
10 The Rise of Homo Sentimentalis 

Reshaping the corporate imagination 

Psychologists differed from other experts and professionals 
(such as lawyers or engineers) in that they slowly but surely 
claimed expertise in virtually all areas - from the military to 
childrearing via marketing and sexuality1 

- and used advice 
literature to ascertain such vocation. As the twentieth century 
unfolded, they increasingly assumed the vocation of guiding 
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others on a variety of problems in the fields of education, 
criminal behavior, legal expert testimony, marriage, prison 
rehabilitation programs, sexuality, racial and political conflict, 
economic behavior, and soldiers' morale.32 

Nowhere was this influence more palpable than in the 
Amer ican corporation, where psychologists intertwined emo· 
tions with the realm of economic action in the form of a radi· 
cally new way of conceiving of production. The period running 
from the 1880s to the 1920s has been dubbed the golden age 
of capitalism, during which "the factory system was estab· 
lished, capital was centralized, production standardized, 
organizations bureaucratized, and labor incorporated in large 
firms."n Most conspicuous was the rise of the large·scale cor· 
poration, employing thousands and sometimes even tens of 
thousands of workers, thus "making corporations bureaucrati· 
cally complex and hierarchically integrated."" By the 1920s, 
86 percent of all wage-earners were employed in manufactur
ing's Even more conspicuous was the fact that the American 
firm had the largest proportion of administrative workers 
worldwide (18 administrative workers for each 100 production 
workers).36 The expansion of firms went hand in hand with 
the consolidation of management theories which aimed to 
systematize and rationalize the production process. Indeed, 
the management system shifted - or rather multiplied - the 
loci of control, which now moved from the hands of traditional 
capitalists to those of technocrats who used the rhetoric of 
science, rationality, and general welfare to establish their 
authority. Some view th is transformation as the seizure of a 
new form of power by engineers who acted as a class of pro
fessionals who imposed a new ideology - of management -
which conceived of the workplace as a "system," in which the 
ind ividual would be eradicated and where general rules and 
laws would be formalized and applied to the worker and to 
the work process." In contrast to capitalists, who had fre
quently been portrayed as greedy and selfish, in the new ideol
ogy of management, the manager emerged as rational, 
responsible, and pred ictable, and as the bearer of new rules 
of standardization and rationalization." Engineers tended 
to think of men as machines, and of the corporation as an 
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impersonal system to operate. But this view overlooks an 
important fact, namely that in parallel to the engineers' rheto· 
ric or in its aftermath another discourse emerged, spearheaded 
by psychologists, which paid a great deal of attention to the 
individual, to the irrational dimension of work relationships, 
and to workers' emotions.39 

From the beginning of the twentieth century, experimen· 
tal psychologists were solicited by managers to find solutions 
to the problem of discipline and productivity inside the cor· 
poration.40 Around the 1920s, it was clinical psychologists, 
many of whom were inspired by Freudian psychodynamic 
views and who had been particularly successful in the army 
in helping recruit soldiers or heal war traumas, who were 
mobilized by the corporation to help formulate needed guide· 
lines for the new task of management. 

Elton Mayo must be given a place of honor in any account 
of management theory because "there can be few disciplines 
or fields of research in which a single set of studies or single 
researcher and writer has exercised so great an influence as 
was exercised for a quarter of the century by Mayo and the 
Hawthorne studies ."'' Where experimental psychologists who 
had preceded the human relations movement had claimed that 
moral qualities such as "loyalty" or "reliability" were crucial 
att ributes of the productive personality inside a corporation, 
Mayo's famous Hawthorne experiments - conducted from 
1924 to 1927 - paid h istorically unprecedented attention to 
emotional transactions per se as his main finding was that 
productivity increased if work relationships contained care and 
attention to workers' feelings. In place of the Victorian moral 
language of "character," Mayo, who had been trained as a 
Jungian psychoanalyst, introduced the psychoanalytical imag· 
ination inside the workplace.'2 Mayo's intervention in the cor· 
poration had a thoroughly therapeutic character. For example, 
the method of interview Mayo set up had all the characteristics 
(except the name) of a therapeutic interview. This is in fact 
how Mayo presents h is method of interviewing to the disgrun· 
tied workers of the plant at General Electric where he and his 
team intervened: 
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Workers wished to talk, and to talk freely, under the seal of profes
sional confidence (which was never abused) to someone who 
seemed representative of the company or who seemed, by his very 
attitude, to carry authority. The experience itself was unusual; 
there are few people in this world who have had the experience 
of finding someone intelligent, attentive, and eager to listen 
without interruption to all that he or she has to say. But to arrive 
at this point it became necessary to train interviewers how to 
listen, how to avoid interruption or the giving of advice, how 
generally to avoid anything that might put an end to free expres
sion in an individual instance. Some approximate rules to guide 
the interviewer in his work were therefore set down. These were, 
more or less, as follows: 

1 Give your whole attention to the person interviewed, and 
make it evident that you are doing so. 

2 Listen - don't talk. 
3 Never argue; never give advice. 
4 Listen to: 

(a) what he wants to say 
(b) what he does not want to say 
(c) what he cannot say without help 

5 As you listen, plot out tentatively and for subsequent correc
tion the pattern (personal) that is being set before you. To test 
this, from time to time summarize what has been said and 
present for comment (e.g., "is this what you are telling me?"). 
Always do this with the greatest caution, that is, clarify in 
ways that do not add or distort. 

6 Remember that everything said must be considered a per
sonal confidence and not divulged to anyone.4l 

I personally do not know of a better definition of the thera
peutic interview, which precisely aims at eliciting uncensored 
speech and emotions and at building trust. Mayo seemed to 
stumble accidentally on the importance of emotions, family, 
and close bonds, but he was in fact only importing therapeutic 
categories into the workplace. An analysis of the original cases 
addressed by Mayo is instructive both of the ways in which his 
approach to work conflicts was shaped by psychological 
methods, and of the ways in which his method elicited 
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emotional talk and evoked the specter of the family inside the 
workplace. The problems he unraveled among women workers 
were framed as having an emotional nature and as mirroring 
their fam ily history: for example, "one woman worker ... dis
covered during an interview that her dislike of a certain super
visor was based upon a fancied resemblance to a detested 
stepfather. Small wonder that the same supervisor had warned 
the interviewer that she was 'difficult to handle.' "44 Or to give 
another example, the interviewer was able to establish that a 
woman's performance was suffering because her mother had 
pressured her to ask for a raise: 

She talked her situation out with an interviewer, and it became 
clear that to her a raise would mean separation from her daily 
companions and associates. Although not immediately relevant, 
it is interesting to note that, after explaining the situation to the 
interviewer, she was able to present her case dispassionately to 
her mother ... the mother immediately understood and aban
doned pressure for advancement, and the girl returned to work. 
This last instance illustrates one way in which the interview 
opens emotional blockage in lines of communication - within as 
well as without the plant.45 

Notice how family ties are naturally brought into the work
place and how, in the latter example, the expression "emotio
nal blockage" puts affect and the psychoanalytical imagination 
right at the center of work relationships and productivity. The 
language of emotionality and that of productive efficiency 
were becoming increasingly intertwined, each shaping the 
other. 

Elton Mayo revolutionized management theories because, 
at the same time that he recast the moral language of selfhood 
into the dispassionate terminology of psychological science, he 
substituted a new lexicon of "human relations" for the engi
neers' rhetoric of rationality that had hitherto prevailed. By 
suggesting that conflicts were not a matter of competition over 
scarce resources but rather resulted from tangled emotions, 
personality factors, and unresolved psychological conflicts, 
Mayo established a discursive continuity between the family and 

Elements sous droits d'auteur 
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the workplace and in fact introduced the psychoanalytical imag
ination at the very heart of the language of economic effi
ciency. More than that: being a good manager increasingly 
meant displaying the attributes of a good psychologist: it 
required being able to grasp, listen to, and deal dispassionately 
with the complex emotional nature of social transactions in 
the workplace. For example, when workers voiced grievances, 
Mayo and his team recommended that a manager ought to 
listen to their anger, which, Mayo suggested, would in fact 
help calm them down.46 

But what is perhaps even more interesting is the fact that 
in Mayo's experiments at General Electric, the subjects were 
all women and that, unbeknownst to himself, Mayo's findings 
were highly gendered: thus if, as many feminists have claimed, 
masculinity is implicitly inscribed in most of our cultural cat
egories, surely Mayo's findings are an example of the reverse, 
namely the inscription of femininity in "universal" claims. 
Mayo used a female method - based on speech and the com
munication of emotions - to unravel the problems of his 
women subjects inside the American corporation, that is, prob
lems which had a fundamentally interpersonal and emotional 
nature. For example, Mayo claimed that after his team of 
researchers talked to the workers, productivity increased 
because, he hypothesized, the workers had felt important and 
singled out, had developed good interpersonal relationships, 
and had had relationsh ips with one another which had made 
for a much more pleasant working environment. Mayo was 
applying the conceptual tools of psychology to women, and 
based on his findings, he and the cohort of organizational 
consultants who would work in his footsteps inadvertently 
initiated a process in which aspects of women's emotional 
experiences and selfhood were incorporated into the new 
guidelines to manage human relationships in the modern 
workplace. In so doing, Mayo had thus also made a significant 
contribution to the process of redefining masculinity inside 
the workplace. 

More: the new approach to emotions softened the character 
of the foreman. Indeed as social historian Stephanie Coontz 
notices: "The qualities men ... needed to work in industrial 
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America were almost feminine ones: tact, teamwork, the 
ability to accept direction. New definitions of masculinity had 
to be constructed that did not derive directly from the work 
process."47 From the 1920s onward, under the impetus of new 
management theory, managers had to revise, unknowingly, 
traditional definitions of masculinity and incorporate in their 
personality so-called feminine attributes - such as paying 
attention to emotions, controlling anger, and listening sympa
thetically to others. This new type of masculinity was not 
without contradictions, as it was supposed to ward off attributes 
of femininity, yet it was also closer to feminine self-conscious 
attention to one's own and others' emotions than had ever 
been the case in industrial work plants. 

Thus, whereas Victorian emotional culture had divided 
men and women through the axis of the public and private 
spheres, the twentieth-century therapeutic culture slowly 
eroded and reshuffled these boundaries by making emotional 
life central to the workplace. 

rerts so d o ts d ~leur 


