p. 353).  The terms “deindividuation,” “dehumanization,” 

and “moral disengagement” refer to psychological processes or effects internal to the 

individual, contributing to the individual’s exercise of cruelty against others.  The terms 

“enemy image,” “groupthink,” and “social facilitation” refer to psychological processes 

internal to the group, contributing to the group’s exercise of cruelty against others.   

 

internal-to-the-individual processes 

  Zimbardo (2007, p. 367) described “deindividuation” as follows: 

 

The anonymity of person [in this case, MP guards] and place…can create an 

altered state of mind, which, when combined with diffused responsibility for 

one’s actions, induces deindividuation.  Actors become immersed in their high-

intensity physical actions without rational planning or regard for consequences.  

The past and future give way to an immediate-present, hedonistic time 

perspective.  It is a mind space in which emotion rules reason, and constraints on 

passion are loosened.  
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Within the context of Abu Ghraib prison, such things as the wearing of military uniforms, 

adoption of formal military roles and titles (e.g., “Sgt. Frederick”) rather than informal, 

personal roles and titles (e.g., your friend “Chip”), military emphasis on unity rather than 

individuality, and inability to adequately communicate with inmates contributed to the 

diminution of guards’ experience of individuality and their sense that inmates could relate 

to them as individuals.   

Fostered by an in-group’s conscious and unconscious efforts to define itself as 

superior to members of out-groups, “dehumanization” refers to the individual member’s 

perception of specific others as being less than human and therefore inferior to oneself.  

Interpreted in terms of cognitive dissonance theory, MP guards on Tier 1A would not 

have been able to support extraction of information or participate in “softening up” 

procedures if they perceived inmates to be equal to themselves (e.g., brothers).  In this 

light, dehumanization can be conceptualized as serving the purpose of psychological 

defense, allowing MP guards to carry out acts they would otherwise find morally 

unacceptable.                

“Moral disengagement” refers to the process by which the individual convinces 

himself or herself that the moral standards by which behavior is normally guided do not 

apply within a particular context.  The suspension of moral standards releases the 

individual from experiencing guilt, shame, and self-condemnation in the face of his or her 

uncivil or inhumane thoughts, plans, or actions.  On Tier 1A, authoritative statements 

such as “the gloves are coming off” made within a general context of a “war on 

terrorism” and a specific context of coercive means of “information extraction” defined a  
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situation-based, pervasive ethical stance supportive of moral disengagement.            

  

internal-to-the-group processes. 

“Social facilitation” refers to individuals’ tendency to intensify their actions and 

work harder toward a perceived goal when in the company of other individuals pursuing 

the same perceived goal.  Regarding incidents at Abu Ghraib prison, over the period of a 

few weeks the task of “information extraction” became the primary goal of Tier 1A.  The 

goal was supported by actions of interrogators and MI officers as well as directives to MP 

guards to assist with the “softening up” of inmates for purposes of information extraction.  

According to social psychological conceptualization, these factors and the high degree of 

solidarity characterizing the MP group contributed to intensified efforts toward 

information extraction, even if such efforts required use of cruelty.   

“Enemy image” refers to a psychological process by which in-group cohesiveness 

is intensified via perception of out-groups and out-individuals as threatening to in-group 

survival.  Enemy image is best recognized to be a group-level psychological defense 

founded on reality-based or non-reality-based perceptions of external threat to group 

cohesiveness – the latter referring to unconscious creation of a perceived enemy in 

response to feelings of loss of cohesiveness even though no significant enemy exists in 

actuality.  Within the context of Tier 1A, the small group of MP guards consistently 

experienced significant threat to the well-being of individual members and the group as a 

whole (e.g., mortar fire, perception of inmate hostilities intensified by inadequate guard-

inmate communication, emotional and physical fatigue, and fluctuations in the directives 
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and missions that defined the group’s raison d’�tre).  Via the process of enemy image, 

inmates could be seen as posing increasingly significant threat to the cohesiveness and 

survival of the MP-guard in-group, rendering them (inmates) to be targets of guards’ 

aggression.             

“Groupthink,” presented earlier in this manuscript (see pages 141-144 above), 

refers to the tendency for group cohesiveness to contribute to conscious and unconscious 

reluctance of individuals to express points of view that are inconsistent with those held by 

the group as a whole.  Conditions on Tier 1A (e.g., daily mortar bombardments, inability 

to adequately communicate with inmates, continual changes in mission and commands, 

and diffuseness of leadership) contributed to a high degree of group cohesiveness among 

MP guards.  According to theoretical conceptualizations of the emergence of groupthink, 

such cohesiveness contributed to the suppression of individuals’ thoughts and statements 

regarding the immorality and inhumanity of the group’s actions toward inmates. 

Zimbardo also turned to social psychological explanations based upon the theory 

of cognitive dissonance to account for events at Abu Ghraib prison.  He presented the 

likelihood that the increasingly cruel behaviors of guards as encouraged and supported by 

the system were significantly dissonant with the values, attitudes, and beliefs comprising 

components of their individual personalities.25  Zimbardo (2007, p. 220) noted that “[t]he 

greater the discrepancy, the stronger the motivation to achieve consonance and the more 

extreme changes we can expect to see.”  Further,  
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Oddly enough, the dissonance effect becomes greater as the justification for such 

behavior decreases, for instance, when a repugnant action is carried out for little 

money, without threat, and with only minimally sufficient justification or 

inadequate rationale provided for the action.  (Zimbardo, 2007, p. 220) 

   

It was widely recognized by interrogators, MI officers, and MP guards that the 

information extracted from inmates was of little intelligence value.  In accordance with 

the quoted statements immediately above, the less the intelligence value of information 

extracted by therefore-unjustifiable coercive and cruel means, the greater the dissonance 

effect.  In turn, the greater the dissonance effect, the greater “the pressure to change is 

exerted on the softer elements of the dissonance equation, the internal, private elements – 

values, attitudes, beliefs, and even perceptions” (Zimbardo, 2007, p. 220).  As a result, a 

tragic self-reinforcing cycle was created within the walls of Abu Ghraib prison:  lack of 

justification for cruelty directed toward inmates enhanced guards’ perception of inmates 

as deserving of cruelty.      

 

Discussion  

There are several challenges to Zimbardo’s conceptualization of the source of 

institutional cruelty and, by extension, the location of responsibility for such cruelty when 

it occurs.  It is possible that the theoretical and social benefit of his significant 

contributions can be enhanced if these challenges are addressed.  First, the group and 
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individual psychological processes of deindividuation, dehumanization, enemy image, 

groupthink, moral disengagement, and social facilitation are, in actuality, products of 

psychological processes but are not processes in themselves.  For instance, descriptions 

of deindividuation in terms of “[individuals becoming] immersed in their high-intensity 

physical actions without rational planning or regard for consequences,” “the past and 

future [giving] way to an immediate-present, hedonistic time perspective,” and “a mind 

space in which emotion rules reason, and constraints on passion are loosened” are 

descriptions of cognitive, affective, and behavior outcomes, not descriptions of intra-

psychic processes.  Descriptions of intra-psychic processes require information about 

shifts in relationships between theorized components, drives, and images comprising the 

individual or group-level psyche, shifts that in a mechanical, hydraulic, gravitational, 

relativistic, or other dynamic sense contribute to psychological outcomes (e.g., 

deindividuation).  Without a well developed, articulated presentation of components, 

drives, and images comprising a dynamic system of “psyche,” social psychological 

theories are unable to closely enough approach or account for the cognitive, emotional, 

and moral experiences (conscious or unconscious) contributing to institutional cruelty.  In 

turn, without an adequate accounting for such private, internal experiences, social 

psychological theories are unable to assess or assign responsibility for cruel actions with 

sufficiently personal understandings.                  

Second, it is not likely – and Zimbardo did not imply – that the system in both 

broad and narrow senses can be considered to be the source of only inhumane behaviors.  

It is likely that the system can be considered to be the source of, on one hand, 

individuals’ inhumane behaviors as well as, on the other hand, individuals’ altruistic 
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behaviors.  If systems were conceptualized to be the primary influence producing such 

extremes of behavior, it is unclear why it would not serve as the primary influence for all 

degrees of moral-immoral, humane-inhumane behaviors demonstrated by individuals 

comprising all but perhaps the highest (policy-setting, decision-making) levels of the 

system.  Of concern, the degree to which the system serves as the source of human 

behavior is the degree to which the concept of individuality (more specifically, the 

concepts of the individual’s cognitive, emotional, and moral capacities) loses theoretical 

value to the field of psychology.  Of complementary concern, delineation of situations in 

which the concept of individuality fails to maintain its theoretical value creates a 

significant gap in our understanding of human behavior.  The currently unanswered 

question of why one situation or system has the capacity to supplant individual 

psychological or dispositional contributions to behavior while another situation or system 

lacks such capacity appears to weaken the overall explanatory value of Zimbardo’s 

formulations.     

Third, the narrow-sense meaning of “system” connotes that leaders are 

accountable for and capable of ensuring the humane operation of the social systems they 

oversee.  Consistent with this use of the term, leaders themselves serve as an ultimate 

source of moral-immoral, humane-inhumane behaviors demonstrated by individuals 

comprising subordinate positions within the system.  Leaders therefore possess the 

cognitive, emotional, and moral capacities necessary for ensuring moral, humane 

behavior.  From this perspective, there is a risk that it is only for leaders that the concept 

of individuality retains its theoretical value.  In short, Zimbardo’s conceptualization of 

the source of institutional cruelty potentially carries a lack of universality of application 
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in terms of 1) the degree to which systems exercise influence upon the behavior of types 

of individuals (i.e., leaders are exempt to one degree or another and non-leaders are not) 

and, complementarily, 2) the degree to which the exercise of free will is available to 

types of individuals (i.e., leaders, to a significant degree, can exercise free will while non-

leaders cannot).26 

A fourth vulnerability to Zimbardo’s approach to understanding institutional 

cruelty is founded in the conceptualization of personality or “disposition” as a uniform 

entity (for discussion, see page 159 above).  If a uniform entity, then the results of 

dispositional (psychological) assessment administered at a given time and within a given 

situation serve as an accurate and enduring portrait of disposition across other times and 

situations.  In other words, disposition does not change across time or situation.  Further, 

if disposition is a uniform entity, then behaviors deviating from those predicted by 

assessment of disposition cannot be attributed to disposition and must instead be 

attributed to extra-dispositional factors.  In short, the concept of uniform-disposition 

excludes consideration of intra-dispositional, psychological contributions to institutional 

cruelty, leaving attribution solely to external “situational” factors.  This may be an 

unnecessary restriction of theoretical considerations.  Also, because situational factors in 

and of themselves do not provide motivational impetus to individual behavior, a 

“situational factor” theory for the genesis of institutional cruelty must posit (as Zimbardo 

has done in theoretical modifications to his 1973 contribution as presented in his 2007 

contribution) impetus within situational components in the form of either a “system” of 

behavior-directing expectations, norms, policies, and laws or “leaders” who designed or 

actively or passively support the demands of the system.27  This may be an unnecessary 
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and inaccurate extension of theory resulting from the initial “uniform disposition” 

restriction of theoretical considerations.28 29   
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Psychoanalytic Theory 

The following pages present a psychological approach to our understanding of 

institutional cruelty.  The approach takes the form of classical psychoanalytic theory and 

its post-Freudian representation, object relations theory.  A psychological approach to the 

subject of this manuscript is significant for three reasons.  First, the sociological and 

social psychological approaches reviewed above are comprised of non-psychological 

perspectives, perspectives that do not significantly depend upon theorized internal-to-the-

individual systems of structures, drives, and processes according to which the external 

world finds mental representation and is subjectively experienced.  More specifically, 

sociological and social psychological approaches are challenged to provide adequate 

explanation for three puzzling characteristics of institutional cruelty:  1) rapidity of onset, 

taking days or, at most, weeks for initial expression to be observed, 2) emergence in 

apparently ordinary, normal (non-criminal, non-psychiatrically or psychologically 

disturbed) individuals, and 3) emergence in the participant-acknowledged “mock” 

situation of the Stanford Prison Experiment.  A psychological approach is needed to bring 

our understanding of institutional cruelty into the realm of intra-psychic (conscious and 

unconscious) processes contributing to its emergence and its puzzling characteristics.       

Second, the potential contributions to our understanding of human social behavior 

and, specifically, institutional cruelty resulting from a psychological approach have been 

underscored by theorists both past and present.  In proposing foundational principles of 
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sociology and its study, Durkheim (2001) acknowledged the necessity of internal-to-the-

individual representations of society’s need for individuals’ civility, self-abnegation, and 

altruism, on one hand, and for individuals’ more fundamental strivings for personal 

acclaim, immediate pleasure, and self-satisfaction, on the other.  While theorizing from 

the platform of sociology, his descriptions of the intra-psychic structures of the Sacred 

and the Profane remarkably resemble internal structures proposed by the founding father 

of modern psychology, Sigmund Freud.  Similarly, the sociological formulations of 

Parsons (1951) included the dispositional entity of “personality,” a motivational and 

representational system internal to the individual and distinct from the social systems in 

which the individual participates.  Within the discipline of social psychology, founding 

father Gustave Le Bon – in his comprehensive study of crowd behavior – acknowledged 

the necessity of an internal disposition or “character” comprised of both conscious and 

unconscious components: 

 

It is precisely these general qualities of character, governed by forces of which we 

are unconscious, and possessed by the majority of the normal individuals of a race 

in much the same degree – it is precisely these qualities, I say, that in crowds 

become common property.  In the collective mind the intellectual aptitudes of the 

individuals, and in consequence their individuality, are weakened.  The 

heterogeneous is swamped by the homogeneous, and the unconscious qualities 

obtain the upper hand.  (Le Bon, 1895/1896, p. 8)  
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More recently, within the discipline of organizational culture, Argyris (1993) – in his 

study of individuals’ employment of “espoused” and “in use” theories – noted that the 

content of in use theories follows a pattern, the origin of which appears to be internal to 

the individual.  Argyris (1993, p. 12) stated his wonder as follows:    

 

…individuals must have some sort of map, schemata, micro-theory, that they use 

to inform their [theory in use] design.  Since this design or theory is different from 

the one they espouse, a differentiation must be made between espoused values 

and theory on the one hand, and the theory-in-use.  Social scientists have focused 

for many years on the inconsistencies between espoused values and actual 

behavior.  What has hardly been discussed are the values, or the theory-in-use, 

that explain the inconsistencies, i.e., that show how the inconsistent is consistent.  

 

It is possible that psychoanalytic and object relations perspectives can contribute to 

fulfilling the theoretical need for psychological explanations identified from within 

disciplines other than psychology.   

 Third, while Zimbardo (Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973; Zimbardo, 2007) 

delineated extra-individual factors upon which intervention and prevention measures can 

be based, it is possible that a psychological understanding of institutional cruelty can 

assist in extending the range and type of intervention and prevention measures to be 

considered.  It is possible that psychoanalytic and object relations perspectives can 
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contribute to institutional policies and practices designed to address intra-individual 

factors, supplementing those of the “situation” and the “system” identified in the 

foundational work of Zimbardo.   

 

Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) is recognized for the development of psychoanalysis, 

which is both a theory of psychology and a technique for its exploration.  His work 

defines internal systems comprising the “psyche” of the individual, particularly the 

formation of those systems resulting from early childhood experiences.  Despite this 

emphasis on early life history, Freud recognized the significance of immediate social 

context on the individual and his or her psychological functioning. 

 

It is true that individual psychology is concerned with the individual man and 

explores the paths by which he seeks to find satisfaction for his instinctual 

impulses; but only rarely and under certain exceptional conditions is individual 

psychology in a position to disregard the relations of this individual to others.  In 

the individual’s mental life someone else is invariably involved, as a model, as an 

object, as a helper, as an opponent; and so from the very first individual 

psychology, in the extended but entirely justifiable sense of the words, is at the 

same time social psychology as well.  (Freud,1921/1959, p. 3) 

 

Freud developed the “structural model” of the psyche consisting of three primary  
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agencies: id, ego, and superego.  He did not propose that these structures have an organic 

location in the human brain or that they represent actual entities of any measurable 

dimension.  He instead explored the concepts for their significant heuristic value, 

providing a theoretical framework and language according to which we can usefully 

describe psychological experiences, even those below the level of conscious awareness.   

 

 Early Childhood Emergence of the Psyche 

As we observe infants and children in their earliest years, it is clear that they are 

highly responsive to their environments and intensely emotional in their expressions.  

Freud used the term “id” to describe this earliest stage of psychic life.30  The id – the first 

structure of the psyche and the progenitor of all structures that subsequently develop – 

can be conceptualized as an instinctual mass comprised of both affectionate and 

aggressive impulses.  As common observations reveal, the infant’s emotional expressions 

range to the extremes, often quickly.  The expressions range from, on one hand, rages 

marked by bursts of tears, screams, and pink-flushed faces to, on the other hand, gentle 

nestlings and cooings of deep satisfaction when nursing or being held in a mother’s arms.   

It is significant that, for each of us, childhood memories are fleeting and few prior 

to the age of three or four years of age.  Within the psychoanalytic perspective, this is one 

of several indications that the infant, though highly responsive to surroundings, is not 

“conscious” in the same way that an adult is conscious.31  The infant is not yet capable of 

such things as reasoning, modulating and integrating emotions, or labeling and 

categorizing experiences in a manner that allows later retrieval from memory.  Although 
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responding to its environment, the infant does not have command of words or other forms 

of symbolic representation.  It is not yet equipped to conceptualize the world or mentally 

manipulate images of the things that comprise it.  Lacking the range of conscious 

capacities that will gradually develop across the first few years of life, the infant’s 

responses are primarily a reflection of the unconscious id.   

From birth onward, interactions with external reality gradually tame instinctual 

expressions of the id.  Recognition of such things as the smell and feel of a mother’s skin, 

the features of her face, and the taste of suckling emerge as recognizable patterns in the 

infant’s experience.  The instinctual impulses of id are domesticated and trained by a 

dawning awareness of fundamental categories of experience.  These categories, which we 

elaborate and refine throughout our lives, begin with definitions of what is “inside” and 

what is “outside” the body, what feels “pleasurable” and what feels “un-pleasurable,” and 

a sense of predictability and quality of relationship with parental and other significant 

figures.  Experience with external reality gradually carves out and defines the structure of 

“ego” from the once all-encompassing, instinct-driven id.32  Through continuous 

interaction with the physical and social environments, the ego gains strength in its ability 

to manage the instinctual impulses of affection (broadly termed “sexuality” within the 

theory of psychoanalysis) and aggression.  Via the ego’s growing recognition of patterns 

of experience (and the ego primarily is awareness of patterns of experience) a concept of 

“self” emerges, a self that can interact with physical and social surroundings with 

increasing effectiveness.  It is important to note, however, that regardless of how tamed 

and disciplined the instincts become in their transformation into ego, that agency’s 
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ultimate source of energy and strength throughout life remains the massive id and the 

primitive instinctual drives that comprise it.            

Alongside Freud’s elaboration of the magnitude and continual influence of 

unconscious instinctual drives on the human psyche, he described how a child’s earliest 

relationships form a template influencing its perception of other relationships throughout 

the lifespan.  For instance, for a child for whom the mother is emotionally inconsistent or 

periodically absent (perhaps due to situational depression, mental or physical illness, or 

addiction), relationships and the social world maintain a degree of unpredictability.  

Lacking consistent patterns of relationship or consistent maternal emotional states during 

moments of mother-child contact, the social or interpersonal realm within the ego is 

inadequately carved out, inadequately defined.  In such circumstances, one could say the 

ego develops without confidence in the interpersonal realm.  A weakness is created in 

ego functioning, making it difficult to modulate and integrate emotions and manage the 

complexities of human relationship.  Under these conditions of development, poorly 

managed, immature forms of aggression and affection (sexuality) find disruptive and 

disorienting expression even in adulthood.  Within Freudian and post-Freudian 

psychoanalytic thought, severe ego weakness of this sort contributes, at the extreme, to 

paranoia, depression, psychoses, and other psychiatric disorders.  At a lesser extreme of 

psychological fragility (though not necessarily less disruptive to interpersonal 

relationships and to society as a whole), such ego weakness contributes to personality 

disorders.  These disorders are characterized by emotionally stormy relationships, 

extremes of idealizing and then devaluing friends and close companions, and poorly 

modulated expressions of sexuality and aggression.  Some forms of personality disorder 
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contribute to cruelty toward others.  The kinds of cruelty addressed by this manuscript are 

generally (if incorrectly) attributed to personality disorder-related deficiencies in the 

individual’s psyche.   

 

The Superego and Emergence of Morality 

In addition to the id and ego, a third structure of the psyche – the superego – also 

begins its development with the infant’s earliest dyadic relationship, that between mother 

and child.  However, a more complete establishment of the superego is dependent upon a 

conflict-ridden triadic relationship.  The superego is established through the resolution of 

relationship between the infant, mother, and father – the Oedipus complex.33  At birth 

(and perhaps before), the infant’s identity – its immature sense of “self” – is fused with 

that of its mother.  Early ego development allows the emergence of awareness that the 

mother is physically “outside” and separate from the infant.  However, the infant retains a 

desire to remain emotionally fused with the mother, essentially retaining her as an ego-

possession.  In psychoanalytic terms, the infant wishes to retain the mother as his or her 

exclusive “love-object.”  One form of expression of this wish is observable in children 

approaching two years of age.  When the mother leaves visual range even for a moment, 

the child shows emotional distress and cries in protest – a protest that often succeeds in 

drawing the mother immediately back into possession.   

With the expansion of the ego (as a result of ongoing experience with surrounding 

social and physical reality), the child gradually gains awareness of the presence of a 

second love-object, the father.  While the child desires possession of the father and 
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desires to hold his affection in a manner similar to (albeit less intense than) that of the 

mother, a challenge arises.  Intertwined with the discovery of the father is the discovery 

that he in some way already possesses the mother.  Disappointingly, she is not available 

to the child as an exclusive love-object.  The still-primitive emotional state of the child 

contributes to vacillating and conflicting emotions, ranging from strong desire to win the 

father’s love, on one hand, to aggressive desires to destroy him and remove his 

competitive presence, on the other hand.  From the psychoanalytic perspective, the young 

child would predictably kill the father and in so doing win exclusive companionship with 

the mother, if only he or she had the ability to do so.34 35   

The child does not, however, have this destructive ability and senses the 

overwhelming superiority of strength and emotional presence of the father.  The 

combination of 1) fearing the potential destructive power of the father’s superiority,       

2) the desire to retain an affectionate bond with him, and 3) the wish not to in toto 

relinquish to the father the affectionate mother-bond contribute to the formation of a 

difficult compromise.36  The psychological resolution to such a complexity of challenges 

is in itself complex.  The developing ego is faced with the task of identifying with the 

image of the father, taking it in and incorporating it as an agency and structure within the 

psyche.  By in this way identifying with the aggressor (the father), the child mitigates its 

own competitive defeat by taking in and aligning with the victor as a new part of itself.  

Simultaneously, the incorporated restrictions of the father curtail the intensity of the 

child’s desire to possess the mother as an exclusive love-object.  In psychoanalytic terms, 

infantile sexual urges become bounded and controlled via the internalized image of the 

father (the dawning of moral restrictions, conscience, and the sense of guilt for 
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misconduct).  Finally, the act of incorporating the image of the father within the psyche 

in a significant way moves the child toward deepened exploration and identification with 

him.  The resolution of the Oedipus complex at approximately age six completes the 

tripartite (id, ego, and superego) foundation of the individual’s psychological system.  

While the individual’s psyche continues to develop, expand, and refine throughout the 

lifespan, such steps in maturation are founded upon the largely-unconscious, early-life 

developments culminating in resolution of the Oedipus complex.37           

As noted above, the superego is largely established by the time a child reaches the 

age of six.  Taking on much the same role as our parents, the superego serves as our 

conscience, defining “right” from “wrong” and “good” from “bad” in our behaviors and 

even in our thoughts.  The ego – which until this point primarily grappled with 

comprehending and responding to the demands of external reality – is now burdened with 

also meeting the demands of an internal superego.  The superego guides, rewards, and 

punishes the ego for its morality-related activities via the ego’s experience of guilt (in 

large measure, the un-pleasure experienced for failure to meet the expectations of the 

father-image, introjected as part of the Oedipus resolution). 

Since all other agencies of the psyche evolve from the original, instinct-driven 

agency of the id, the instincts “are the ultimate cause of all activity,” whether activity of 

the ego or of the superego (Freud, 1940/1969, p. 17).  Guilt, too, is a derivative of 

primitive and powerful instinctual impulses.  Guilt represents the instinctual impulses 

(e.g., aggressive impulses to destroy the father) that have been transformed by turning 

them back upon oneself via the child’s identification with the father.38   
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The ego ideal39 is therefore the heir of the Oedipus complex, and thus it is also the 

expression of the most powerful impulses and most important libidinal 

vicissitudes of the id.40  By setting up this ego ideal, the ego has mastered the 

Oedipus complex and at the same time placed itself in subjection to the id.  

Whereas the ego is essentially the representation of the external world, of reality, 

the super-ego stands in contrast to it as the representation of the internal world, of 

the id.  (Freud, 1960/1923, p. 32) 

 

Stated otherwise, although the superego stands in judgment of and opposition to 

many of the desires of the id, it is intimately related to the id.  Further, the superego is 

more intimately related to the id than it is related to the ego.  Regarding the relationship 

between the supergo and the ego, Freud conceptualized the former as the superior 

agency, exercising authority over the latter.  He described the authority of the superego in 

parental terms, as “a memorial of the former weakness and dependence of the ego” to 

directives of the parents in actuality (Freud, 1960/1923, p. 49).  In comparison, he 

described the superego’s relationship with the id – although oppositional – as being 

strikingly affiliative.  

 

But the derivation of the super-ego from the first object-cathexes41 of the id, from 

the Oedipus complex, signifies even more for it.  This derivation, as we have 

already shown…brings it into relation with the phylogenetic acquisition of the 

id….Thus the superego is always close to the id and can act as its representative 
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vis-à-vis the ego.  It reaches deep into the id and for that reason is farther from 

consciousness than the ego is.  (Freud, 1960/1923, p. 49) 

 

Briefly summarizing, the superego’s close affiliation with the id is based in its 

descendance from that agency and its continued reliance on unconscious, instinctual 

forces originating in the id.  The translation of id instinctual forces into superego forces 

of civility, empathy, and morality takes place through a process of identification.  The 

superego represents one of the earliest and most significant identifications – that with the 

father – introjected at the core of the developing psyche during resolution of the Oedipus 

complex.   

 

The Superego and Subjugation to Authority and Organizational Structure 

      There is a significant corollary to the formation of the superego via identification 

with the father-figure.  Such identification with authoritarian aspects of the father in 

childhood prepares the individual for accepting the influence of subsequent authority 

figures throughout the lifespan.  The resolution serves as a template, providing familiarity 

with and the means of accepting (i.e., psychologically “giving oneself over” or 

subjugating oneself to) the influence of figures in positions of authority.  This 

preparedness for subjugation is easily observed in our routine relationships with figures 

of authority, many of whom we have no direct experience or personal history.  The 

preparedness for subjugation takes forms ranging from feelings of respect for elders, 
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uniformed officers, physicians, and courtroom judges to reverence for members of the 

ministry and even material symbols of deity (e.g., the crucifix).  Freud first described this 

paternal-love-object-to-other-authority “transference” within the context of the 

therapeutic relationship, noting the patient’s ready willingness to entrust the analyst with 

highly personal information while ascribing great knowledge and wisdom to him or her.   

 

Moreover, the relations of transference brings [sic] with it two further advantages.  

[Only one of the two advantages is presented in this brief quote].  If the patient 

puts the analyst in the place of his father (or mother) he is also giving him the 

power which his super-ego exercises over his ego, since his parents were, as we 

know, the origin of his super-ego.  (Freud, 1940/1969, p. 53) 

 

In noting the adult individual’s unconscious readiness to replace influence of the 

superego with influence of persons in positions of authority, Freud proposed that 

components of the social environment can and often do play significant roles in intra-

psychic functions.  This carries important implications in our understanding of the 

development of institutional cruelty since these functions include the individual’s moral 

interpretation of social situations and subsequent moral behavior.42  

As noted in the quote in the opening paragraph of this section, Freud (1921/1959) 

described psychoanalysis as a theory and investigative method applicable not only to 

individual psychology but to social psychology as well.  Referring to the work of 
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McDougall (1920), Freud provided a re-interpretation of the principles of effective and 

personally satisfying organizational functioning – principles that remain consistent with 

today’s understandings of the individual’s functioning within organizations.43  Freud 

observed that organizational effectiveness and individual psychological satisfaction are 

the result of components of organizational structure serving as substitutes for intra-

psychic agencies.  For the individual to commit to group participation, the ego and 

superego surrender aspects of functioning to organizational components.  Although not 

terms used by Freud, it is sufficiently accurate to say that an “institutional-ego” and 

“institutional-superego” perform in the places of the individual ego and superego, joining 

psychologically disparate individuals into a unified institutional character.          

 

It seems to us that the condition which McDougall designates as the 

‘organization’ of a group can with more justification be described in another way.  

The problem consists in how to procure for the group precisely those features 

which were characteristic of the individual and which are extinguished in him by 

the formation of the group.  (Freud, 1921/1959, p. 25) 

             

Freud’s descriptions of the psychological impact of authority figures and  

organizational structure point toward the commonness of occurrence and the readiness 

with which individuals allow external agencies to assume intra-psychic functions.  It is 

perhaps essential for individuals’ adjustment to interpersonal relationships, the 
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workplace, and society itself that the psyche readily and with unconscious ease 

incorporates situational social factors as components of intra-psychic structure.           

 

The Role of the Leader and the Vicissitudes of the Superego 

Freud conceptualized the leader as the key factor influencing individual 

psychology within groups.  Even the influential forces of bonds with other group 

members are placed within the context of relationship with the leader.  Group members 

are conceptualized as sharing an identification with one another, an identification borne 

of their shared relationship with the leader.44    

 

We already begin to divine that the mutual tie between members of a group is in 

the nature of an identification of this kind, based upon an important emotional 

common quality; and we may suspect that this common quality lies in the nature 

of the tie with the leader.  (Freud, 1921/1959, p. 50) 

 

Taking on features of the father-child relationship characteristic at the time of resolution 

of the Oedipus complex, the leader assumes an authoritative, paternal role with the 

individual and across individuals in the group.  He or she is unconsciously assigned 

features of the internalized and idealized image of the father, the superego.  Individuals 

project onto the leader the reverence and idealization with which this agency is held 
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within the psyche.45  The leader is thereby revered and loved for the (often unproven and 

unwarranted) qualities he or she is perceived to possess.  Inherent in the process, the 

devoted individual’s task of moral judgment is reassigned to the leader, who has assumed 

the morality-determining role of the superego.             

 

Contemporaneously with this ‘devotion’ of the ego to the object [in this case, the 

leader], which is no longer to be distinguished from a sublimated devotion to an 

abstract idea, the functions allotted to the ego ideal [superego] entirely cease to 

operate.  The criticism exercised by that agency is silent; everything that the 

object does and asks for is right and blameless.  Conscience has no application to 

anything that is done for the sake of the object; in the blindness of love 

remorselessness is carried to the pitch of crime.  The whole situation can be 

completely summarized in a formula:  The object has been put in the place of the 

ego ideal.  (Freud, 1921/1959, p. 57) 

    

Freud noted that the moral strength or severity of the superego is not determined 

by the child’s actual experiences with the father.  The superego, in other words, is not a 

directly introjected image – an internalized replication – of the father.  The severity of the 

superego is instead determined by the intensity of the child’s own instinctual drives.  

More specifically, the superego’s severity is determined by the strength of the child’s 

sexual desire for the mother, the intensity of the destructive urges aimed at the father, and 

– in response – the intensity of the defenses required to countermand and manage these 
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id-derived impulses.  The more intense the instinctual impulses experienced during the 

Oedipus complex, the more intense (aggressive) must be the moralistic defenses against 

those impulses if the Oedipus complex is to find resolution.        

 

But the essential difference [between the actual father and the introjected image] 

is that the original severity of the super-ego does not – or does not so much – 

represent the severity which one has experienced from it [the object], or which 

one attributes to it; it represents rather one’s own aggressiveness towards it.  

(Freud, 1930/1961, p. 92, second set of brackets in original)  

 

This “essential difference” carries important implications for the emergence of 

immoral acts, including human cruelty, in what have historically been “moral” 

individuals.  Moral individuals (those for whom resolution of the Oedipus complex has 

contributed to a society-supporting sense of conscience and “right” and “wrong” 

behavior) carry within them an intense conflict between primitive id impulses and 

superego dictates against such impulses.  Within moral individuals, the ego is severely 

admonished by the superego for allowing expression and even unexpressed and 

preconscious experience of instinctual urges.  The ego is consistently pulled by powerful 

id-instinctual drives of sexuality and aggression, as powerful (or nearly so) as the 

superego’s admonitions which, after all, were derived from them.  It would be accurate to 

describe the “moral ego” as one defined by an unrelenting struggle between conscience 

(superego), on one side, and primitive sexual and aggressive (id) urges, on the other.  
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Caught in this chronic struggle in which neither the superego nor the id can ultimately 

quell demands of the opposition, the ego cannot find satisfaction and therefore seeks 

relief.         

 

But the ego ideal [superego] comprises the sum of all the limitations in which the 

ego has to acquiesce, and for that reason the abrogation of the ideal would 

necessarily be a magnificent festival for the ego, which might then once again feel 

satisfied with itself.  (Freud, 1921/1959, p. 81)  

 

Relief comes in several forms.  Freud noted that in historically religious and 

moralistic societies, festivals serve the psychological purpose of briefly relieving the ego 

of its struggle.  Since the instinctual demands of the id cannot be silenced, festivals 

provide relief by temporarily suspending the moral demands of a society – demands that 

intra-personally are given voice via the superego. 

  

  In all renunciations and limitations imposed upon the ego a periodical 

infringement of the prohibition is the rule; this indeed is shown by the institution 

of festivals, which in origin are nothing less nor more than excesses provided by 

law and which owe their cheerful character to the release which they bring.46  

(Freud, 1921/1959, p. 81)  
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There are other forms of abrogation by which the ego finds relief.  For instance, 

the ego is provided a reprieve from the superego’s moral demands via vicarious means.  

By allowing others to demonstrate such things as revenge and cruelty, aggressive drives 

of the id find expression without undue stirrings of the individual’s conscience.  Under 

such circumstances, one can make the at-least-superficially legitimate and ego-acceptable 

claim, “I did not do it.  He did.”47 A related form of relief is achieved when immoral 

demands of authority figures are followed without protest.  Under such circumstances, 

one can make the at-least-superficially legitimate and ego-acceptable claim, “I was only 

following orders.”   

Of great importance to our understanding of institutional cruelty, Freud made the 

following formulation: 

 

At this second stage of development [referring to resolution of the Oedipus 

complex], the conscience [superego] exhibits a peculiarity which was absent from 

the first stage and which is no longer easy to account for.  For the more virtuous a 

man is, the more severe and distrustful is its behavior [i.e., that of conscience or 

superego], so that ultimately it is precisely those people who have carried 

saintliness furthest who reproach themselves with the worst sinfulness.  (Freud, 

1930/1961, pp. 86-87)   
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It is the devout and dutiful who carry within themselves the most intense struggle 

between harsh moral demands of the superego and the primitive demands of the id.  It is 

therefore the “good soldier” and not the “bad” whose ego most intensely seeks relief from 

this chronic struggle.  Along with those who suffer deficiencies of superego development 

(e.g., those suffering personality disorders) – the “good soldier,” too, is at risk of finding 

pleasurable relief in the abrogation of moralistic demands.  In colloquial terms, both 

“good apple” and “bad” can be expected to commit cruel acts under certain conditions of 

organization and leadership.  

 

The Role of Aggression in Classical Psychoanalytic Theory   

While many of the cruel acts of Abu Ghraib and the Stanford Prison Experiment 

contain elements of primitive sexuality, they are – at core – acts of aggression.  Freud, 

however, was careful to point out that the aggressive instincts (the counterpart to the 

sexual instincts) do not play a pivotal role in the neurotic conflicts upon which 

psychoanalytic theory was constructed.  Instead, he described neurotic pathologies based 

in conflicts involving the expression of sexuality (libido).48  

 

Theoretically there is no objection to supposing that any sort of instinctual  

demand might occasion the same repressions and their consequences [neurotic 

conflicts]; but our observation shows us invariably, so far as we can judge, that 

the excitations that play this pathogenic part arise from the component instincts of 
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sexual life.49  The symptoms of neuroses are, it might be said, without exception 

either a substitutive satisfaction of some sexual urge or measures to prevent such 

a satisfaction; and as a rule they are compromises between the two, of the kind 

that come about in accordance with the laws operating between contraries in the 

unconscious.  (Freud, 1940/1969, p. 67) 

 

At times in Freud’s writing, however, one detects an inherent ambivalence in 

assigning sexual impulses the role of being the sole cause of neuroses.50  

 

In all that follows I adopt the standpoint, therefore, that the inclination to 

aggression is an original, self-subsisting instinctual disposition in man, and I 

return to my view [p. 69] that it constitutes the greatest impediment to 

civilization…I may now add that civilization is a process in the service of Eros 

[sexual instinct], whose purpose is to combine single human individuals, after that 

families, then races, peoples and nations, into one great unity of mankind.  Why 

this has to happen, we do not know; the work of Eros is precisely that.  (Freud, 

1930/1961, pp. 81-82; first set of brackets in original)  

 

Even as Freud emphasized the central role of libido to the neuroses, he appeared to 

wonder about the possibility that aggression could emerge in a subordinate role or 
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alongside sexuality in the development of at least some psychopathologies.  But here, too, 

he was notably hesitant to assign aggression a clearly contributory role.  

 

…most of the urges of sexual life are not of a purely erotic nature but have 

arisen from alloys of the erotic instinct with portions of the destructive instinct 

[aggression].  But it cannot be doubted that the instincts which manifest 

themselves physiologically as sexuality play a prominent, unexpectedly large 

part in the causation of the neuroses – whether it is an exclusive one remains 

to be decided.51  (Freud, 1940/1969, p. 67)    

 

To Freud, then, aggressive drives at best play a subsidiary role in the emergence 

of pathology and deviance.  The neuroses are not the result of the individual’s conscious 

and unconscious experiences of conflict between aggressive instincts and libidinous 

(sexual) instincts.  Instead they are an expression of intra-psychic conflict between two 

forms of sexual instinct – object libido and narcissistic (ego) libido.52      

 

But this struggle between the individual and society is not a derivative of the 

contradiction – probably an irreconcilable one – between the primal instincts of 

Eros [sexuality or libido] and death [aggression].  It is a dispute within the 

economics of the libido, comparable to the contest concerning the distribution of 

libido between ego and objects… (Freud, 1930/1961, p. 106) 
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The development of the individual’s sense of self is caste within this struggle between the 

distribution of libidos, between “egoistic” and “altruistic” urges.    

 

To put it in other words, the development of the individual seems to us to be a 

product of the interaction between two urges, the urge towards happiness, which 

we usually call ‘egoistic’, and the urge towards union with others in the 

community, which we call ‘altruistic’ [sic].53  (Freud, 1930/1961, p. 105)  

  

Without incorporating the role of aggression, Freud’s presentation of internal 

systems comprising the psyche is challenged to account for the cruelty of acts of guards 

in Abu Ghraib prison and students in the Stanford Prison Experiment (SPE).  It is, in part, 

because of this challenge that participants in acts of institutional cruelty are most often 

seen as suffering disorders of a more serious nature than the neuroses (which, in mildest 

form represents normalcy).  The contributions of post-Freudian psychoanalytic theory, 

particularly contributions from the object relations school of thought (see section 

immediately below), provide clarification of the role of aggression in individuals who 

have experienced successful resolution of the Oedipus complex.        

                            

Object Relations (Post-Freudian Psychoanalytic) Theory 

      Otto Kernberg (1928 –     ) is a preeminent post-Freudian practitioner and theorist.  

He is a founding father of the modern “object relations” school of psychoanalysis.  The 
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work of Kernberg and object relations theorists who preceded him modified the central 

themes of psychoanalysis, changing our understanding of psychological functioning and 

the propensity to regression under certain circumstances.  Culminating in the work of 

Kernberg, object relations theory alters our understanding of the following components of 

psychological regression: 

1)  the nature of identifications and, as a result, our understanding of the role of 

leadership in regressive processes,  

2)   the human propensity toward regression and the ease with which regression 

occurs under certain situational conditions, 

3)   the instinctual basis of regression, founded in both aggressive and libidinous 

drives rather than exclusively, as Freud proposed, in libidinous drives, and 

4)   the rapidity of regression and the role of components of psychological 

structure in regressive processes.  

 

the history of object relations theory. 

Freud conceptualized identification as a process of internalizing images of 

significant others, however distorted those images might be by idealizations, fantasies, 

and psychological defenses.  Kernberg and other object relation theorists expanded the 

understanding of identification to emphasize not the object-image itself (e.g., Father) but 

the image of the relationship between the object and the self.  Such internalized images of 
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relationship serve as the foundation or template for future identifications, set the 

emotional tone and behavioral patterns for future relationships, and act as positions 

(however immature they might be) to which one is vulnerable to regress within specific 

social contexts.  Regarding his extension of Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, Kernberg 

(1998, p. 45) stated the following:            

 

Above all, the dyadic nature of all identification processes, that is, that 

identification occurs not with an object but with a relation between self and 

object, is a concept that emerged years after Freud’s death as a result of the 

contributions of Fairbairn (1954), Klein (1946), Erikson (1956), Jacobson (1964), 

and Mahler (Mahler and Furer, 1968). 

 

 

      Freud’s classical theory of psychological development relied upon a succession of 

somatic erotogenic zones (e.g., oral, anal, and genital), each zone serving as a target for 

libidinous cathexes and each providing the child with pleasure via satisfaction of the 

sexual instinct.  Within this theoretical framework, the object of cathexis (i.e., the target 

toward which the sexual instinct is directed) was conceptualized as serving and 

subordinate to instinctual drives and their pleasurable discharge.  The object was 

therefore a means to an end, that end being pleasure via satisfaction of instinctual drives.  

Fairbairn (1952, p. 33) challenged this formulation, proposing that it is the instinct, rather 

than the object, that is subordinate. 
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The conception of fundamental erotogenic zones constitutes an unsatisfactory 

basis for any theory of libidinal development because it is based upon a failure to 

recognize that the function of libidinal pleasure is essentially to provide a sign-

post to the object.  According to the conception of erotogenic zones the object is 

regarded as a sign-post to libidinal pleasure; and the cart is thus placed before the 

horse. 

   

To illustrate the point, Fairbairn (1952, pp. 33-34) used the example of infant thumb-

sucking.   

       

Why does a baby suck his thumb?  Upon the answer to this simple question 

depends the whole validity of the conception of erotogenic zones and the form of 

libido theory based upon it.  If we answer that the baby sucks his thumb because 

his mouth is an erotogenic zone and the sucking provides him with erotic 

pleasure, it may sound convincing enough; but we are really missing the point.  

To bring out the point, we must ask ourselves the further question – “Why his 

thumb?”  And the answer to this question is – “Because there is no breast to 

suck.”  Even the baby must have a libidinal object; and, if he is deprived of his 

natural object (the breast), he is driven to provide an object himself.  Thumb-

sucking thus represents a technique for dealing with an unsatisfactory object-

relationship… Autoeroticism is essentially a technique whereby the individual 
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seeks not only to provide for himself what he cannot obtain from the object, but to 

provide for himself an object which he cannot obtain.   

 

      Object relations theory, therefore, recognized psychological development as a 

succession of relationships with actual objects.  The theory recognized that the succession 

also includes the internalization of object images when the actual object is no longer 

satisfying or available.  The theoretical emphasis shifted away from Freud’s Pleasure 

Principle and its reliance on discharge of the instinctual impulses of sexuality and 

aggression.  The emphasis shifted toward the human need for relationship and the 

consequent reliance on actual objects as well as internalized representations of those 

objects and of relationships between the self and object-images.  The instinct became the 

means to an end, that end being relationship with external objects and internalized object 

images.  As stated by Buckley (1986, p. xii), “Object seeking is dominant, while the 

pleasure principle is not.”   

Freudian theory is based on work with adult patients, inferring childhood 

developmental processes from the unconscious materials produced during therapy.  

Those unconscious materials include such things as neurotic behaviors, dreams, and 

client-therapist transferences.  Succeeding Freud, object relations practitioner-theorists 

directly observed children and their mothers, beginning at birth.  Results of these 

observations were then compared with the behaviors of adults in therapy, noting thematic 

consistencies.  For instance, the influential work of Margaret Mahler (1897 – 1985) was 

built upon observations of the young child’s extreme maternal dependence and 
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contrasting needs to separate from the mother to become an autonomous individual.  By 

studying the inherent conflict and resolution to this “normal phase of human symbiosis,” 

Mahler (1986, p. 222) made significant theoretical contributions to the concept of an 

emerging “self.”  Mahler’s “self” serves as the counterpart to an “object” defined by 

Freud, the target toward which libidinous and aggressive drives are directed.  Mahler 

noted that the emergence of the self depends upon the infant’s gradual discoveries about 

its own and its mother’s body, discoveries that are incorporated into the still-unconscious 

mind as representational images.  These images are only partially reflective of the actual 

self and actual objects.  They are best recognized as the template for an ongoing, fluid 

process of defining internal from external and self from other throughout childhood and 

the lifespan.  Mahler, as quoted by Buckley (1986, p. 223), noted the following regarding 

this emotion-imbued process: 

 

As is the case with any intrapsychic process, this one reverberates throughout the 

life cycle.  It is never finished; it can always become reactivated; new phases of 

the life cycle witness new derivatives of the earliest process still at work (cf. 

Erikson, 1968).  

   

      British practitioner-theorist Melanie Klein (1882 – 1960) deepened our  

understanding of internalized images of self and others, sharpening the portrait of the 

social world as it is represented within the ego.  Referring to the internalized images as 
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“phantasies,” Klein emphasized that the portrait is distorted, reflecting varying degrees of 

unrealistic representations of objects (self and others).  Segal (1973, p. 5) commented on 

the significance to child development of distorted internalized images (phantasies) rather 

than the objects in reality:        

 

It is in connection with her understanding of the child’s relation to the mother’s 

body that Melanie Klein elucidated the importance of phantasy and unconscious 

anxiety in the child’s relation to the external world and the role of symbol-

formation in the child’s development.   

 

      Klein proposed that from the beginning of life, the infant exists in a world replete 

with object-relations.  Beginning with its relationship with the mother’s breast, the infant 

“splits” its newborn social world into a “good” breast (gratifying in its presence and 

nourishing offerings) and a “bad” breast (frustrating in its depletion or unavailability).  

As the target of the instinctual drives of libido and aggression (i.e., pleasure in and 

affection for the good breast; displeasure in and anger for the bad breast), the breast-

objects and the relationships between self and those objects are emotion imbued.  Further, 

since the infant has not yet developed a distinction between “internal” and “external” or 

between what is “self” from what is “object,” the split between good and bad breast-

object is also a split within infantile identity (self).   
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I believe that the ego is incapable of splitting the object – internal and external – 

without a corresponding splitting taking place within the ego.  Therefore the 

phantasies and feelings about the state of the internal object vitally influence the 

structure of the ego…The processes I have described are, of course, bound up 

with the infant’s phantasy-life…It is in the phantasy that the infant splits the 

object and the self, but the effect of this phantasy is a very real one, because it 

leads to feelings and relations (and later on, thought-processes) being in fact cut 

off from one another.  (Klein, 1975, p. 6) 

      

      Throughout the lifespan, individuals unconsciously export (“project”) onto others 

actual and phantasied components of themselves and, likewise, unconsciously import 

(“introject”) into their self-image actual and phantasied components of others.  The 

processes of projection and introjection – beginning in infancy – contribute to split-off 

and compartmentalized self- and object-images within the ego as well as split-off and 

compartmentalized moral systems within the superego.  Klein’s contributions to object 

relations theory supported the side-by-side existence of sharply contrasting mood states, 

attitudes toward oneself and toward others, and moral values within the psyches of 

normal adults.  The presence of such divisions in internalized object relations carries 

important implications about their expression in external social reality.  Particularly in 

group situations – situations in which objects-in-actuality create implicit and explicit 

relational demands on an individual – the potential for regression to infantile, primitive 

object relations is significant.                   
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identification and the role of leaders in psychological regression. 

      Freud conceptualized the leader as the key factor influencing individual 

psychology within groups.  Referring to mob phenomena, Kernberg (1998, p. 3) 

summarized Freud’s perspective as follows:  

 

[P]eople in mobs have an immediate sense of intimacy with one another that is 

derived from the projection of their ego ideal onto the leader and from their 

identification with the leader as well as with their fellows.  The projection of the 

ego ideal onto the idealized leader eliminates moral constraints as well as the 

superego-mediated functions of self-criticism and responsibility, and the sense of 

unity and belonging protects the members of the mob from losing their sense of 

identity.  This projection is accompanied by a severe reduction in ego functioning.  

As a result, primitive, ordinarily unconscious needs take over, and the mob 

functions under the sway of drives and affects, excitement and rage, all of which 

are stimulated and directed by the leader. 

 

      Kernberg, however, questioned Freud’s belief that it is the leader’s role or 

personality that plays a key role in consolidating the group and influencing its behavior.  

In this questioning, Kernberg (1998, p. 44) invited pre-Oedipal understandings of the 

psychological regressions that individuals frequently demonstrate in groups.       
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I question Freud’s assertion that it is the personality of the leader that consolidates 

the mob.  Rice’s and Turquet’s experiences with large groups illustrate the 

immediate regression into a primitive type of mass psychology of the unstructured 

large groups.  Anzieu’s and Chasseguet-Smirgel’s findings suggest that there is 

always an implicit primitive leadership in the fantasy of small- and large-group 

formation, a leadership closer to the primitive maternal ego ideal than to the father 

of the primal horde.  Yet even granting this fantasy structure, it would seem to 

defend against the basic threats to identity and of violence in the large group.  In 

short, mass psychology predates the crystallization of the identification with the 

leader. 

      

According to Kernberg, the object-image of the group leader is not that of an Oedipal or 

post-Oedipal father-like figure.  It is instead a primitive image, more like that of the 

parent during the separation-individuation phase of early childhood or even the image of 

“symbiotic merger of earliest infancy” (Kernberg, 1998, p. 20).54  Such an image – and 

the psychic structure that accompanies it – predates consolidation of the ego and 

superego.  The regressions of individuals in groups can therefore be expected to express 

attitudes and behaviors pre-dating the consolidation of refined reality testing and mature 

moral values.  To this end, Kernberg (1998, p. 7) stated the following: 

 

Impressive clinical evidence indicates that regardless of the individual’s maturity 

and psychological integration, certain group conditions tend to bring on 



225 
 

regression and activate primitive psychological levels…a regression that consists 

in the activation of defensive operations and interpersonal processes that reflect 

primitive object relations.  The potential for this regression exists within us all.  

When we lose our ordinary social structure, when our customary social roles are 

suspended, and when multiple objects are present simultaneously in an 

unstructured relationship, reproducing a multiplicity of primitive intrapsychic 

object relations in the inter-personal field, primitive levels of psychological 

functioning may be activated. 

 

 situational factors and regression.  

      Kernberg relied on the work of A. K. Rice (1908-1969) to conceptualize the 

impact of organizational and group-participation on the individual psyche.  Referring to 

Rice’s contributions to group theory, Kernberg (1998, p. 15) noted that it “represents the 

core set of principles that circumscribe organizational applications of psychoanalytic 

thinking.”       

      Rice (1969) noted that group cohesion is dependent upon the group’s ability to 

fulfill its “primary task,” the task that defines the purpose for its existence.  Fulfillment of 

the primary task is determined by the difference between the group’s intakes, its outputs, 

and the effectiveness of the conversion process changing intakes into outputs.  Rice 

(1969, p. 567) stated the following about the functioning of one form of group – the 

organization: 
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The most important management control in any organization is, therefore, the 

control of the boundaries of systems of activity, since it is only at boundaries that 

the difference between intake and output can be measured.  Task management 

then is essentially: 

a) the definition of boundaries between task systems  

b) the control of transactions across boundaries.             

 

Management of the organization’s primary task is made more complicated, on one 

hand, by individuals’ capacity to perform the primary task (dependent on such things as 

resource availability, personal skills, and clarity of task definition) and, on the other hand, 

individuals’ capacity to form relationships (primary-task- or non-primary-task-related) 

with other members of the organization.  In Rice’s (1969, p. 568) terms, 

  

Management of an enterprise requires therefore three kinds of boundary control: 

1) regulation of task system boundaries (i.e., regulation of the whole 

enterprise as an import-conversion-export system, and regulation of 

constituent systems of activity); 

2) regulation of sentient system boundaries (the boundaries of the group to 

which individuals belong, either directly through their roles in systems of 

activity or indirectly through their consequential role-sets and personal 

relationships); and 
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3) regulation of the relation between task and sentient systems. 

 

To these three boundary controls, Rice added a fourth, “…the regulation of 

organizational boundaries where these, because of unalterable constraints, do not 

coincide with boundaries of activity systems” (1969, p. 569).  Rice here referred to 

external or contextual constraints that are placed upon the entire primary task system 

(e.g., time constraints, limited resources, an unpredictable social context, etc.).  He also 

referred to constraints that are internal to the primary task system, constraints stemming 

from the uneasy fit between subsystems or the imbalance of subsystem roles (e.g., 

domination of one subsystem over others, dilution of task-definition for one or more 

subsystems, etc.) in the satisfaction of the primary task.   

Rice (1969, p. 574) compared the psyche of the individual with organizational 

function.  He made the comparison as follows: 

 

The theories of human behavior and of human relationships are in many ways 

analogous to those of system theory as applied to institutions.  Like an institution, 

an individual may be seen as an open system.  He exists and can exist only 

through processes of exchange with his environment.   

 

To Rice, the individual psyche is comprised of intrapersonal primary tasks and sentient  
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(i.e., emotional, social) systems.  Satisfaction of both organizational and individual 

psychological needs and desires can be achieved as long as primary task and sentient 

intrapersonal systems of the individual coincide with the corresponding systems of the 

organization.  However, Rice (1969, p. 578, brackets in original) noted that such 

intrapersonal and organizational coincidence is seldom complete. 

 

To put this another way: task roles are unlikely to use all attributes of every 

member’s personality; the unused portions may or may not support the 

[organizational] role- and hence group-task performance, but neither individual 

member nor group may be aware of the discrepancies between individual and 

group sentience or of changes over time. 

More importantly, the unused attributes of individuals may themselves 

have such powerful sentience attached to them that they have to be expressed in 

some way.  That is, an individual, though a member of a task group, may be 

unable to control those personal attributes that are not relevant to task 

performance and may seek other outlets for the emotions and feelings that the 

unused attributes and the inability to control them, gives rise to.  This represents a 

breakdown in the “management control” of the individual so far as role 

performance is concerned.   

 

The greater the number of individuals and subsystems within an organization and  
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the more diffuse the boundary regulation (control function) exercised by leaders, the 

greater the potential that “unused attributes” and non-primary-task-related sentience will 

find expression in avenues counter to the organization’s primary task.  Kernberg (1998,  

p. 16, brackets in original) described the result as a multi-layered breakdown affecting 

individual, group, and organization. 

 

Within this [Rice’s] model, psychopathology may be conceptualized as a 

breakdown of the control function, a failure to carry out the primary task, and a 

threat to the survival of the system.  In the case of the individual, we see the 

breakdown of the ego and emotional regression; in the group, the breakdown of 

leadership and paralysis in basic assumptions; in the institution, the breakdown of 

the administration, failure to carry out the institutional tasks, and loss of morale.55 

 

      The work of W. R. Bion (1897 – 1979) is foundational to that of both Rice and 

Kernberg.  In his study of group-functioning, Bion (1961) described the tendency for 

group-wide psychological regression.  According to Bion, such regressions occur in all 

groups, those comprised of mental health patients as well as those comprised of 

asymptomatic, well-adjusted individuals.  The regressions occur not only on the group 

level but also on the individual level, essentially across all group members.  Bion (1961, 

p. 189) conceptualized these group regressions to be “not so much at variance with 

Freud’s (Oedipal) views as supplementary to them.”  Bion’s “supplementary” 

contribution to Freudian theory, however, was the proposition that such individual and 
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group regressions extend to infantile levels, well below the Oedipal level of development.  

About the regressions, Bion (1961, p. 189) noted: 

 

These anxieties, and the mechanisms peculiar to them, have been already 

displayed in psycho-analysis by Melanie Klein, and her descriptions tally well 

with the emotional states that find an outlet in mass action of the group in 

behaviour that seems to have coherence if it is considered to be the outcome of a 

basic assumption…[A]pproached from the angle of psychotic anxiety associated 

with phantasies of primitive part-object relationships, described by Melanie Klein 

and her co-workers, the basic-assumption phenomena appear far more to have the 

characteristics of defensive reactions to psychotic anxiety [rather than the neurotic 

anxieties evident at the Oedipal level of development]…56     

       

Kernberg summarized the regressive basic assumptions described by Bion.  He 

(Kernberg, 1998, p. 4) described group functioning at the “dependency” level of basic 

assumption by noting, “Members perceive the leader as omnipotent and omniscient and 

themselves as inadequate, immature, and incompetent.”  He (Kernberg, 1998, p. 4) 

described group functioning at the “fight-flight” level of basic assumption by noting that 

the group is “united against what it vaguely perceives to be external enemies.”  Further: 

 

…[the psychological defenses of] splitting, projection of aggression, and  
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projective identification prevail.  In the fight-flight group, the search for nurture 

and dependency that characterizes the dependency group is replaced by conflicts 

over aggressive control, suspiciousness, fighting, and dread of annihilation.  

(Kernberg, 1998, p. 4) 

 

Kernberg (1998, p. 4) described group functioning at the “pairing” level of basic 

assumption by noting the following: 

 

Members tend to focus on a couple within the group, one that is usually but not 

necessarily heterosexual.  The focal couple symbolizes the groups’ positive 

expectation that it will, in effect, reproduce itself and thus preserve the groups’ 

threatened identity and ensure its survival. 

 

Further: 

 

[The pairing provides] protection against the dangerous conflicts over dependency 

and aggression that characterize the dependency and fight-flight groups.  

Although the latter two groups have a pregenital character, the pairing group has a 

genital character [i.e., approaching Oedipal level].  (Kernberg, 1998, p. 4) 
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      It is important to understand the full meaning of Bion’s statement (see page 216 

above) that his theoretical contributions are “not so much at variance with Freud’s views 

as supplementary to them” (Bion, 1961, p. 189).  On one hand, with this statement Bion 

referenced a supplementation that extends group-induced regression to levels well below 

those of Freud’s Oedipal-based formulations.  On the other hand, the statement 

referenced a supplementation proposing simultaneity of operation of both Freud’s 

Oedipal-level and the more primitive Kleinian-levels of psychological functioning.  Both 

neurotic and pre-neurotic (psychotic or near-psychotic) levels of object relations are 

proposed to be in operation at all times.  The expression of one level over the other is 

dependent primarily upon the characteristics of the social context – such things as the 

degree of structure within the group, definition of group roles, clarity of primary task, and 

effectiveness of group leadership.  The most primitive regressions (those that most 

clearly reflect depressive and paranoid-schizoid levels of infantile development) are 

consistently observed in the least structured, least defined, most-ambiguously led groups. 

      When Rice’s “group sentience” is understood to be generally equivalent to Bion’s 

“basic assumptions,” a significant consistency between the two practitioner-theorists’ 

conceptualizations becomes evident.  Consider, for example, the similarity to Bion’s 

basic assumptions expressed in Rice’s (1969, p. 583) statement regarding group  

sentience: 

 

It follows that the mobilization of group sentience for any other reason than task 

performance, for example, personal loyalty, friendship or ideology, always leaves 

a task group vulnerable.  It also follows that any change in the group task, by 
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change either in the environment or in the group, changes not only the internal 

transactions between the members but also those with the environment, and hence 

the role of leadership and the appropriate sentience that has to be mobilized. 

  

Consider also the following statement from Rice (1969, p. 577) referring more to 

regression of the individual (rather than regression of the group as in the quote 

immediately above): 

 

The ego-function has therefore to control not only transactions across the 

individual/environment boundary but also between [organizational] role and 

person.  When the ego-function fails to locate boundaries precisely and fails to 

control transactions across those boundaries, confusion is inevitable, confusion in 

roles and in the authorities exercised in roles.  Authority and responsibility 

appropriate in one role are used inappropriately in other roles.  To be continuously 

confused about the role/person boundaries or completely unable to define and 

maintain boundaries is to be mentally sick. 

 

      The work of Bion and Rice – along with that of Kernberg – contribute to the 

following three components of our understanding of organizational function and its role 

in psychological regression: 

 

1) Organizational cohesion and effectiveness are dependent upon coincidence    
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between organizational sub-groups’ basic assumptions and primary task   

demands.  

2)  Losses of structure, role definition, and clarity of leadership and task demands 

within the organization contribute to individual and group regressions to 

primitive levels of psychological functioning, suspending higher-level 

(Oedipal and beyond) expression of object relations. 

3)   Individual psychological health (i.e., level of maturity or regression) is to a 

significant degree dependent upon the influence of situational forces, 

specifically situational forces imbedded in organizational structure and 

function.   

 

Regarding the latter point, it follows that the greater the degree of an individual’s 

immersion in a single organization – without relieving and counterbalancing influences 

afforded by simultaneous involvement in other organizations – the greater the influence 

of that organization’s (perhaps regressive) social forces on the individual’s psychological 

well-being.              

 
 

the role of aggression in regression. 

      Referring to Freud (1957/1921), Kernberg recognized Freud’s emphasis on the 

nearly exclusive role of libidinal bonds in the formation of groups.  The group member’s 

projection of the ego ideal onto the group leader and the subsequent attachment with the 

group leader clearly imply libidinal sources.  In addition, the member’s bond with other 

members represents a shared identification across group membership, “the earliest form 
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of object tie is a libidinal relationship” (Kernberg, 1998, p. 39).  Kernberg noted, 

however, that Freud’s own observations point toward a significant and underlying role of 

the aggressive impulse in group formation.  

 

In the second part of this essay…, however, Freud argued against the origin of 

mass formation in the absence of a leader by pointing to the rivalry and envy 

between siblings and to the secondary, reactive nature of mutual identification in 

group formation in early childhood.  Here, the earliest ties of the potential group 

formation of childhood…are based on the reaction formation against aggression; 

the earliest ties, then are aggressive, not libidinal.57    

 

Further, Kernberg (1998, p. 40) noted the following: 

 

From the perspective of contemporary psychoanalytic theory concerning the 

entire spectrum of group formation – from small and large groups to transitory 

and stable organizations – one would stress the importance of both libido and 

aggression, the functions of splitting processes that give rise to idealization and to 

persecutory fears, and other primitive defensive mechanisms that deal with this 

complex dialectic. 
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  Object relations theory, then, in contrast with Freudian psychoanalytic theory, 

proposes that both libidinous and aggressive drives underlie the structure of all groups.  

To a significant degree, libidinous ties between individuals and subgroups are 

compensatory defenses anchored against the foundational aggressive impulses underlying 

group structure.  As group cohesion decreases – as a result of primary-task failure due to 

environmental factors, regression to primitive levels of basic assumption, or breakdown 

in management control due to the lack of coincidence of task definition with sentient 

systems – increased frequency and intensity of expressed aggression is predictable.  

Further, as group cohesion decreases, libidinous ties can be expected to regress to 

immature levels, allowing normally muted, regulated sexual impulses to find overt 

expression.  Consistent with observations of the deviant behavior of guards in Abu 

Ghraib prison and the Stanford Prison Experiment, Kernberg (1998, p. 8) noted the 

following:                

 

Another striking characteristic of group life is the activation of infantile sexual 

features.  In the small group, sexuality emerges when the basic assumption of 

pairing serves as a defense against primitive aggression.  In the large group, 

sexuality is either denied or expressed in sadistically infiltrated sexual allusions.  

 

 

rapidity of regression and the role of psychological structure. 

      Kernberg (1998) recognized two levels of psychological development expressed  
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by group regressions.  One level – the most primitive – represents pre-Oedipal 

development, including an immature superego characterized by harshly aggressive 

impulses.  This level of regression includes the expression of non-integrated affective 

states (e.g., rageful and cruel aggression, on one hand, and idealizing affection, on the 

other hand) similar to what one sees in the vacillating mood states of young children and 

infants.  The other level represents post-Oedipal development, including the integration 

of affects (e.g., aggression is mediated by a degree of affection and vice-versa) and the 

presence of a less harsh and more realistically based expression of the superego.  

Regarding the former level, Kernberg (1998, p. 435) stated the following: 

 

I propose that one can consider two levels of internalized object relations: A basic 

level would be characterized by multiple self- and object representations that 

correspond to primitive fantasy formations linked with primitive impulse 

derivatives.  Each unit of self- and object representation carries a particular affect 

state and is split off from corresponding units with diametrically opposed affect 

states.   

 

Kernberg (1998, p. 435) described the latter, more maturely integrated level as follows: 

 

The second and higher level of internalized object relations would be 

characterized by sophisticated, integrated self- and object representations that are 
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linked with higher levels of affect dispositions.  These higher level object 

relations reflect more accurately than do the basic level object relations of infancy 

and early childhood the experiences and conflicts between the individual and his 

or her real parental figures and siblings.  At the higher level, the integrated self-

concept, together with integrated, related, and realistically invested object 

representations constitute ego identity.58  

       

Rather than the higher level of object relations providing a protective function 

against regression to more primitive levels, components of the two levels have a 

potentiating effect, propelling rapid and primitive regression.59 

   

There is a striking tendency in large groups to project superego functions on the 

group as a whole in an effort to prevent violence and protect ego identity by 

means of a shared ideology.  The concomitant need of all group members to 

project and externalize superego functions onto the leader reflects not only 

sadistic and idealized aspects of primitive superego precursors but also the 

realistic and protective aspects of more mature superego functioning.  The 

indissoluble union of primitive and advanced aspects of the superego makes this a 

tragic externalization: the morality of groups and institutions that are influenced 

by projection of primitive superego features comes closer to the primitive 

morality of the unconscious superego than to the conscious morality of the mature 

individual.  (Kernberg, 1998, p. 41) 
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      The superego projections increase the individual’s “subjective dependency” on 

the institution for a sense of self-worth and personal validation (Kernberg, 1998, p. 43).  

Mature aspects of the individual’s internalized value system become muted within the 

context of increased institutional dependency.   

 

Within this regression, the projection of aggression onto parental figures, the 

reintrojection of such parental figures under the distorted conditions of projected 

aggression, and the consequent vicious circles involving the projection and 

introjection of aggression are dealt with by massive splitting mechanisms, which 

lead to idealization processes on the one hand and to paranoid, persecutory 

processes on the other…The distortion of rational authority resulting from these 

projective processes, in turn, leads to the defensive activation of narcissistic 

affirmation, regressive relationships to feared or idealized parental leadership, and 

finally a generalized tendency to reproject the more advanced aspects of superego 

functioning onto the total institution.  (Kernberg, 1998, pp. 42-43) 

 

 

additional impacts of regression on organizational functioning. 

      In addition to the impact of group regression on the individual psyche, there are 

three important impacts on the operation of the organization itself.  First, the organization 

adopts increasingly primitive levels of moral functioning, an inherent component of 

regressive processes.  Concomitant with this trend, there is a strong likelihood for 
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immature or disordered individuals to assume leadership roles within the organization 

(Kernberg, 1978).  According to Kernberg (1998, p. 17), the organization faces “the 

temptation, at points of regression, to select the most dysfunctional members of 

subgroups to become leaders of basic assumptions groups.”  The selection of such 

leaders, of course, further contributes to the acceptance of immoral practices on the 

organizational level.  Referring to specific basic assumptions, Kernberg noted the 

following:   

 

Bion (1961) first pointed to the ‘role suction’ of small groups, where the 

dependency group tends to promote infantile narcissistic (and even psychopathic) 

leaders, in contrast to the fight-flight group, which seeks a leader with paranoid 

characteristics.  (Kernberg, 1998, pp. 46-47) 

   

      Second, the psychological maturity and pro-social practices of leadership are 

further challenged by mechanisms of projective identification.  In this context, 

“projective identification” refers to the tendency of leaders to unconsciously adopt and 

promote as their own the moral values that have been projected upon them from the 

surrounding social environment.  The pull of organizational regression has an 

unconscious and significantly negative impact on values and practices of even 

psychologically healthy, normally “moral” individuals in positions of leadership.  

According to Kernberg, (1998, p. 12), 
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Only a careful organizational analysis may differentiate those cases in which the 

leader’s personality pathology is actually the cause of the organizational 

breakdown from those cases in which the leader’s personality pathology is only a 

presenting symptom, reflecting regression in leadership that is secondary to 

organizational breakdown, rather than its cause. 

 

Main (1957) made similar observations regarding both staff and patient group regressions 

in wards of mental hospitals.  

      Third, efforts by individuals to restore higher levels of object relations and moral 

functioning are subject to organizational censure or worse.  The risk to such individuals 

increases as complex, empathic considerations normally inherent in mature moral 

practices are reduced to dangerously simplistic, all-or-none (and thereby harshly 

punitive) slogans organizationally accepted as moral principles.  Turquet (1975, p. 5) 

made the following observation in reference to large-group regressions: 

 

Gradually, it becomes evident that those who try to maintain a semblance of 

individuality in this atmosphere are the ones who are most frequently attacked.  

At the same time, efforts of homogenization are prevalent; any simplistic 

generalization or ideology that permeates the group may be easily transformed 

into a conviction of absolute truth.  
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Taken together, the regressive organization’s selection of immature or disordered 

leaders, the negative impact of projective identification on leaders’ behavior, the risk to 

individuals who resist regressive trends, and the adoption of dangerously simplistic, 

harshly punitive moral codes predictably contribute to – at the extreme – mob-like 

destructive, antisocial behavior.  Applying diagnostic categories to such regressed levels 

of group functioning, Kernberg (1998, p. 44) stated the following:    

 

The mob, by means of libidinal gratification in the form of primitive narcissism 

and aggressive gratification in the infiltration of the leader’s and the mob’s 

grandiosity and omnipotence with aggression, acquires characteristics analogous 

to the patient with the syndrome of malignant narcissism.60 

 

Discussion 

contributions of classical psychoanalytic theory. 

Freudian classical psychoanalytic theory presents significant contributions to our 

understanding of the complexities and puzzlements of human behavior overall and, 

specific to this manuscript, those of institutional cruelty.  The contributions are several 

fold.  First, psychoanalytic theory recognizes that the strength of an individual’s morality 

is derived from and determined by the strength of primitive instinctual sexual and 

aggressive impulses that predated its development and oppose its continued existence.  

This recognition contributes to our understanding that just as individuals suffering 
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antisocial and other personality disorders (i.e., disorders stemming from malformation of 

the moral structure of conscience) can be expected to demonstrate immoral conduct, so 

too healthy, normal individuals suffering no such disorders can be expected to 

demonstrate such conduct under certain circumstances.  The more intense the dictates of 

the individual’s internal moral code, the more intense the psychological desire for and 

relief from those dictates via immoral conduct.  With this understanding, it is no longer 

surprising that the guards of Abu Ghraib prison and the SPE – individuals with histories 

and assessment results indicating psychological and moral health – carried within them 

significant and continuous psychological readiness for immoral conduct.   

Second, classical psychoanalytic theory recognizes that the development of 

conscience (moral values) foundationally involves subjugation to and internalization of a 

paternal figure of authority.  The early childhood, unconscious nature of this process 

predisposes the individual to subsequent subjugations to figures of authority in adulthood.  

The predisposition contributes to individuals’ readiness to rely on external, “situational 

factors” (leaders and organizational structure, representations, and symbols) to serve 

intra-psychic functions such as those of conscience.  With this understanding, it is no 

longer surprising that the guards of Abu Ghraib prison and the SPE were able to act upon 

their readiness for immoral conduct without experiencing conflict or guilt under certain 

conditions of leadership and organizational structure.   

Third, classical psychoanalytic theory recognizes that the directives of conscience 

(superego) and the primitive instinctual drives (id) are founded in unconscious processes, 

relegating conscious awareness to moments of direct, situation-specific conflict between 
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their opposing dictates.  Within psychoanalytic theory it is accurate to say that 

consciousness (ego) is the detection of such conflict.  Under specific conditions of 

leadership and organization in which the dictates of conscience become aligned with the 

instinctual drives, not only does the alignment inhibit the emergence of conscious 

awareness, it also contributes to pleasurable release from moral prohibition.  Further, 

both the directives of conscience and the instinctual drives from which conscience is 

derived are guided by the search for pleasure and avoidance of unpleasure rather than 

logic and reality-based reason.  Stated otherwise, conscience and instincts make no 

distinction between what is real and what is unreal or “mock,” so long as the outcome 

promotes pleasure.  With this understanding of the psychological outcome of alignment 

of conscience with instinctual urges and their foundation in unreasoning and pleasure-

seeking, it is no longer surprising that guards in the mock situation of the SPE 

demonstrated immoral conduct indistinguishable from that of guards in Abu Ghraib 

prison.       

 

contributions of object relations theory.              

Contributions of object relations theory include significant modifications to 

classical psychoanalytic theory and, as a result, psychological understandings of 

institutional cruelty.  The modifications are several fold.  First, normal child development 

contributes to the presence of distinct, compartmentalized constellations of self-images, 

images of others, emotional ties between self and other, and moral values.  Some of these 

constellations – although continuously active and available for expression throughout the 
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lifespan – pre-date the development of a mature (i.e., Oedipal level) conscience.  As a 

result, under certain conditions individual and group regressions reflect extremes of 

expression of primitive instinctual drives, untamed by more mature levels of moral 

values.  With this understanding of regressive potential, it is no longer surprising that 

guards of Abu Ghraib prison and the SPE carried within them a significant and 

continuous psychological readiness to display primitive levels of sexuality and other 

instinct-driven behaviors. 

Second, because normal, healthy human beings present an ongoing potential for 

regression to pre-conscience levels of psychological development (i.e., predating the 

curbing of expression of the aggressive instinct via Oedipus-complex-resolution 

translation of portions of the instinct into moral prohibitions against its raw expression) 

primitive aggressive impulses are also available for regressive display.  With this 

understanding of regressive potential, it is no longer surprising that guards of the Abu 

Ghraib prison and the SPE carried within them a significant and continuous readiness to 

display primitive levels of aggression in the form of sadistic cruelty imposed upon others.  

A third contribution of object relations theory contrasts with and supplements 

classical psychoanalytic theory’s proposition that individuals readily rely on external, 

“situational factors” (leaders or organizational structure, representations, and symbols) to 

serve intra-psychic functions such as those of conscience.  In accordance with classical 

psychoanalytic theory, individuals and groups can be expected to demonstrate regressive, 

immoral behavior in response to certain forms of leadership or organizational structure.  

According to object relations theory, the presence of diffuse leadership or organizational 
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structure, unclarity of role definition, and multiplicity of primitive object relations (e.g., 

those involving extremes of dominance and subordination) also foster rapid and extreme 

individual and group regression.  In contrast with the propositions of Zimbardo (2007), 

responsibility for such regressions may therefore reside less in the “system” (leadership, 

organizational structure, and societal or broad-system values) and its directives than 

social psychological approaches would indicate. 

Fourth, object relations theory indicates that individual and group regressions 

contribute to the selection of pathological leadership, either through the group’s 

unconscious encouragement of normally healthy leaders’ expression of regressed moral 

values or the group’s appointment of disordered individuals to formal or informal 

positions of leadership.  This proposition contrasts with that of Zimbardo (2007), 

challenging his proposal that leaders – either through neglect or pursuit of uncivil goals – 

are responsible for regression.  In addition, object relations theory indicates that 

individual and group regression contributes to immature or pathological interpretation of 

the motives and values of the surrounding social system (e.g., organization).  Such 

interpretations, in turn, foster further individual and group (and organization-wide) 

regression.  This proposition contrasts with that of Zimbardo (2007), challenging his 

proposal that organizational, situational, or systemic motives and values are responsible 

for regression.     

Fifth, it is unlikely that an individual’s involvement in a single organization 

affords adequate appeasement and management of the multiplicity of both mature and 

immature object relation constellations comprising his or her disposition.  In accordance 
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with object relations theory, the individual’s disposition is defined by a number of what 

could be called psychological “templates,” the various templates comprised of differing 

images of self and others, qualities of relationship, emotional valences, cause-effect 

perceptions, and moral values.  The relationship needs, instinctual strivings, and conflicts 

within templates left unappeased and unmanaged by organizational involvement often 

find expression in immature and unrestrained ways, contributing to individual and group 

regression.  Along with the other contributions of both classical psychoanalytic theory 

and object relations theory, this understanding of the multi-template nature of the human 

disposition carries significant implications for development of policies and practices 

designed for early intervention and prevention of institutional cruelty.     

 

Summary and Policy Implications 

 The psychological formulations afforded by classical psychoanalytic and object 

relations theories extend our understandings of institutional cruelty beyond those derived 

from social psychological and other formulations.  Where Zimbardo (1973, 2007) 

developed an explanatory “situational attribution theory,” the contributions of a 

psychological approach indicate that the influences of both the social-physical situation 

and psychological disposition play significant roles in the expression of institutional 

cruelty.  The “situation-template theory” resulting from the combined perspectives of 

social psychology and psychology adequately accounts for three characteristics of 

institutional cruelty serving as the focus of this manuscript:  1) rapidity of onset, taking 

days or, at most, weeks for initial expression to be observed, 2) emergence in apparently 
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ordinary, normal (non-criminal, non-psychiatrically or psychologically disturbed) 

individuals, and 3) emergence in the participant-acknowledged “mock” situation of the 

Stanford Prison Experiment.          

 Policy implications derived from situation-template theory support Zimbardo’s 

(1973, 2007) findings of the importance of monitoring by external authorities of the 

perspectives, values, and practices promoted by leadership and represented by system-

wide, organizational, and situational structure in the prevention of institutional cruelty.  

In accordance with individuals’ propensity to rely on situational factors (e.g., leaders and 

organizational structure, representations, and symbols) to serve the intra-psychic 

functions of conscience, monitoring should focus on the degree to which leaders and 

organizational structure, representations, and symbols coincide with the moral values of 

the broader culture (e.g., in Western cultures, Christian or Christian-derived morality).  In 

morally coercive environments such as Abu Ghraib prison – an environment in which 

incarceration of enemy forces and gathering of intelligence information serve as 

organizational missions – the potential for sadistic sexual and aggressive regression 

would best be minimized via availability of counterbalancing moral supports: for 

example, organizationally entrenched involvement of chaplains, rabbis, and other 

religious leaders as well as inculcation of religious services in organizationally routinized 

schedules.  It is important to note that such a proposal is not tantamount to a “softening” 

of missions of institutions such as Abu Ghraib prison.  Instead the proposal infers that an 

institution-level tension be introduced and maintained throughout fulfillment of the 

institution’s mission – a tension between the moral values of broader culture and those 

inherent in mission fulfillment.  Experiences in Abu Ghraib prison indicate that the 
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degree to which coercive, aggressive values permeate the situation without an institution-

level counterbalancing tension is the degree to which individual and group regression can 

be anticipated. 

 In accordance with the heightened regressive potential introduced by alignment of 

organization-induced conscience with instinctual drives, monitoring should focus on 

introducing and maintaining individual- and group-level psychological tensions 

demarcating discomfort with such alignment.  The degree to which expression of such 

tensions (in the form of anxiety, sense of guilt, etc.) is absent is the degree to which 

individual and group regression to primitive levels can be anticipated.  Non-alignment of 

conscience and the instincts can be maintained via time bracketing (e.g., defined periods 

in which such things as intelligence gathering are instituted, interspersed with defined 

periods in which more culturally accepted moral values – kindness, brotherhood, etc. – 

are supported).  Further, psychological tension can be maintained via periodic, bringing-

into-consciousness reminders of the conflict inherent between moral values expressed 

across bracketed periods.  

 In accordance with normal, healthy individuals’ psychological readiness to find 

relief from prohibitions of conscience via immoral conduct, monitoring should focus on 

the availability of culturally appropriate periods and activities of release.  Sexual release 

in the form of personal contacts, private telephonic or video contact with a spouse or 

significant other should be considered.  Aggression release in the form of athletic 

competitions with peers, workouts, and other physical activities should be considered.  

Vicarious release from conscience-based prohibitions of sexual and aggressive  
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expression via cinema and other “entertainment” venues should be considered. 

 In accordance with the potential for severe regression inherent in diffuse 

leadership and organizational structure, unclarity of role definition, and multiplicity of 

primitive object relations (e.g., those involving extremes of dominance and 

subordination), monitoring should focus on establishing and maintaining clarity and 

definitiveness of these factors.  Bearing in mind that the regressive potential in 

diffuseness is the product of simultaneous activation of the multiplicity of dispositional 

templates, clarity and definitiveness should be determined in a manner that enhances 

activation of the most mature and organizationally appropriate templates. 

 In accordance with the unlikelihood that an individual’s involvement in a single 

organization affords adequate appeasement and management of the multiplicity of 

dispositional templates, monitoring should focus on availability of multiple 

organizational, situational, and system involvements.  The more “closed” and single-

mission-focused the institution, the more significant the need for availability to the 

individual of multiple involvements – ranging from family to formal organizations.  For 

instance, such things as 1) frequent communications with family members, friends, 

classmates, and church congregations, 2) participation in various clubs and activities 

(e.g., the Masons, the International Society of Christian Jews, the Miami Art Guild, the 

American Society of Freelance Writers, etc. via in-person, correspondence, telephonic, or 

video contact), and 3) bond-sustaining formal and informal activities with a diversity of 

in-situation individuals and groups (e.g., within the Military Police unit in Abu Ghraib 

prison) should be considered. 
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 Object relations approaches acknowledge the tendency of regressing individuals 

and groups to interpret leaders’ and organizations’ motives and values in immature and 

pathological directions.  Object relations approaches also acknowledge the tendency of 

regressing individuals and groups to appoint disordered individuals to formal or informal 

positions of leadership as well as unconsciously influence normally healthy leaders to 

adapt and express regressed moral values.  Monitoring should involve assessing the 

manifestation of these tendencies, exercising care to avoid too readily assigning 

responsibility for individual, group, or organizational regression to leaders or 

organizational structure.  In accordance with situation-template theory, it is more likely 

that system-wide interactions – interactions between intra-psychic dispositional and 

external social and situational factors – play roles in such regressions.  In this regard, it is 

important to recall Zimbardo’s acknowledgement that it was not a change in leadership or 

organizational structure nor the intervention of a higher authority that contributed to his 

awareness of the regressive cruelty of which he was an observer and participant in the 

Stanford Prison Experiment.  It was instead the re-activation of a mature dispositional 

template via caring confrontation by a personally respected and loved individual – his 

future wife – that invited his moral re-awakening.       
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FOOTNOTES 

 
1 Freudian psychoanalytic theory is presented in the section “Psychoanalytic Theory,” 

manuscript pages 182-202.  

  

2 It is interesting to note that the researchers’ observations of seamstress’s response to 

change anticipated Bion’s later descriptions (see Bion, 1961) of emotion-rich “basic 

assumptions” that characterize small group functioning.  Bion noted that regression to the 

“fight or flight” basic assumption – replete with perceptions of the organization and its 

leaders as dangerous – is common and predictable for small groups undergoing externally 

imposed change.     

 

3 Lewin’s field theory approach to psychology acknowledged that individuals as well as 

organizations are comprised of a complexity of motivational forces, forming dynamic 

systems of often-conflicting influences.  In this approach, he acknowledged a complex 

“psychology” within individuals involving influences stemming from sources below the 

level of conscious awareness.  Lewin’s efforts to align the field of psychology with the 

empirical sciences, however, introduced a potential impediment to our understanding of 

unconscious influences.  The use of logical, mathematical formulas to express the 

psychological “life space” of individuals (the totality of influences acting on the 
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individual at any given moment) potentially misrepresents the scope, dynamics, and 

meaning of unconscious influences – influences that almost by definition do not adhere to 

the rules of logic.  Further, the confluence of unconscious influences acting within the 

individual at any given moment can perhaps be more accurately conceptualized as a 

reflection of the totality of logical components of Lewin’s “life space.”  Stated 

differently, it is as if an “unconscious space” exists of equal dimension and magnitude as 

the “life space,” serving as an internal, highly personalized image of the life space.  The 

dynamics within such an “unconscious space” [the focus of Kernberg’s (1984) “object 

relations theory”; see manuscript pages 203-227] do not adhere to the rules of logic.  In 

turn, the meaning that individuals derive from the workings of these dynamics is best 

expressed in non-logical forms (e.g., metaphor, artistic representation, and dreams) not 

amenable to mathematical representation.  

 

4 In the above example involving avoidance of the curriculum development committee, 

single-loop learning might contribute to the implementation of a rotation system of 

serving on the committee.  Perhaps each faculty member would serve for three 

consecutive years on the committee as a regular member or two years if at least one year 

is served in the role of chairperson.  Each rotation on the committee could be followed by 

two years of non-participation, contributing to time for research and publication.  In 

contrast, double-loop learning might entail the difficult recognition that department and 

university administrators favor professors who serve on committees such as the 

curriculum development committee, perhaps even tipping the balance in a favorable 
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direction when advancement or tenure is sought.  The perception and pursuit of favor has 

perhaps contributed to professorial competition to participate on committees, committee 

participation by individuals not genuinely interested in the committee topic, and 

increased friction between committee members, who view one another not as colleagues 

but as competitors.  In addition, individual professors might feel a heightened degree of 

anxiety since committee participation is time consuming, diminishing time available for 

research and publication – another primary and competitive factor when advancement is 

sought.  Assessment of these underlying feelings and perceptions might contribute to 

other feelings and perceptions.  For instance, perhaps the quality of research and teaching 

has gradually suffered as a result of professors’ diminishing sense of departmental 

collegiality and personal belonging.  Double-loop learning requires leadership and 

processes that allow the exploration and identification of such sensitive perceptions and 

underlying values, followed by steps to modify or replace formal and informal 

organizational structures and procedures supporting unintended values.                  

 

5 Derived from the work of Festinger (1957), Hofstede’s (1980) concept of “avoidance of 

uncertainty” – and, therefore, avoidance of the psychological experience of anxiety that it 

produces – has served as a foundational conceptualization in the development of 

organizational culture theory.  More specifically, avoidance of uncertainty serves as the 

primary theoretical construct defining human motivation toward the formation and 

maintenance of organizational cultures. 
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6 Bion (1961) extensively wrote about the three primary assumptions: the assumptions of 

“dependence” and “fight or flight” and a psychologically more mature assumption of “pairing.”  

The pairing assumption represents participants’ resolution of dependency issues and the paranoid 

concerns of the fight or flight assumption, culminating in the desire for group longevity.  The 

concept of “pairing” emerges from the unconscious and preconscious awareness that long-term, 

intergenerational group longevity can only occur via reproduction.  This awareness contributes to 

the formation of affinitive bonds between pairs and within small groups of individuals.  Schein 

(2004, p. 82) redefined Bion’s pairing assumption, renaming it the “work assumption.”  

Interpreting Bion’s fight or flight assumption to be part and parcel of or generally equivalent to 

Turquet’s (1974) fusion assumption, Schein (2004, p. 82) made the following statement regarding 

achievement of the work assumption: 

 

Being dominated by either the dependence or the fusion assumption ties up emotional 

energy because of the denial and defensiveness required to avoid confronting the 

disconfirming realities.  Therefore, if a group is to work effectively, it must reach a level 

of emotional maturity at which reality-testing norms prevail. 

 

With this statement, Schein (2004) distinguished the work assumption from other psychological 

assumptions, conceptualizing the perceptions of individuals and groups within this assumption to 

be grounded in objective, rational reality-testing.  The perceptions of individuals and groups 

within the other assumptions are not.  While the earliest psychological assumptions are 

unavoidable, must be endured, and must be overcome (and therefore contribute to culture 
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emergence), it is only when the group achieves the rational work assumption that the culture of an 

organization can be established.          

 

7 Parsons (1951, p. 7) defined the “cognitive” orientation in terms of compatibility 

between the individual’s “interests” and the material-for-thought presented by the social 

system.  This definition captures the sense of the human capacity for and pleasure 

(“gratification”) in reasoning, free of nuance and complication introduced by the 

emotions.  Parsons (1951, p. 7) defined the “cathectic” orientation in terms of the 

subjective experience of the “ego’s relation to the object or objects in question for the 

gratification-deprivation balance of his [the individual’s] personality.”  This definition 

captures a quality of emotional attachment and conscious or pre-conscious sense of 

bonding experienced by the individual in his or her relationship with the social system.  

Parsons (1951, p. 48) defined the “evaluative” orientation in terms of “the integration of 

the cognitive and cathectic factors involved.  Gratification consists in the achievement of 

an integration which resolves or minimizes conflict, actual or anticipated.”  This 

definition captures the human need for something closely akin to Hofstede’s (1980) 

concept of “avoidance of uncertainty” and Piaget’s (1985) concept of “cognitive 

equilibrium (see footnote 9, below).        

 

8 Parsons appears to have selected the descriptor “value-orientation standards” because 

integration of the cognitive orientation with the cathectic-derived (emotional-investment- 

or attachment-derived) expressive symbol orientation produces a matrix of potential 
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orientations.  These potential orientations reflect degrees of both cognitive and emotional 

gratification, experienced by culture participants as foundational perspectives and 

principles.  Parsons’ “value-orientation standards” inherently define the conditional moral 

stances characterizing a given culture.  It should be noted that this significantly contrasts 

with Schein’s (2004, p. 60) learning-theory-derived recognition that “[t]he most 

important lesson for me is the realization that culture is deep, pervasive, complex, 

patterned, and morally neutral.”  

 

9 Although the roots of its origin are less easily traced, the concept of “cognitive 

equilibrium” – like that of “avoidance of uncertainty” (see footnote 5, above) – has 

served as a foundational conceptualization in the development of organizational culture 

theory.  The concept, introduced by psychologist Jean Piaget (1896 – 1980), is based on 

the belief that individuals find conflict and contradiction in cognitive awareness to be 

displeasing and therefore seek means to minimize or eliminate that displeasure.  Piaget 

(1985, pp. 5-6) defined “assimilation” and “accommodation” as the two means of 

achieving relief from the displeasure of cognitive conflict and contradiction.  Perhaps 

over-simplifying complex processes, “assimilation” refers to the individual’s 

incorporation of new information into already-existing conceptual schemes.  For 

example, suppose a scheme within a soldier’s overall cognitive system involves belief 

that superiors’ orders reflect his or her nation’s role as a universal peace-keeper.  In this 

situation, an order to become verbally aggressive toward a passive, non-threatening 

foreign prisoner of war (an order issued in the service of extracting important military 
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information) could be carried out as a cognitive and physical action consistent with (as an 

assimilation of) that belief.  The order could be understood by the soldier to involve 

essential (even if distasteful) aggression within the situation of war without resorting to 

levels of physical violence perceived as unnecessary or immoral.  “Accommodation,” in 

contrast, refers to the individual’s perception of dissonance between new information and 

already-existing conceptual schemes, resulting in modification of those schemes.  For 

example, suppose the same soldier were ordered by superiors to execute the prisoner.  In 

this situation, the soldier – in accordance with (in accommodation of) his or her 

perceptions of the prisoner as being passive, non-threatening, and already incapacitated 

by imprisonment – might modify his or her belief in the peace-keeping basis of the 

superiors’ orders.   

    Stated broadly, organizational cultures depend upon processes of individual and 

group assimilation to refine adaptation and ensure organizational longevity when internal 

and external social and resource environments are characterized by stability.  

Organizational cultures depend upon individual and group processes of accommodation 

when internal or external social or resource environments are characterized by instability 

or face impending change, necessitating the adoption of innovative interpretive 

approaches for the sake of survival.   

It should be noted that the concept of “cognitive equilibrium” is akin to that of 

“avoidance of uncertainty.” The former concept refers to a desired condition, the desire 

of which (within the cognitive realm) contributes to behavior based upon the motivational 

force referenced by the latter concept.  It should also be noted that the concept of 
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cognitive equilibrium has roots in Festinger’s (1957) conceptualization of “cognitive 

dissonance.”       

  

10 By “geographically” distinct I am referring to the location of the system of  

personality within the mind or “person” of the individual while the system of culture is 

located in the social exterior of the individual.  The noting of geographic distinction is 

not intended to minimize the interdependence and interaction of the two systems.   

 

11 Kets de Vries and Miller (1984, 1988), organizational culture theorists, were aware of 

the resemblance between two aspects of the “neurotic organizations” they described with 

group dynamics described by Kernberg (1998), a psychoanalytic object relations theorist.  

First, Kets de Vries and Millers’ descriptions of “paranoid,” “compulsive,” “dramatic,” 

“depressive,” and “schizoid” levels of organizational neurosis resemble Klein’s (1975) 

descriptions of “paranoid-schizoid” and “depressive” levels of childhood psychological 

development which Kernberg (1998) expanded and applied to observations of adulthood 

organizational functioning.  Second, Kets de Vries and Millers’ description of the 

“quantum change” required for neurotic organizations to achieve higher levels of 

functioning resembles what can accurately be called “quantum” differences between 

Kernberg’s levels of “object relations” – distinguishable constellations of interpersonal, 

emotional, and cognitive functioning – encountered as stages of normal childhood 

development yet potentially re-activated in individuals and organizations in adulthood.       
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12 The work of Adorno et al. (1950) addressed characteristics of leaders responsible for what must 

be recognized as one of the darkest chapters of human history.  Bearing this in mind, it is 

nevertheless compelling to note that the presence of certain characteristics of the authoritarian 

personality are strongly supported in organizational leaders by the broader capitalistic culture 

while other human characteristics are not so strongly supported.  For example,  by stating the 

following, Schein (2004, p. 109) addressed the relative value of, on one hand, leaders’ empathic 

understanding and relationship-building efforts with participants and, on the other hand, 

profitable productivity: 

 

…[I]t is the successful management of these several functions [specifically, 

organizational boundary management, survival, and growth] that is usually the 

basis on which leaders are assessed.  If they cannot create a group that succeeds, 

they are considered to have failed as leaders.  Internal dissent can be forgiven, but 

if a leader fails in the external functions [essentially those of productivity and 

profit-making], he or she is usually abandoned, voted out, or gotten rid of in a 

more dramatic way. 

     

13 While more will be said in the discussion section to follow about the significance of 

these three differences, Lewin’s propositions and their implications are perplexing and 

can easily leave one with a sense of uneasiness.  For example, according to the 

propositions presented, it is more difficult for an individual to learn (to be taught) a 

changed system of values (assumptions) than it is for that individual to adopt the entire 

changed system of values by belonging to a new group.  If that is the case, then one can 
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at least imagine a set of compelling group- or culture-influencing factors (beyond those 

of leadership alone) such that all participants adopt a changed system of values without 

any individual having gone through a process of learning (being taught).  Under such 

conditions, each individual would maintain his or her sense of belonging, the group or 

culture would maintain its cohesion, and the group or culture would operate in 

accordance with changed assumptions.  This uneasy possibility is, indeed, the reason for 

preparation of this manuscript.    

 

14 One could argue that theories such as that of Schein (1985, 2003, 2004) imply leaders 

themselves were influenced by other leaders from whom they learned refinements to their 

innate qualities of leadership.  This, however, would at best represent the introduction of 

an endless regression in search of the ultimate leader from whom each leader learned 

such refinements.  Rather than introduce a regressive search, Schein’s (1985, 2003, 2004) 

work more strongly supported an inborn, unique substrate within certain individuals 

which allows them to become leaders.  When followed to its logical endpoint (or source-

point), Schein’s theoretical approach attributes the source of culture, in significant 

measure, to inborn qualities within a relatively exclusive set of gifted individuals.  While 

one cannot say with complete confidence that culture does not spring from such an 

internal and exclusive source, it is challenging to accept without qualification a 

theoretical body that lacks explanation for origins of its raison d’�tre (culture) other than 

acknowledgement of innate presence.                    
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15 It is somewhat difficult to account for organizational culture theory’s turning away 

from the rich flexibility and explanatory value of systems approaches to understanding 

the complexities of human behavior.  One possible contributory factor (without intending 

to be unfair to Schein or other contributors to the current body of theory) is that of market 

or audience.  It is somewhat difficult to envision a substantial audience for systems 

approaches to understanding organizational behavior, approaches that place 

comparatively little emphasis on individuals’ special gifts of cognitive, emotional, 

communicative, and social ability.  It is less difficult to envision substantial audiences of 

leaders and leaders-in-the-making intent upon improving their skills via learning-theory-

based, leader-central literature and trainings.               

 

16 In contrast with Schein’s (2004) approach, Bion (1961) approached the potential for 

regression (or, for that matter, progression) between levels of assumption-life by noting 

that each level is defined by a constellation of both rational and irrational perceptions of 

oneself, others, and cause-effect relationships.  Within this understanding of human 

psychological functioning, regression (or progression) to levels of assumption-life is not 

an expression of defense against rational-objective perspectives but is instead a response 

to cognitive and emotional conditions and influences in the social environment.  None of 

the levels of assumption-life – including the less mature levels to which Schein (2004) 

referred as “dependency” and “fusion” – represent “denial and defensiveness required to 

avoid confronting the disconfirming realities” (i.e., defenses against rational-objective 

perceptions).  Regression or progression between levels instead represents psychological 



281 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
movement away from levels of assumption-life disconfirmed and toward levels of 

assumption-life confirmed by the social environment.  In contrast with the learning-

theory-based approach adopted by Schein, this approach presents competing and 

counterbalancing levels of assumption-life (all levels together comprising the system of 

personality) and competing and counterbalancing systems of personality and social 

context.  While rich in explanatory value in the realms of both theory and observation of 

human behavior, such a systems-theory-based approach (with its lack of a rational-

objective level of assumption-life) is unfortunately incompatible with the approach 

espoused by Schein.  

 

17 It is perhaps leaders’ achievement of a stable stance of rational-objectivity without 

vulnerability to regression to less rational levels of assumption-life that – within Schein’s 

theoretical conceptualizations – allows them to remain  objective and substantially free of 

influence of the cultures they have founded and in which they participate (i.e., historical 

influences). 

    

18 The relationship between “memory” and learned “assumptions” (i.e., deeply 

embedded, unconscious values, perspectives, and behaviors imported into the individual 

after achievement of rational-objectivity) is left without clarification in the work of 

Schein (2004).  Distinctions between memory and assumptions in systems-theory-based 

approaches to human learning and behavior serve as the definitional substrate for systems 

internal to the individual, a theoretical construct not easily compatible with learning-
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theory-based approaches such as that of Schein.  Within systems-theory-based 

approaches, “memory” is often conceptualized as the content of pre-conscious 

psychological structure, immediately available for recall to full consciousness when 

needed.  In contrast, “assumptions” are often conceptualized as content of unconscious 

psychological structure, consistently influential to expressed behavior yet consistently 

unavailable for recall. 

         

19 It is noteworthy that field theory and the research approaches necessary for its 

exploration significantly contributed to development of qualitative methods of inquiry 

that now play a significant role within the social sciences.  

 

20 The lack of guards’ conscious awareness of dissonance points toward the significant role of 

unconscious processes contributing to its resolution.  It is possible that dissonance theory 

overlooks indications of dissonance-detecting/consonance-restoring psychological processes 

based in unconsciously held internal structures and dynamic relationships between those 

structures.  Because cognitive dissonance theory does not sufficiently account for the workings of 

an internal “personality,” it is challenged to provide theoretical guidance toward understandings 

or cruelty-inhibiting interventions on a personal or psychological level. 

 

21 It is important to note that Janis distinguished between the influence of leaders on group 

decisions, on one hand, and groupthink, on the other.  According to Janis’ perspective, while 

groupthink can be influenced or intensified by a leader’s actions, its presence is not dependent on 

those actions.   
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Even in totalitarian countries, a powerful leader’s advisors may conform with his wishes, 

thinking “it is not up to me to make this decision.”  This type of surface conformity…is 

not the same as groupthink, which involves genuine judgments made by all members of 

the advisory or planning group.  (Janis, 1972, p. 196) 

 

It is also important to note that Janis believed no one, regardless of level of psychological health, 

was immune to groupthink. 

 

Even individuals who are generally high in self-esteem and low in dependency 

and submissiveness are quite capable of being caught up from time to time in the 

group madness that produces the symptoms of groupthink.  In certain powerful 

circumstances that make for groupthink, probably every member of every policy-

making group, no matter whether strongly or mildly predisposed, is susceptible.  I 

propose to adopt the general working assumption that all policy-makers are 

vulnerable whenever circumstances promote concurrence-seeking.  (Janis, 1972, 

p. 192) 

   

22 The examples of self-injury and contact with potentially harmful species or excrement 

were selected because they carry, in evolutionary terms, a “counter-survival value.”  Just 

as other-directed aggression carries a significant “survival value” to Homo sapiens (i.e., 

prolongation of life and, therefore, reproductive capacity), self-injury and contact with 

dangerous species and excrement pose a threat to health, life, and reproductive capacity.  
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Stated in psychological terms, the evolutionary advantage of other-directed aggression 

may have contributed to the development through time of an internal impulse or pre-

disposition toward aggression.  The lack of evolutionary advantage of behaviors 

contributing to risk in the form of poisonous bites, illness, or self-inflicted injury may not 

have fostered contribution to the development of similar internal impulses or pre-

dispositions toward such risk.  Considered further, the lack of evolutionary advantage of 

such behaviors may instead have contributed to the development of internal impulses or 

pre-dispositions away from them in the form of fear or repulsion.  One might expect that 

behaviors contributing to experiences of fear or repulsion would be less easily adopted or 

learned than those contributing to experiences of other-directed aggression.  

 

23 It is important to acknowledge Zimbardo’s remarkable courage in noting that he, on his 

own, was unable to recognize the severity of cruelty he was daily observing.  In his role 

as prison “superintendent,” he only reluctantly and gradually recognized the immorality 

and inhumanity he had fostered and was maintaining.  Zimbardo attributed his difficult 

awakening to the actions of his then-fiancée (now wife of many years), Christina 

Maslach.  Maslach, upon seeing the experiment for the first time on the fifth day of 

operation, confronted Zimbardo with verbal and emotional intensity.  Zimbardo’s frank 

discussion of his inability to recognize obvious cruelty serves as a significant indicator 

(in addition to the cruelty exhibited by subjects assigned to the guard position) of human 

beings’ ease and preparedness for participation in cruelty – even when the representative 

individual is one of our era’s most renowned psychologists.  It also serves as a significant 
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indicator that experiment participants’ behavior – including that of Zimbardo – was based 

upon a new “reality” of acceptable human interaction, extending beyond the playing of 

roles.  (See Zimbardo, 2007, pp. 153-156). 

 

24 It could be argued with some difficulty that the guards demonstrated “psychological” 

functioning but not “dispositional” functioning.  However, such an argument would mean 

that the individuals involved experienced deterioration or suspension of personality 

influences.  Not only did guards not express the extreme anxiety and psychological 

discomfort associated with personality deterioration or suspension, they in general 

expressed ease and pleasure in their feelings, attitudes, and behaviors.      

 

25 Commenting on prisons and other “total institutions,” Goffman (1959) noted that a 

primary function of such institutions is the creation of division between two rather 

arbitrarily determined categories of people: inmates and staff.  Consistent with 

predictions based upon dissonance theory, staff cognitively support the categories by 

adopting an “interpretive scheme” by which inmates are recognized to be morally 

deserving of their subordinate status (Goffman, 1959, p. 84).  The following statement 

summarized the social psychological effectiveness of the overall process:      

 

There are grounds, then, for the claiming that one of the main accomplishments of 

total institutions is staging differences between two constructed categories of 

persons – a difference in social quality and moral characters, a difference in 
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perception of self and other…Here, surely is a magnificent social achievement… 

(Goffman, 1959, pp. 111-112).  

 

26 While Zimbardo (2007, p. 212) acknowledged, “Societies that promote individualism, 

such as the United States and many other Western nations, have come to believe that 

dispositions matter more than situations,” his theoretical and juridical approach to leaders 

does not adequately reprioritize the relative importance of these influences on behavior.  

Since leaders’ dispositions appear to “matter more” in determining behavior than do 

situations, it is challenging to understand why, according to his formulations, situations 

“matter more” to non-leaders than do dispositions.  Further, the acknowledgement 

contains a potential discontinuity of logic.  If one were to consider the degree to which 

“systems” – especially the socially entrenched, influential zeitgeist of “culture” – support 

individuals’ exercise of cognitive, emotional, and moral capacities independent of 

situational influences, then one would anticipate it would be within Western cultures 

(cultures that promote individualism) that individuals are least influenced by immediate 

situational factors.  (Western cultures’ support of dispositional influences is foundational 

to establishment of democratic forms of government, in turn, significantly contributing to 

formation of juridical systems in which it is the individual – not the group or the system – 

that is held accountable for injurious action.)               

 

27 Zimbardo’s conceptualization of disposition as a uniform entity potentially creates an 

infinitely regressive search for the ultimate system or ultimate leader accountable for 
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providing impetus to cruel behavior.  Infinite regression of search is founded on the 

awareness that all systems and all leaders are embedded in other systems or have been or 

currently are influenced by other leaders.  When considered in this way, consistency of 

application of Zimbardo’s approach to locating ultimate sources of accountability 

presents the possibility of yielding the null result: the absence of ultimate sources of 

accountability for human behavior.      

 

28 It is important to note that the Stanford Prison Experiment was purposely designed to 

lack both a “system” and “leadership” that would promote guard cruelty toward inmates.  

As the authors noted, “They [the guards] were intentionally given only minimal 

guidelines for what it meant to be a guard.  An explicit and categorical prohibition against 

the use of physical punishment or physical aggression was, however, emphasized by the 

experimenters” (Haney, Banks, & Zimbardo, 1973,     p. 75).  While the simulated prison 

was carefully designed to minimize the influences of both system and leadership, the 

behavioral outcome in terms of expressed cruelty was strikingly similar to that of Abu 

Ghraib prison.  If one were to fully accept Zimbardo’s (2007) proposition of primary 

significance of system influence, it would seem that provision of minimal system- or 

leadership-based influences, expressed prohibition of use of physical punishment and 

aggression, and subjects’ awareness of the “mock” nature of the entire SPE situation 

would contribute to decreasing guards’ tendency toward cruelty.  Seen in this light, 

similarities between the cruel behaviors of guards in the SPE and Abu Ghraib prison 

point toward the significance of factors not yet addressed by situational attribution  
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theory.           

 

29 It is important to note that Zimbardo himself supported the cruelties exhibited in the 

Stanford Prison Experiment, observing them on a daily basis and noting their 

intensification without recognizing them to be cruelties.  Explaining how it is that he (the 

leader, highest ranking authority, and designer of the “system” in which the experiment 

took place) was unable to recognize cruelty (as unable as were the SPE and Abu Ghraib 

prison guards), Zimbardo (2007, p. 235) turned to cognitive dissonance theory: 

 

In retrospect, I believe that the main reason I did not end the study sooner, when it began 

to get out of hand resulted from the conflict created in me by my dual roles as principal 

investigator, and thus guardian of the research ethics of the experiment, and as prison 

superintendent, eager to maintain the integrity and stability of my prison at all costs…I 

now realize that there should have been someone with authority above mine, someone in 

charge of oversight of the experiment.  

 

Two aspects of the statement are of significance.  First, by pointing out the need 

for a greater authority (a higher order system or higher ranking leader) to prevent the 

cruelties exhibited in the SPE, the statement essentially holds a higher order system or 

higher ranking leader (neither of which existed in this instance) accountable for the 

cruelties.  Had either been available, the cruelties could perhaps have been more readily 

recognized and the more severe of them prevented.  This perspective – representational of 
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an infinitely regressive search – is perhaps the only perspective available from within the 

context of Zimbardo’s social psychologically based conceptualization of institutional 

cruelty.  Fundamentally assigning the source of cruelty (or, at minimum, the 

responsibility for preventing cruelty) to higher order systems and higher ranking leaders, 

it is also the perspective Zimbardo assumed in his assessment of responsibility for 

cruelties exhibited at Abu Ghraib prison.   

Second, Zimbardo appears to have overlooked the significance of the process by 

which he came to recognize the SPE cruelties (i.e., emotion-laden discussion with 

someone he loved and respected), contributing to the prevention of even greater cruelties 

had the experiment been allowed to continue.  The delineation of this process – one that 

did not involve a higher order system or higher ranking leader – potentially offers an 

alternative means of identifying and preventing institutional cruelty (see manuscript page 

236).  

 
 
30 According to the International Dictionary of Psycholoanalysis, “A main interpretant of 

the id is instinctual life. ‘We approach the id with analogies: we call it a chaos, a cauldron 

full of seething excitations.  We picture it as being open at its end to somatic influences, 

and as there taking up into itself instinctual needs which find their psychical expression in 

it, but we cannot say in what substratum.’ (1933a [1932], p. 73).  Since psychoanalysis is 

a dynamic theory of the psyche, the ‘whole person’ is an interpretant of the id (p. 105), 

and psychoanalysis is ‘a psychology of the id (and of its effects on the ego)’ (1924f,       

p. 209).  The prevalence of the dynamic aspect means that the ego and the superego 

emerge from the id as ‘superficial strata’ differentiated during ontogenesis; ‘id and ego 
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are originally one’ (1937c, p. 240); the superego ‘is in fact a precipitate of the first object-

cathexes of the id’ (1926e, p. 223).  So the ego and the superego are interpretants of the 

id.”  Retrieved from http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia   

  

31 According to the International Dictionary of Psychoanalysis, “Consciousness is the 

qualitative perception of information arising both from the external world and from the 

internal world: an external world that is unknowable in itself and to which we have 

access only via subjective elements collected by our sense organs and an internal world 

that consists of unconscious mental processes and that we are aware of solely through 

sensations of pleasure/unpleasure and revived memories.”  Retrieved from                 

http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia  

 

32 According to the International Dictionary of Psychoanalysis, “The Ego and the Id 

views the ego primarily as a surface differentiation of the id under the influence of the 

external world; it conveys the demands of the external world to the instinctual agency of 

the id, with which it remains in permanent contact at its base.  As a messenger of reality, 

the ego replaces the reign of the pleasure principle by that of the reality principle, 

imposing the constraints of the social environment.  It is the agent of the repression (or 

the sublimation) of the instincts, of the censorship of dreams, and the cause of resistances 

to the treatment, and it manages object-cathexes and controls motility.”  Retrieved from 

http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia  

 

http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia
http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia
http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia
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33 According to the International Dictionary of Psychoanalysis, “From the ontogenetic 

viewpoint, the superego is ‘heir to the Oedipus complex.’  This means that the advent of 

the superego prolongs the core affective relationships of childhood by rendering 

permanent the conditions that brought about its establishment.  The identifications that 

constitute the superego are the bearers at once of parental prohibitions and of instinctual 

cathexes relating to the parents as objects, cathexes that these identifications replace 

according to a regressive logic in which the wish to be like dislodges the wish to have 

(Freud, 1933a, p. 63).  Broadly speaking, the identifications of the superego owe their 

autonomy, their constraining role vis-à-vis the ego, to the child's crucial dependence on 

its objects.  ‘At the beginning . . . what is bad is whatever causes one to be threatened 

with loss of love’ (Freud, 1930a, p. 124).  If establishing the superego through 

identifications has far-reaching consequences, this is because the relationship of the ego 

to the superego reproduces the relationship of the child to the all-powerful parents.  Real 

anxiety related to the parents is transformed into moral anxiety arising from the tension 

between the ego and a superego that draws no distinction between the wish and the act.”  

Retrieved from http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia 

  

34 According to Freud (1940/1969, p. 75, footnote), “If the little savage were left to 

himself, preserving all his foolishness and adding to the small sense of a child in the 

cradle the violent passions of a man of thirty, he would strangle his father and lie with his 

mother.”  

 

http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia
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35 This is a theme of the play Oedipus Rex by the Greek tragedian, Sophocles (495 –  

406 BC).  It is important to note that from the psychoanalytic perspective, the Oedipus 

complex is not patterned after the play but quite the other way around.  Sophocles’ 

tragedy has timeless theatrical appeal precisely because it reflects a familiar early-life 

experience that we all share and that resides within us below the level of consciousness.  

The appeal of many art forms – theater, dance, poetry, sculpture, and painting – is 

founded on their ability to capture strong early-life emotional experiences, long ago 

repressed from conscious awareness.  There is an uncanny feeling of fascination and of 

being “understood” when one engages art that puts into concrete expression what have 

been – and largely remain – unconscious experiences of the psyche.           

 

36 For the male child, there is an additional component intensifying the compromise.  The male 

child gradually recognizes that he is not “at-one with” (does not fully share identity with) his 

mother.  As a male, he shares masculine identity with his father, the very object he at times would 

like to destroy.  He finds that he more truly shares identity not with the primary love-object of 

Mother, but with the at-times hated object of Father.  It should be noted that female children also 

identify with their fathers, incorporating some of his emotional and behavioral characteristics.  

However, since a female child does not face the necessity of relinquishing her initial identity with 

the primary love-object of Mother (i.e., both are female), her dilemma and its resolution are less 

traumatic and less emotionally transformative than are those of the male child.  This foundational 

difference carries significant implications about the differences between the psychologies of 

males and females throughout the lifespan.    
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37 The Oedipus resolution is significant to psychoanalytic psychology for three reasons.  

First, the resolution forms the substrate for mature consciousness.  If consciousness itself 

is understood as the detection of difference, then – with the Oedipus resolution – the ego 

takes on the role of detecting and managing the different and often conflicting demands 

placed upon it.  Mature consciousness can be understood as the ego’s capacity to detect 

and manage differences between the instinctual drives of the id, the moral directives of 

the superego, and the reality demands of the surrounding social and physical 

environments.  The degree to which the Oedipus conflict finds healthy resolution is the 

degree to which the individual can be fully conscious of the realms internal and external 

to himself or herself.   

Second, the Oedipus resolution forms the substrate for mature emotional and civil  

functioning.  For example, a balance between the instinctual urges of the id and the moral 

directives of the superego allows the individual to express sexual and aggressive instincts 

in ways that are satisfying to the individual and that are simultaneously acceptable to 

society.  An imbalance between the demands of the agencies of superego and id can 

contribute to, on one hand, neurotic constriction of the individual’s acceptance and 

expression of the instincts or, on the other hand, the emotionally stormy relationships, 

extremes of idealizing and then devaluing friends and close companions, and poorly 

modulated expressions of sexuality and aggression common to the personality disorders.   

Third, it is the Oedipus resolution that distinguishes psychoanalytic perspectives 

from those of the many other psychologies.  Where other psychologies (and, in general, 

the field of sociology) maximize life-long plasticity in conceptualizations of the 



294 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
individual, psychoanalytic theory proposes that the Oedipus resolution represents 

formation of a stable and difficult-to-alter intra-psychic structure, serving as the 

foundation to adult psychological health or psychopathology.             

 

38 It is acknowledged that cultural changes since Freud’s writing have contributed to 

challenges to his use of the terms “father” and “mother” in both theoretical formulations 

of psychological development and propriety of written expression of the terms and the 

cultural roles implied.  In this manuscript, the terms “father” and “mother” are presented 

as they are in the author’s effort to accurately convey psychoanalytic theory as originally 

formulated by Freud.                  

 

39 Freud frequently interchanged the terms the “superego” and “ego ideal” in his writings.  

For the purposes of this manuscript, “ego ideal” refers to the psychic agency of 

“superego.” 

 
  
40  “Libido” is best understood as a term referring to the innate energy or instinctual  

human impulse toward unification and bonding.  As such, it is the counterpart to 

“aggression,” the innate energy or instinctual human impulse toward separation and 

destruction.  According to Freud, “Libido is an expression taken from the theory of the 

emotions. We call by that name the energy, regarded as a quantitative magnitude (though 

not at present actually measurable), of those instincts which have to do with all that may 

be comprised under the word ‘love’” (Freud, 1921/1959, p. 29).  In this definition, one 

can see that libido is the energy-component of what Freud called the “sexual” instincts, a 



295 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                 
term referring not strictly to reproductive drives but more broadly to human drives 

toward union and community. 

 

41 According to the International Dictionary of Psychoanalysis, “A key concept from the 

economic point of view, "cathexis" refers to the process that attaches psychic energy, 

essentially libido, to an object, whether this is the representation of a person, body part, 

or psychic element…Everything that takes place in the body or the psyche can be an 

object of cathexis.  Real persons are cathected only through the intermediary of the 

psychic representations constructed of them.  Cathexes are objective when they are 

directed at individuals with a corresponding existence in the external world and are 

narcissistic when they have meaning only for the subject.”  Retrieved from                

http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia 

  

42 The well-developed psychoanalytic concept of “transference” – a psychological 

mechanism by which authority of the superego is, via unconscious processes, replaced by 

the authority of another person – carries significant explanatory value for the results of 

well-known studies involving obedience to authority and easily induced, apparently 

unwarranted acts of cruelty.  If applied to the work of Milgram (1963), the concept of 

transference maintains the evolutionary (instinctual) basis proposed in the theory of 

“agentic shift” while detailing a universal psychological mechanism for its transmission 

and expression in each individual.    

 

http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia
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43 Prior to adding psychoanalytic reinterpretation, Freud (1921/1959, pp. 24-25) presented 

McDougall’s premises guiding the individual’s functioning within organizations as follows: 

 

The author enumerates five ‘principal conditions’ for raising collective mental life to a 

higher level.   

The first and fundamental condition is that there should be some degree of 

continuity of existence in the group.  This may be either material or formal: material, if 

the same individuals persist in the group for some time; and formal, if there is developed 

within the group a system of fixed positions which are occupied by a succession of 

individuals. 

The second condition is that in the individual member of the group some definite 

idea should be formed of the nature, composition, functions and capacities of the group, 

so that from this he may develop an emotional relation to the group as a whole. 

The third is that the group should be brought into interaction (perhaps in the form 

of rivalry) with other groups similar to it but different from it in many respects. 

The fourth is that the group should possess traditions, customs and habits, and 

especially such as determine the relations of its member to one another. 

The fifth is that the group should have a definite structure, expressed in the 

specialization and differentiation of the functions of its constituents. 

According to McDougall, if these conditions are fulfilled, the psychological 

disadvantages of group formations are removed.    
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44 According to the International Dictionary of Psychoanalysis, “Identification is an 

unconscious mental process by which someone makes part of their personality conform 

to the personality of another, who serves as a model.  Described cursorily by Freud in the 

context of psychopathology, the mechanism of identification has come to refer to a 

principal mode of relating to others and has been integrated in the processes that 

constitute the psyche.  Identification should be distinguished from imitation, which is a 

voluntary and conscious act.”  Retrieved from http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-

encyclopedia  

 

45 According to the International Dictionary of Psychoanalysis, “From a psychoanalytic 

viewpoint, projection is an intrapsychic process that creates or shapes a perception (or a 

collection of perceptions) with reference to an object in the outside world, which, 

although the subject believes he or she is perceiving it ‘objectively,’ is actually being 

perceived according to the subject's own characteristics; the most interesting case is when 

this object is a real person (sometimes called an external object).”  Retrieved from   

http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia  

 

46 From the psychoanalytic perspective, scheduled periods of sensual celebration (e.g., 

Rio de Janeiro’s Carnival and New Orleans’ Mardi Gras, both originating as social 

responses to Roman Catholic morality) as well as the existence of communities known 

for sensual celebration (e.g., Las Vegas and Key West) are expressions of the ego’s need 

for periodic abrogation of superego demands, allowing relatively unfettered and therefore 

http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia
http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia
http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia
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relieving expression of id impulses.   

 

47 From the psychoanalytic perspective, this is routinely observed at the cinema.  While 

we feel great pleasure as the hero brutally destroys the villain in the denouement, our 

conscience is not stirred by such violence.  Not a small portion of the pleasure 

experienced in attending the cinema is of vicarious origin as sexual delights and violent 

actions are played out before our eyes.  It is perhaps accurate to say that Hollywood’s 

success is dependent upon providing the public with brief festivals, circumventing the 

moral demands of the superego to allow pleasing id expressions of sexuality and 

aggression free from personal accountability.   

 

48 While the concept of neurotic pathology is debated within psychoanalysis, it is  

generally accepted that moderate levels of neurotic conflict, and therefore “neuroses,” are  

components of psychological health.  This acceptance is a nearly inescapable outcome of 

classical psychoanalytic perspectives in which the healthy ego must constantly depend 

upon essentially neurotic defenses (e.g., repression, suppression, sublimation, and 

components of splitting, isolation, and disassociation) in order to manage the unrelenting, 

conflicting demands of the superego and the id upon it.  Moderate levels of neuroticism 

are therefore consistent with “psychological health” if such health is defined as the 

individual’s ability to behave in a self-restrained, civil manner while also finding 

satisfying outlets for sexual and aggressive instincts.             
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49 According to the International Dictionary of Psychoanalysis, “Repression is the 

operation by which the subject repels and keeps at a distance from consciousness 

representations (thoughts, images, memories) that are disagreeable because they are 

incompatible with the ego.  For Sigmund Freud repression is the privileged mode of 

defense against the instincts.”  Retrieved from http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-

encyclopedia  

 

50 Even when Freud directly addressed the role of aggression in psychopathologies and 

the health of society, he quickly deflected that role, returning to what he conceptualized 

as the more foundational role of Eros, the libidinous instincts.  This contrasts with post-

Freudian psychoanalytic thinking such as that of Kernberg (see manuscript pages 203- 

227).      

 

51 Perhaps Freud’s focus on the sexual instincts as the basis of psychopathology can be attributed 

to the time during which he was writing – the latter years of the Victorian era with what we 

would now consider its undue restrictions on sexual expression.  A sexually restrictive zeitgeist 

can be expected to contribute to psychological conflicts related to ideals of sexual morality and 

purity.  Under such intra-psychic conditions, one would expect to see in one’s clinical office – as 

did Freud – patients suffering from sexual conflicts.   

More likely, however, Freud’s libidinal focus is attributable to the nature of the 

pathologies he studied – the neurotic conflicts.  By definition, neuroses are a product of the 

tensions and anxieties experienced by an ego caught between the moral demands of the superego 

and the immoral urges of the id.  The neuroses, therefore, are the bi-product of a developed 

http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia
http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia
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superego and its consequent demands placed on the ego.  As Freud noted [see quote on 

manuscript page 202, (Freud, 1930/1961, p. 106)] those demands, in large measure, express a 

conflict between the two sexual trajectories defined by an object aim (object libido) and a 

narcissistic aim (narcissistic libido).  

A challenging but important theoretical distinction is being made here.  The formation of 

the superego inherently involves id-derived aggressive drives, turned back upon themselves as 

superego countermands – the firm “shalt nots” of morality.  Successful resolution of the Oedipus 

complex, however, represents a “taming” of the most primitive aggressive drives, or (more 

accurately stated) a tense but generally stable balance between the id-aggressive drives and the 

countering aggressive drives of the superego.  Under these conditions of rather tense truce, the 

mediating ego has a “free space” (so to speak) to focus on moral issues dealing less with conflicts 

of an aggressive nature and more with those of a libidinous nature.  Following resolution of the 

Oedipus complex, the contents of the ego’s conflicts are therefore those between object-libido 

and narcissistic-libido.  These conflicts – on the experiential level, the conflicts between 

selfishness and altruism – are what we recognize to be the core of morality.  They are the 

conflicts between seeing after one’s own needs and pleasures, on one hand, and seeing after the 

needs and pleasures of others, on the other hand.  In contrast with the formation of the superego, 

neither of these polarities inherently nor directly involves the aggressive instincts.  It is likely that 

it is for this reason that Freud conceptualized conflicts of libido rather than of aggression as being 

central to successful resolution of the Oedipus complex.  

It is important to bear in mind, however, that inadequate resolution of the Oedipus 

complex can be expected to contribute to pathologies founded in aggression-based conflicts.  

Such inadequate resolution would connote the presence of id-derived aggressive impulses without 

sufficient aggressive countermands emanating from the superego.  The work of Otto Kernberg 
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(see manuscript pages 203-227) and other post-Freudian practitioner-theorists bears this out.  

Paralleling the two forms of libido (the libidos of selfishness and altruism), self- and other-

directed aggressions coupled with diffuseness of identity (i.e., unclear boundaries between what 

comprises “self” and what comprises “other”) are common to the pre-neurosis disorders of 

personality that result from incomplete superego formation.                                            

 

52 According to the International Dictionary of Psychoanalysis, “‘On Narcissism: An 

Introduction’ (1914c) marked a major theoretical turning point in Freud's work.  Ego-

libido, now also called ‘narcissistic libido,’ was viewed as a primal libidinal cathexis, a 

part of which was detached, and directed onto objects: ‘Thus we form the idea of there 

being an original libidinal cathexis of the ego, from which some is later given off to 

objects, but which fundamentally persists and is related to the object-cathexis much as the 

body of an amoeba is related to the pseudopodia which it puts out’ (p. 75).”  Retrieved 

from http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia  In a general way, object 

libido can be understood as narcissistic libido turned outward toward others, transformed 

from self-love into love, care, and concern for others. 

  

53 It is important to note the significant parallel between Durkheim’s (2001) 

psychological formulations and those of Freud.  Durkheim conceptualized conflicting 

forces of the psychological agencies of the Sacred and the Profane, essentially agencies 

representing social collectivity or solidarity, on one hand, and self-interest or egoism, on 

the other.  The parallel with Freud’s two libidinous forces – object libido and narcissistic 

libido – is striking.        

http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia
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54 “Separation-individuation phase” and “image of ‘symbiotic merger’” are references to 

very early stages of psychological development characterized by the infant’s as-yet 

undifferentiated sense of self.  In these very early stages, the infant experiences itself to 

have both physical and emotional shared existence with the primary caretaker.     

 

55 According to the International Dictionary of Psychoanalysis, “Wilfred R. Bion (1961) 

uses the term basic assumption to designate that which, fundamentally, the individual  

must assume in order to be part of a group.  Basic assumptions come into play at the  

unconscious, pathic, and affective levels… 

“These basic assumptions are states of mind – all of them sexual in the final  

analysis – associated with the characters in the oedipal situation (including the Sphinx); 

they emerge as secondary formations from an extremely primitive scene that is played 

out at the level of part-objects, and which is associated with psychotic anxieties and with 

the mechanisms of splitting and projective identification inherent in the schizoid-paranoid 

and depressive positions posited by Melanie Klein.”  Retrieved from                          

http:// www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia     

  

56 “Part-object relationships” refers to the earliest tendencies of infants to perceive objects 

(e.g., the breast) as wholly good and pleasing (cathected with the infant’s libido) or as 

wholly bad and non-pleasing (cathected with the infant’s aggression).  The infant has not 

at this stage of development achieved the capacity to perceive objects as simultaneously 

being partially good/pleasing and partially bad/non-pleasing.  As a result, the infant 

http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia
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perceptually divides or “splits” the object into separate “parts” and relates to each part 

(e.g., the “good breast” and the “bad breast”) as if it were not a component of a 

continuous, unified whole object or of a continuous, unified relationship between the self 

and the object.  “Part-object relationships” therefore connotes an object divided into parts 

colored by pure, non-integrated affective states (e.g., pure affection or pure aggression), a 

self divided into parts so affectively colored, and a relationship between the object and 

the self also so affectively colored.  Within psychoanalytic and object relations theories, 

severe regressions in adulthood (e.g., to the level of paranoid psychosis) are  

conceptualized as returns to the primitive level of part-object relationships.       

 

57 According to the International Dictionary of Psychoanalysis, “‘Reaction-formation’  

refers to an attitude or a character-trait that responds to an unconscious (repressed) wish 

or desire by evoking the opposite of such a desire.  For example, generosity covers or 

conceals avariciousness and hoarding; modesty may replace megalomania; kindness or 

reluctance to engage in conflict can mask sadistic tendencies.  Reaction-formation is thus 

also a symptom of a psychic conflict and a defense against instinctive reactions.” 

Retrieved from http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia 

     

58 The concept of ego identity was introduced by post-Freudian practitioner-theorist Erik 

Erikson (1902 -1994).  According to the International Dictionary of Psychoanalysis, “For 

Erikson, [ego] identity is what maintains in the individual inner solidarity with the ideals 

and aspirations of social groups.  The ego has a general balancing function: It puts things 

http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia
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in perspective and prepares them in view of possible action.  The strength of the ego, as 

Erikson conceived it, explains the difference between the feeling of being whole and the 

feeling of being fragmented.”  Retrieved from http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-

encyclopedia      

 

59 The rapidity and severity of this regressive process is, in part, founded in the intimate, 
phylogenetic association between the superego and the primitive structure of the id.  Freud 
(1923/1960, p. 49) described the association as follows:  

 

But the derivation of the super-ego from the first object-cathexes [relational ties with 

others; in this instance, with the parental figures] of the id, from the Oedipus complex, 

signifies even more for it.  This derivation, as we have already shown…brings it into 

relation with the phylogenetic acquisition of the id…Thus the superego is always close to 

the id and can act as its representative vis-à-vis the ego.  It reaches deep into the id and 

for that reason is farther from consciousness than the ego is. 

 

60 According to Kernberg (1986, p. 257), “Malignant narcissism refers to patients 

presenting an infiltration of aggression into the pathological grandiose self that 

characterizes the narcissistic personality.  In contrast to the ordinary type of narcissistic 

personality, these patients experience increased self-esteem and confirmation of their 

grandiosity when they can express aggression toward themselves or others.  Pleasure in 

cruelty, sadistic sexual perversions, as well as pleasurably experienced self-mutilation are  

part of this picture.” 

http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia
http://www.enotes.com/psychoanalysis-encyclopedia



