
CHAPTER TWO

Re viewingYalom:
an interpersonaltale retold from the
perspectiveof the group-as-a-whole

Let me start by relating a true story. One sunny summer day in
1983, I was lunchipg with my friend George Vassiliou in his
garden in Athens. We were talking about applying General

Systems Theory to group psychotherapy. To illustrate a point, George
threw a piece of his hamburger into the goldfish pond. One little
goldfish, faster than the others, reached the hamburger first. It was too
large for him to swallow, so he swam off with it in Ns jaws, while the
other goldfish darted around him nibbling away at his prize.

George pointed to the goldfish with the meat in his mouth: "That
poor little fellow is having his dinner stolen from him by the other fish,
and if he is not careful, he will have nothing left to eat but the last small
bite", he said. "On the other hand", said George, pointing again, "here
is the whole shoal of goldfish with a large meal falling into their
midst-too big a serving for any single fish to swallow; one fish holds
it, while the other fish nibble at it, breaking it up into bits, which they
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either swallow or which drop into the water for the others. Thus the
meal is distributed among the whole population of the goldfish pond!"

This story illustrates two different perspectives on the same event.
From the perspective of the fish in general, we see an efficient distribu-
tion and feeding system, where one fish plays a role for the whole
shoal by catching the hamburger and holding it in his mouth while the
whole school of fish feed. We see something very different from the
perspective of the individual fish who is having his dinner stolen from
him before he can swim off with it.

It is from this individual perspective that interpretations are most
usually made in group psychotherapy. An event is more rarely per-
ceived from the perspective of the group-as-a-whole. This is of major
importance. When we observe a goldfish pond, how we as observers
interpret the event does have an effect on the way the fish behave, but
this does not hold true when we observe and interpret an event in a
psychotherapy group. Even reading about the individual goldfish hav-
ing its dinner stolen by the other fish elicits a response from us that is
different from our reaction to reading about the group-as-a-whole's
distribution of the hamburger to all the fish. From the group-as-a-
whole perspective, the individual fish is not a victim of the other fish,
rather, it is performing an important role for the shoal.

Three reactions to a new member

The following pages are organized around a discussion of Yalom's
description of the events that followed the introduction of a new mem-
ber into his therapy group. He gives a vivid example of the reactions of
three members and paints an excellent picture of the dynamics of each,
which give rise to their interpersonal responses. This episode is the
backbone illustration that will serve for all the discussions in the pages
that follow.

The individual and the group

My task in this chapter is twofold. It is to discuss the group-as-a-whole
perspective as it is grounded in the Bion- Tavistock tradition and to
illustrate it by reinterpreting Irvin Yalom's interpersonal, individually
oriented vignette from the perspective of the group-as-a-whole. In
Yalom's vignette (1970, p. 253), individual behaviour is explained in
terms of individual dynamics. My task is to explain this same behav-
iour in terms of group dynamics and, by so doing, demonstrate that the
perspective of the group-as-a-whole does more than introduce the
group therapist to different ideational perceptions, interpretations, and
understandings of the group process. I argue that group-as-a-whole
observations and interpretations enrich the therapeutic experience
both for the therapist and for the members of the group, and they also
influence the therapeutic potential of the group-as-a-whole.

A new member, Alice-a 40-year-old divorcee-was introduced at
a group's eighteenth meeting. The three men in the group greeted
her in strikingly different fashions.

Yalom's presentation begins with the reaction of Peter, who
arrived fifteen minutes late and so missed the introduction of the

new member to the group. For the next hour, Peter was active in
the group, discussing issues left over from the previous meeting as
well as events that had occurred in his life during the previous
week. He totally ignored Alice, avoiding even glancing at her-a
formidable feat in a group of six people in close physical proximity.
Later in the meeting, as others attempted to help Alice participate,
Peter, still without introducing himself, fired questions at her in a
prosecuting, attorney-like fashion.

In contrast to Peter, the two other men in the group, Brian and
Arthur, were preoccupied with Alice during her first meeting.

Arthur, a 24-year-old homosexual who had sought therapy in
order to change his sexual orientation, reacted strongly to Alice
and found that he could not look at her without experiencing the
most acute sense of embarrassment.

Brian, on the other hand, transfixed Alice with his gaze and
delivered an unwavering broad smile to her throughout the
evening. The other women in the group had confronted him with
"his puppy-dog presentation of self".

Two perspectives: individual and group

The first step in viewing a single episode from both individual and
group-as-a-whole perspectives is to develop a common framework
and language that will lead to complementary rather than divisive
understanding. I have therefore used the principles of isomorphy
and complementarity that are inherent in a General Systems Theory
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orientation (Bertalanffy, 1968). The principles of isomorphy require
that when one is defining a system, the way that one talks about its
structure and function will also generalize to all other systems in the
hierarchy. Thus, when systems are operationally defined isomorphic-
ally, what one learns about thestructurealldfunction ofallYonesystemill
thehierarchycan be generalized to all systems, whether they be as small
as a cell or as large as society.

In this chapter, the structure and function of the individual system
and the small, face-to-face group-as-a-whole system are defined and
compared. Thus what can be learned from analysing the group-as-a-
whole system can be generalized to the individual system, and what
can be learned about the individual system can be generalized to the
group-as-a-whole system. Defining the individual and the group iso-
morphically makes it possible to review and reinterpret the individu-
ally oriented vignette presented above from the perspective of the
group-as-a-whole. The test of the usefulness of this exercise is in
whether or not this reframing leads to different and therapeutically
important clinical insights that offer clinicians alternate treatment
strategies. It is the contention of this chapter that it does.

Croup-as-a-whole perspective

Reframing these dynamics from the group-as-a-whole perspective
~n~";ra" "h;ft;nn- nl1r rnnrpnt of Pptpr's individual role-which serves

to act out his individual system dynamics-to the concept of Peter in a
group role, which will serve both to contain and express group system
dynamics. From the perspective of his group role, Peter is acting out
the conflict for the group-as-a-whole by expressing the group's denied
wish to ignore the new member. By re-focusing the group onto the
unfinished business of last week's group and his own personal outside
events, he succeeds in excluding the new member from the group.

This group-as-a-whole hypothesis is derived from the following
evidence. For one hour, Peter was apparently neither discouraged nor
interrupted in his avoidance of Alice and monopoly of the group, in
spite of the fact that, we are told, he arrived fifteen minutes late. Now,
in my experience, fifteen minutes of work is more than enough time for
a group to become almost impermeable to a late member-wiless the
latememberis requiredto play somesignificant rolefor thegroup. In that
case the group will then use the member's arrival in the service of some
conscious hidden agenda or unconscious implicit goal.

I would suggest that Peter's behaviour had more to do with the
group-assigned role for him to contain and act out the unconscious
group wish to beh,!ve "as if" there were no new member. Apparently
the group was too polite to ignore Alice overtly, so Peter was delegated
to give voice to the group wish that the group were the same as the
previous week and to express the silent rage as well as the denial of the
change by ignoring the new member. It is noted in the vignette that he
not only ignored Alice but avoided even glancing at her: "a formidable
feat in a group of six people in close physical proximity". In group-as-
a-whole thinking, this is not a formidable feat for someone who is
performing an important group role for the group. If six people in close
physical proximity allow a new member to be treated as if she did not
exist for one whole hour, might we not wonder clinically if silence was
assent? And if the group cannot get the new member to disappear
through denial of her presence, perhaps they can allocate a member-
like Peter, the prosecuting attorney-to chew her up and spit her out.
This illustrates a not unusual group reaction to new members, in which
the group politely says one thing-"come in"-and behaves as if it
means another-" go away".

It was the astonishing fact that groups often say one thing and
behave in another way that alerted Wilfred Bion to the fact that there
was something more going on in groups than could be explained by
individual unconscious motivation (Bion, 1959). Freud had only just
recently introduced coherent ideas about the unconscious to indi-
vidual DsvcholoQ:v. and. in sDite of the promising start, he did not

k

Peter

To illustrate this point, I will re-interpret the dynamics of this example
from both the individual and group-as-a-whole system perspectives.

Individual perspective

From the individual perspective, we are told that Peter uses women
as part-objects and we can guess that this is a behavioural expression of
his inner-person narcissistic developmental deficiency that manifests
itself in self-preoccupation. In his individual member role in the group,
he is at first narcissistically gratified as he ignores the new, predictably
disappointing woman. When the group withdraws attention from him
and turns to Alice, his member role changes to "prosecuting attorney",
in which he acts out his orally sadistic revenge for the loss of the
narcissistic gratification.
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further develop his group-as-a-whole thinking. Jung, who turned his
attention to the collective unconscious, did so in terms of society in
general rather than small groups in particular. It was Bion who di-
rected his observations and thinking towards understanding the dy-
namics of the group-as-a-whole.

Sian, Tavistack, and the group-as-a-whale

To discuss the group-as-a-whole perspective as it is grounded in the
Bion- Tavistock approach, I start by considering first the contributions
of Bion and the Tavistock to group theory, practice, and training,
continue with the model derived from my own theory (Theory of the
Invisible Group-Agazarian & Peters, 1981), and finish by applying
group-as-a-whole thinking to the clinical task of understanding and
intervening in the group process as illustrated in the vignette pre-
sented above.

Bian

Bion first started to work with groups during World War II as Director
of the rehabilitation centre of a military psychiatric hospital. It was the
ideas that he began to develop there and later took to the Tavistock
clinic that served as the foundation of what would develop into the
Tavistock approach. Bion perceived groups not in terms of individuals
but as a discrete entity, which he called "the group". One thing that
was quite clear to him was that while people in groups "claimed" to be
working, as a group they often behaved in ways that were quite anti-
thetical to work. It also appeared to him that the individuals in the
group seemed quite bewildered by the experience-as if they were
helplessly in the grip of forces that they could not account for and that
Bion himself could not attribute simply to individual unconscious
motivation. It was thus that Bion came to formulate assumptions about
the dynamics of the group-as-a-whole (Bion 1959).

Bion observed that when the energy of the group was directed in
ways that seemed to be antithetical to work, the behaviour was, in fact,
not random but appeared to be organized and directional: it seemed to
be purposeful. He made the assumption that the non-work behaviour
that he observed was in fact a defensive organization at the group
level. He asked himself what the group was defending itself from, and
he postulated that the group had a terrifying psychotic-like chore.
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These group-level defences seemed to him to take identifiable forms:
(a) "group dependency", in which the group attempts to fashion some-
one-usually the group leader-into a saviour whose goodness and
wisdom would protect, nurture, and save it; (b) "group fight/flight",
in which an evil enemy was created who must either be attacked and
annihilated or avoided and placated; (c) "group pairing", in which the
group treated two of its members as the chosen couple whose union
would result in the birth of a messianic rescue in the form of some
solution to the group's helplessness and hopelessness. He called these
three defensive solutions-dependency, fight/ flight, and pairing-
"Basic Assumption cultures". When Bion worked with groups, it was
to these group-level issues that he addressed himself rather than to the
issues of the individual.

The Tavistack

The Tavistock method as applied for some years following Bion's
formulation was used to treat psychotherapy patients in groups with
the therapist paying attention to the dynamics of the group-as-a-
whole. While experience in applying the Tavistock method was being
gained in clinical practice, the group-as-a-whole focus was also being
used as a core construct in the human relations training groups, or "T-
groups", which were used in different aspects of training both in
England and in the United States. Two practitioners in the United
States, Herb Shepard and Warren Bennis (Bennis & Shepard, 1956),
observed the sequence of happenings in T-groups over several years of
a university course in which students "discovered" group dynamics
by the participant-observer method, which required them to observe
the dynamics of the developing group as they were participating in its
development. In these groups the leader followed the Tavistock
method of consulting to the group-as-a-whole rather than to the indi-
viduals in the group or to the group-of-individuals. This was in the
1950s, when university professors were expected to behave in a pre-
dictably didactic fashion. When the students were confronted by a
circular ring of chairs instead of the expected classroom rows and by a
non-directive professor who was largely silent instead of one who
manifested immediate authority, they experienced extreme cognitive
dissonance. A power vacuum was immediately created, which then
became the context in which, through their reactions, they discovered
group dynamics.
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Phases of group development

Observing a consistent and predictable sequence of events in the T-
groups, Bennis and Shepard developed their Theory of Group Devel-
opment (1956), using Bion's constructs of dependency, fight/flight,
and pairing as their underlying framework. Bennis and Shepard di-
vided group development into two discrete phases, separated by an
important fulcrum event. The first phase was dominated by issues of
power and control in which the group used all its energy to seduce the
leader into being a good, nurturing protector of its dependency needs
in order to defend it from the underlying chaos and the primitive
competitiveness that is aroused in the work life of the group. When this
was frustrated, a fight/ flight culture was precipitated in which spas-
modic inter-member scapegoating finally coalesced into a ritualized
attack upon the leader. When this attack is successful, the group re-
solves its conflict about good and evil by splitting, locating "evil" in the
"bad" leader and "good" in the group. This is called the barometric
event in that after a successful confrontation of the leader, the group
energy is freed from the absorbing struggle with the leader for power
and control and is turned, instead, into issues of intimacy.

Just as in the first phase, where the mam1er in which the depend-
ency and fight/flight phases are resolved is influenced by the balance
of conformist, compliant, dependent members and defiant, rebellious,
counterdependent members, so in the second phase, the resolution of
the issues in intimacy is influenced by the balance between the en-
chanted overpersonal members and the disenchanted counterpersonal
members. The heavier the weighting of overpersonals, the more cohe-
sively symbiotic the group will become and the stronger the enchant-
ment myth that the group provides something close to heaven. The
more the weighting of counterpersonals, the more the group cohesive-
ness will be tempered by paranoid-schizoid fears of loss of identity in
the group, which finally precipitates the group into a phase of disen-
chantment that is close to hell.

The final phase of group development is reached through the hard
work of learning to reality test, and it is this work that leads to the final
stage of consensual validation, in which the group develops a culture
for work, with insight into the characteristic manifestations of its de-
fensive dependency, fight/flight, and pairing dynamics.
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The barometric event

The most usual fixation point for groups led by those who are not

familiar with the specific requirements of leadership of a developing
group is the barometric event: the fulcrum event in which the group,
by temporarily freeing itself from the bondage of its projections onto
authority, can cross from a group culture dominated by power politics
into a culture in which relationships based on intimacy can be ex-
plored, an essential step towards being able to use information as data
rather than in the service of power politics. This crossing requires both
training and understanding on the part of the group therapist. Serving
the group by containing the projective identification of the group ha-
tred is not an easy task. It is, for example, very important that the
therapist knows enough not to take it personally, which is hard on the
self-image, and not to retaliate, which is hard on the group.

"~
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Group-as-a-Whole Theory

Coming from the framework of psychoanalysis, with its concentrated
focus on individual dynamics, to group dynamics and group-as-a-
whole thinking, it was of the utmost importance to me to be able to
understand the difference between interpretations that led to indi-
vidual insight from interpretations that led to insight at the level of the
group-as-a-whole, even though I had only the haziest idea-as, indeed,
had anyone in 1961!-exactly what that meant. Of one thing, however,
I was certain: If insight into unconscious dynamics freed people from
the compulsion to helplessly repeat destructive behaviour, then it was

of the utmost importance to know how to help groups gain insight into
unconscious group dynamics and thus gain some control over group
destructive behaviour. In the service of this task, I worked throughout
my working life to define two discrete but complementary definitions
for group: one in terms of individual system dynamics and one in terms
of group dynamics (see below). Much to my surprise-and delight-
when I related my formulation to other group theories in the field, I
found that they also fit a hierarchical model, starting with psychody-
namic intrapersonal theories, through interpersonal to Group-as-a-
Whole Theory. In a sense, then, I had inadvertently also developed a
classification system for theories in the group field.

The advantage of the isomorphic principle of General Systems
Theory (Bertalanffy, 1969) is that it requires system definitions to be
made in terms of the functions and structures that they have in com-
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mono Thus what one learns about one system in a hierarchy can be
applied to understanding others in the hierarchy, both when their
contexts are equivalent and when they are different. Thus, what one
understands about the system of the individual will help us to learn
about the system of group, and vice versa: perspectives that first ap-
pear to be contradictory turn out to be simply complementary. For
example, the dynamics of Bion's Basic Assumption of dependency at
the group-as-a-whole level also exists in the dependency dynamics at
the individual person level. Bennis and Shepard's identification of the
roles that dependent compliance and counterdependent rebellion play
in group development can be seen both at the group level, where
subgroups perform group roles in the service of the group dynamics,
and in individual member roles that serve the person's dynamics.

Integrating a new member

The mechanism for maintaining a viable equilibrium in groups can,
as I have mentioned, be viewed in terms of the container function of

group roles, which are located in individuals or in subgroups that serve
the group by "containing" differences that the group has not inte-
grated. These unintegrated differences may be potential resources that
the group is not yet sufficiently mature to use, or they may be uncon-
scious, repressed, or denied aspects of the group dynamics that are
"split" off from the group because earlier developmental vicissitudes
have resulted in developmental fixations or compromise formations.

For example, I have already made a case for fifteen-minutes-late
Peter serving the group as a container for the group-level conflict about
the new member. In group-as-a-whole thinking, Peter's introduction of
issues left over from the previous week would be framed as the part of
the group that was refusing to "arrive" in the present or to acknowl-
edge a new group at all. He would also be voicing-first by ignoring
and later by firing questions-the rage that this polite group could not.

The process of introducing a new member is an important issue in
ongoing psychotherapy groups and one that requires special handling.
Recognizing that the group's wish to welcome the new member is at
the consciously adaptive level and is inevitably conflictual at the un-
conscious level, I pay a great deal of attention to the development of
norms around the introduction of new members. For example, first
and foremost the group is given a voice in setting the date, with the
goal of assessing what current work would be best completed before
the new member arrives. Assessing this work entails attending to the
issues that belong within the boundaries of the group, such as coming
member or therapist absences, or anniversary dates, or unfinished
business that is best done before the group changes.

Before the new member arrives, the group also identifies the
resistances to this specific new-member event in the here-and-now of
the group. The group thus works with the fears and hopes that are
centred around the new member in fantasy as well as the feelings that
the reality of the new member brings. Very frequently, familiar aspects
of issues with authority and confrontation of the therapist are re-
worked at this time.

At the first meeting, then, the new member is received by a group
that has prepared itself to do membership work. In this way, new
members are introduced to the working norms of the group and are
encouraged to contribute to the group experience of openly working
with the conflicted feelings about a real disequilibrating event in
group life. As we see, these working norms did not exist for the group
illustrated in the vignette, and therefore Peter's container role served
as the necessary, but not sufficient, equilibrating function for the
group.

Let us now continue to discuss the process by which this group
succeeds in doing the requisite membership work with Alice. First we
have the events of the initial fifteen minutes, about which we know
little except that Peter had no trouble pre-empting. We would guess,
therefore, that any membership work that took place would have been
such in name only. Next we have Peter's late entrance, at which time

1;1. I

Group-as-a-Who/e Theory applied to the vignette

Let us now return to Yalom's three reactions to a new member and

explore how these same events look from the perspective of the group-
as-a-whole. In a real sense, the introduction of a new member is a
marker event in the life of a group. Like the phoenix, the old group
dies, and a new group is reborn. Confronted by the loss of the old
group and the fear of the unknown new one, the group must establish
a new equilibrium and at the same time do the work of integrating a
new member. Because this group is relatively young, we can expect
that it has relatively unsophisticated mechanisms for containing differ-
ences. In the early phases of development groups tend to subgroup
around similarities, requiring differences to be contained either in si-
lent subgroups or in implicit and isolated deviants who then serve as
potential future identified patients or scapegoats.
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the group elects him to express their repressed rejection of the new
member and the denial of the new group, which Peter does "for the
next hour" by focusing the group on the unfinished business of the
week before. Then, "later in the meeting", as others attempt to help
Alice to participate, Peter, still without introducing himself (an anony-
mous "secret agent" for the group) fires questions at her in a prosecut-
ing, attorney-like fashion.

With the group rage towards the new member actively expressed
through Peter's prosecuting group role, the group is freed to actively
express its support through a reciprocal group role. Thus the positive
and negative responses towards the new member no longer pose a
conflict for the group, in that the negative has been split off from
the group and projected into the "prosecutor" role while the rest of the
group contain the positive in a "helping-her-to-participate" role. The
group-as-a-whole conflict is discharged in acting-out behaviour, Peter
acting out the negative side of the ambivalence and the rest of the
group acting out the positive. Thus group equilibrium is regained, but
without insight or development.

Balancing individual
and group-as-a-whole interpretations

When I am working with a group as a therapist, I focus my attention at
both the individual and the group perspectives and intervene at

whichever level seems to be most likely to reduce defences against
work. At times I understand and interpret behaviour in terms of indi-
vidual dynamics, at other times in terms of the group dynamics, and as
both are usually complementary, it probably does not make a great
deal of difference which I choose. There are, after all, many paths to

the goal. However, there are times when there seem to be too many
choices. In these cases, group interpretations are the treatment of
choice, and this is the issue that I address now.

My attention is drawn to the "group-as-a-whole" whenever some-
thing happens that is surprising or unexpected or puzzling. In the
vignette, I was alerted to the" group-as-a-whole" when I first became
puzzled by the women's role. Had I been in the group, I would have
asked myself, what is the group-as-a-whole problem that the creation
of a dependency-rejecting role for women is attempting to solve? I
present here a hypothetical answer to this question, and this hypoth-
esis will then serve as a frame for a discussion about interpretations
and also as an illustration of when a group interpretation is not only
the treatment of choice but theonly treatmentthatwill work.

In the case of the vignette, I would make an educated guess that the
basic group-as-a-whole problem is dependency: in this group, depend-
ency has been denied, repressed, split off, and projected. One half of
the conflict is the yearning to be nurtured, and the group has assigned
to Brian the "puppy-dog" role to contain it. The other half of the
conflict is the hatred and rejection of the group's dependency
yearnings, and this group role has been assigned to the subgroup of
women. Note that even though the group assigns to Alice a sexual role
that separates her from the subgroup of the non-sexual women, she is
also co-opted into the rejecting role in which she "joins" the women's
"confronting candour", supported by the therapist, who perceives her
as "helpful" to Brian as she reveals her initial discomfort at his beseech-
ing smile and her fears that Brian would" empty her". (The therapist is
no less subject to group dynamics than are the members.)

Thus Brian is assigned to expressing the group's dependency and
the women to expressing the group's rejection of it. Through projective
identification a stable set of reciprocal role relations both expresses and
contains the group conflict in a manner that preserves the group equi-
libdum. But any non-modifiable set of reciprocal group-role relation-
ships indicates either a developmental vicissitude or fixation in group
development that has consequences at both the group and the indi-
vidual level. It makes sense to assume that the group, with the uncon-
scious collusion of the therapist, has denied its dependency and has

The puzzling role of the group

Now let us turn our attention to another interesting issue raised by
the group vignette: the role of women in the group, and how Alice fits
in to it. Clearly the role of the women prior to Alice's entrance was to be
sexless and without identity. Note that in the narrative Alice is the only
woman given a name! Women are nameless, their reactions to Alice are
not mentioned, and they are presented in relation to the men: as "sis-
ters" for homosexual Arthur and as rejecters of "puppy-dog" Brian.
Thus, prior to Alice's arrival, the group's women form a subgroup that
contains for the group-as-a-whole both the denied sexuality and the
denied dependency. Alice, a new female member, enters the group and
is perceived as "sexually attractive and available", as we are told in the
narrative. In the case of sexuality, then, the group allocated non-sexu-
ality to the women's group role, and a separate role for sexuality when
Alice enters the group.
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thus reached a group-as-a-whole working equilibrium. However, un-
less the mechanisms of splitting, denial, and projective identification
can be undone, the group-as-a-whole is doomed to helplessly repeat-
ing its scapegoating solution to the denied, repressed, projected, and
detested wish to "empty the nourishing breast". And if so, then this
will be true for the duration of this group. Should Brian leave, the
group will find another member to fill the role.

This is a good example of group-as-a-whole thinking: that without
group-as-a-whole intervention, there will be a compulsion to repeat a
relationship between the "discomfited, withdrawn and rejecting
mother" role relating to tht;? "extraordinarily dependent, insatiable,
beseeching infant" role. This group will continue to cure Brian-now,
and all future-Brians, of dependency, and the "Brians" will, in their
turn, maintain the role of "beseeching puppy-dog" unless or until the
group-level projective identification is resolved.

When group-as-a-whole interpretation
is the treatment of choice

At the individual level, the therapist may skilfully point out that when
Brian looks to Alice with his broad, unwavering smile, his hope is that
she will nurture him, and that his very expression of need is doomed to
fail and provokes, instead, the denigrating rejection of his "puppy-
dog" needs.Shecan connect it to Brian's history and point out that he
is helplessly repeating with Alice his relationship with his governesses
and probably also with his father. However accurate these individual
interpretations, the therapist's very act of focusing her interpretations
towards Brian as an individual functionally joins the group in a com-
munication pattern to the deviant and thus not only contributes to
maintaining Brian in his group role, but also reinforces the scape-
goating function that Brian's role serves for the group.

For the therapist for whom individual-level insight is the only way
of understanding group psychotherapy, when confronted with the
repetitive and cyclical character of Brian's behaviour, there are not
many alternative explanations for why her interpretations fail. The
individual perspective tempts the therapist to assign the therapeutic
failure to Brian's developmental vicissitudes, stemming from the loss
of his mother in infancy, and to conclude, tragically, that his "extra-
ordinary dependency" is too severe to be worked with successfully in
a psychotherapy group.

It requires a group-as-a-whole orientation to notice that it is charac-
teristic of this group that at any time the group's dependency conflicts
become aroused, Brianbecomes the focus-that there is just asmuch of
a repetition in the attempt by the group-as-a-whole to cure Brian as a
solution to group discomfort with dependency. The group-as-a-whole
perspective raises the question as to whether Brian's repetitive behav-
iour is in fact a function of a group-as-a-whole fixation and whether, in
another group, there would be room for a different outcome?

From a group-as-a-whole perspective, it could be said that the
group is fixated at the stage between flight and fight: the flight dynam-
ics of dependency, typically acted out in an attempt to cure the identi-
fied patient, are pre-empted by fight scapegoating dynamics. Thus,
rather than making room for the understanding of the denied wishes
to be taken care of, the wish is scapegoated. When a group-as-a-whole
is permitted to deny and scapegoat dependency, it has no alternative
but to develop as a premature adult.

This illustrates why it is important to understand the difference
between group-level and individual-level dynamics interventions. In
this caseillustration, no individual in the group will be able to resolve
individual conflicts around dependency until the group-as-a-whole
undoes the split and repossesses the denied and repressed dependency
wishes in the transference.

Having described the difficulties of undoing the projective identifi-
cation in a group that contains, for the group, a developmental vicissi-
tude, let me suggest how, in this case, it might be interpreted from the
point of view of the group-as-a-whole. From this perspective, one
would note how the new member, Alice, has been taken into the group
and assigned a sexual role. Noting that Brian's behaviour can be inter-
preted as "welcoming her in the hope of finding a new source of
succour" and noting that Alice is "manifesting extreme discomfort at
his beseeching smile", I might find the words to say something that
communicates the following message:

- "I wonder if the group is voicing, through Brian, the hope that
Alice will bring into the group the nurturing and acceptance and
succour that the group has felt so deprived of? . . . "And 1wonder
whether Alice, in reaction, is feeling just like the other women in
this group have felt: that she must reject dependency because oth-
erwise the group will expect the women in the group to provide all
the mothering? . . . And 1wonder if this is in fact in reaction to the
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group having given up hope of getting taken care of by the thera-
pist?"

This might make a successful interpretation because:

1. it legitimizes the behaviour of the group as a subject for discussion
rather than denial;

2. it identifies Brian's beseeching smile as a message for the group;

3. it identifies Alice's reaction as a the response of a group that has
given up hope;

4. it focuses the group onto an exploration of the transference rela-
tionship with the therapist;

5. it gives the group members a common bond that will potentially
support their individual work;

6. it makes explicit the implicit goal of the group-as-a-whole, which
potentiates de-repression;

7. it sets the stage for the individual members to make conscious what
they have been projecting into Brian's smile.

This work is greatly helped by suggesting to the members that they
explore whatever it is about the smile that they feel most alien to/feel
they hate most/would hate most to discover in themselves. This is the
mechanism that groups need to learn in order to undo their projective
identifications. Once they have this knowledge, groups often use it
spontaneously when they notice that they are scapegoating.

What it misses, of course, is the indefinable ring that an interpreta-
tion has when the therapist is in tune with the group-as-a-whole, and
which only happens to me when my voice is also a voice for the group.

The rationale behind this chapter

I will now take the opportunity to expand on the framework that I use
in conceptualizing dynamics from a group-as-a-whole perspective.

The underlying dynamic common to maturation of any human
system, be it as small as a cell or as large as society, is the functional
discrimination and integration of differences, from simple to complex.
This is the process that makes order out of chaos, makes the uncon-
scious conscious, and codes information and organizes it in relation to

J
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The process of group development, then, can be understood as a
function of the rate at which similarities and differences can be dis-
criminated and integrated. The process is twofold: similarities and

differences must be perceived-both similarities in the apparently dif-
ferent and differences in the apparently similar-and system equilib-
rium must be sufficiently maintained so that the work of integration
can take place. Until discriminations are integrated, they are chaotic
and it is this chaos that the group system must contain while the work
of discrimination and integration takes place.

Thus, how far any particular group can develop is dependent upon
the mechanisms that it develops to contain chaos. The newer the

group, the simpler the mechanisms. The simplest way for a group to
contain chaos is to split the integra table from the non-integratable and
to contain them separately in subsystems of the system-as-a-whole.
This reduces the information overload, and the group can then use the
information that is "similar enough" without being overwhelmed by
information that is "too different" to be integrated.

Thus, on the one hand, splitting is fundamental to the ability of the
group to maintain the equilibrium necessary to group development,
and, on the other hand, splitting potentiates group fixation. As it is
important for a group to reintegrate differences when it has developed
the ability to do so and thus regain problem-solving potential, it is
fundamentally important that the group therapist understand when to
reinforce the containment of splitting as a factor in group development
and when to undo it through interpretation so that the group members
can take back their projections and reintegrate the differences that have
been contained.

In the service of this task, there are therefore two defensive mecha-

nisms fundamental to group development that are important for the
therapist to monitor: denial and projective identification. Both of these
contribute to the group's maintenance of a functioning equilibrium,
and both put the group's development at risk.

Denial is an early defence mechanism used in the service of both
individual and group development. It is important to differentiate
between group dellial (the container-source of information which the
group uses when it can finally give voice to something that it "knew all
along") and group projective identification, in which the split-off infor-
mation-frequently coded in affect or symbol rather than in words-is
removed from group conscious awareness through repression and
projected and contained in a group role (frequently perceived by the
group as deviant).
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There are two major group reactions to deviance. The first is a
concentrated communication pattern towards the deviant in which the

group pressure is to "convert" the deviant by bringing his behaviour
back within group norms. When this fails, the group subgroups by
splitting itself off from the deviant, in an explicit differentiation, with
the deviant defined as the container of the difference. If the deviant

accepts the differentiated container role, the deviant becomes, as Peter
did, a group mascot or tolerated eccentric in a defined group role. But
the deviant who does not contain effectively for the group is, like Brian,

scapegoated. Thus the information that was originally repressed and
projected is now not only disowned but attacked, as Brian's depend-
ency was.

In the original version of scapegoating the Israeli goat is loaded
with the tribal sins and driven out of the group and into the desert. This
does successfully get rid of the goat but not, of course, of the basic
problem. In group psychotherapy there are three common versions of
this: (a) the deviant leaves the group and the group thus extrudes the
difference; (b) the deviant is made into the group mascot or jester, and
the containing character of his group role is thus reinforced; (c) the
deviant becomes the "chosen" patient for the group. Having created a

patient to cure, the group can cure him as often as it needs to distance
itself from the disequilibrating information that is contained in the

patient's chair. With all three of these solutions, just as in the case of
Israeli goat, the basic problem remains.

The Theory of the Invisible Croup

The Theory of the Invisible Group (Agazarian & Peters, 1981), builds a
bridge between Lewin's theories and Group-as-a-Whole Theory. This
theoretical framework applies practically to making interventions in

groups, clarifying the difference that group-level interventions can
make to the potential outcome of central group issues, like
scapegoating. It defines the dynamics of groups from two isomorphic
perspectives: (a) the individual person, and (b) the group.

The individual perspective: person and member

The definition of individual behaviour is borrowed from Lewin's

(1951) equation that individual behaviour is a function of the life space.
Lewin defined his "life space" as a person's perception of their envi-
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ronment, from which he postulated that perception now predicted
behaviour next. In earlier work, combining psychoanalytic thinking
with Lewin, I introduced the idea of personal history as an intervening
variable between perception and behaviour. It could then be argued
that the behaviour of an individual in the group is a function of per-
sonal history dynamics (which orients perception) and is manifested in
member roles.

Thus individuals in the group are conceptualized dynamically as
both persons and members: the intrapersonal dynamic of the person
and the interpersonal dynamics of the member. (Psychodynamic group
therapists interpret more to the intra personal person dynamics, inter-
personal group therapists interpret more to the interpersonal member
dynamics.) Personinterventionstherefore designed to focus on the in-
trapersonal psychodynamic experience that is being expressed in the
person's behaviour.

For example, from the individual perspective, Peter's use of women
as part-object reflects inner-person developmental vicissitude that
threatens his system equilibrium. Interventions are labelled "personal"
when therapist interactions are targeted towards Peter (either directly,
or through the group), helping him to get insight into his psychody-
namics-like, for example, the function that his defensive secondary
narcissistic organization plays in relation to the impoverishment of his
primary narcissism. However, unless this intervention is made in the
context of a group that has reached the developmental phase of inti-
macy, the group context is unlikely to provide him with the contain-
ment of mirroring that he would almost certainly require for the
separation-individuation work to take place psychodynamically.

Contrastingperson and member

Whereas from the person perspective individual behaviour is un-
derstood as a function of intrapersonal psychodynamics that result
from genetic inheritance, developmental history, and environmental
influences, from the member perspective individual behaviour is un-
derstood as a function of interpersonal dynamics that are manifested in
roles. The major dynamic in role behaviour is the repetition compul-
sion, which repeats in the present important roles from the past. On the
one hand, this repetition is fixating and makes it difficult for the person
to change; on the other hand, it in the service of keeping the person in
equilibrium.
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Member interventionsare designed to call attention to patterns of
maladaptive role behaviour with an assumption that the member is
repeating in the present roles from the past.

For example, we would expect that Peter's prosecuting-attorney
behaviour towards Alice reflected some earlier role relationship. We
might, for example, hypothesize from what we have been told about
him that his early infant experience contained some disturbance at
weaning. Perhaps his mother resented his infant bite, scolding and
rejecting him, feeding the oral sadistic rage in the infant Peter that he
defended against by repression. Let us assume that he later went to a
church school where prosecuting-attorney scolding might have been
the norm, and that Peter-the-devout-Catholic defended himself by
identifying with the aggressor. This role is then satisfied when Peter
can interact with any member who inadvertently volunteers to be
bullied.

Thus, we might say that both outside and inside the group, when
Peter is confronted with a deprivation of attention, he experiences
again the oral sadistic rage that was both a cause and a consequence of
his original rejection. First he denies that anything is different, seeking
narcissistic reparation by becoming the centre of attention; when that
interaction fails, he acts out his oral sadism and does unto women
what they did to him.

Successful interpretations of the member roles fuelled by the repe-
tition compulsion are a challenge to the therapist and a major strength
of the interpersonal approach. Unless patients gain insight into the
conflicts that are acted out in the roles, however, they will continue
to helplessly repeat. As the conflicts that are expressed in repetitive
behaviour are frequently repressed, the interpretations must be experi-
encedrather than intellectualized. This is, perhaps, where the interper-
sonal approach does not always temper the wind to the shorn lamb.
Phrases like "puppy-dog", "beseeching smile", and fear of "being
emptied" might well elicit defensive compliance or defiance rather
than emotional insight in the person who is the target of these inter-
ventions.

There is frequently a danger of therapist superego disapproval at
self-defeating behaviour, particularly when it simultaneously pro-
vokes self-defeating responses in the group. Thus interpretations of
maladaptive or self-defeating behaviour are frequently experienced by
patients as a punitive as well as a narcissistic assault and are thus
defended against in compliance or defiance. It is for this reason that I
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would probably avoid interpreting Peter's behaviour at the individual
member-role level, particularly at a time when his member-role behav-
iour is serving a group-as-a-whole function.

The group perspective: group-as-a-whole and group role

Borrowing again from Lewin (1951), his equation that behaviour is a

function of the life space can be reframed, for the group, as that group
behaviour is a function of the group-as-a-whole life space. Thus the
behaviour of a particular group will be a function of the group-as-a-
whole history, and it will be manifested in group roles. Just as indi-
vidual roles served an equilibrating function for the person, so group
roles perform an equilibrating function for the group. Just as interpre-
tations of person dynamics bring understanding to the individual, so
interpretations of group dynamics bring understanding to the group.
Just as person dynamics can be understood as a function of the intra-
person dynamics that result from a unique genetic inheritance, devel-
opmental history, and maturation experience, so can group dynamics.
And just as person behaviour can be understood as a function of intra-
and interpersonal dynamics, so can group behaviour be understood as
a function of the intra-group and inter-group role dynamics. This is the
isomorphy between individual and group.

Group-as-a-whole interventions. These are designed to focus the
group on its behaviour and to modify group-level defences. There are
two levels of group-level defences to modify: (a) those defences that
inhibit the natural development of the group from one phase to an-
other, and (b) the Basic Assumption defences that inhibit the work of
the group.

It is not always easy to judge when and how to modify the group-
as-a-whole Basic Assumption defences. On the one hand, these de-
fences bind the underlying primitive chaos in groups; on the other
hand, they limit the development of group problem-solving potential.
(There is an inverse relationship between Basic Assumption defences
and work.)

An example of a group-as-a-whole intervention that deflects the

attention away from Peter-the-person might be something like:

"I wonder if Peter's late arrival today, as well as the present group
focus on last week, may represent the conflict that the group feels
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about entering into the work of this week?" [tile work of this week
beingtile work that thegroup needsto do tofornl thenewgroup aswell as
the membershipwork lIecessanjto illclude the new member]

;
I

Another group-as-a-whole intervention would be to focus the group
on the function of Brian's "puppy-dog" role as the container for group

dependency, as discussed below.

Group-roleilltervelltiolls: Central to understanding the group-role
perspective is the understanding of the phenomena of projective iden-
tification and containership as formulated by Jung and by Klein.
Bennis and Shepard (1956), in their "Theory of Group Development",
apply these concepts to the defensive function of Bion's Basic Assump-
tions by describing how the group continually binds and contains the
internal group chaos through fight/flight, dependency, and pairing
grouproles,while it simultaneously uses those roles to do its develop-
mental work.

From the perspective of group role,group behaviour is understood
as a function of inter-group dynamics that manifest in existing inter-
group member-member, subgroup, or group facet relationships that
bind aspects of current intra-group conflict by keeping the noninte-
grated aspects of group dynamics contained within stereo typic group
roles. Just as member behaviour serves an equilibrating function for
the individual system, so group-role behaviour does for the group. It is
as if the group-as-a-whole delegates one or more of its members to
perform group roles that will bind, contain, or express group problems
or issues while it assigns roles that will facilitate problem-solving work
to other members, subgroups, or facets of the whole group. For exam-

ple, the group binds dependency in the identified patient and the
hatred of differences in the scapegoat. In contrast, the informal roles of
task and maintenance leaders are in the service of the group's work.

Group-role interventions are designed to modify the reciprocal
roles between members and subgroups of the group that express and

contain group splits. Just as, for the individual, roles contain in a split
those dynamics that the individual system cannot integrate, so recipro-
cal member or subgroup roles contain, for the group, those differences
that the group is not yet ready to integrate. Thus the paradox: splitting
is fundamental to the group-as-a-whole to maintain equilibrium, and
undoing the splits is fundamental for the group-as-a-whole to achieve
integration. For this reason it is fundamentally important that the
!?;roup therapist understands when to reinforce the containment of
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splitting as a factor in group development and when to interpret it so
that the group can take back its members' projections and reintegrate
the differences that have been contained. The group-role intervention
is basically the intervention of choice when the group is scapegoating;
the intervention requires the group to own in themselves what they are
attacking in others.

For example, when Brian is being "educated" by the group not to be
a "puppy-dog", an alternative, group-as-whole intervention would
point out to the group that there is considerable effort and energy in
the group to put the "puppy-dog" in Brian's chair, and to wonder
whether it is a way of making sure that there is no trace of puppy-dog
in any other chair in the group. This intervention confronts the group
with the dynamic of having created a role to contain the rejected
dependency feelings in the group. In one of my groups, a member
recently said to another member: "It's extraordinary, as long as I saw
you as the person with all the emotion in this group, I didn't seem to
feel anything. Now, after we've all talked about how we've been ex-
pecting you to have all the feelings, you are no longer feeling over-
whelmed and I'm suddenly feeling a lot!" (Parenthetically, I do not
"believe" that there is some kind of hydraulic system that manages the
emotions in groups-but it does seem that one member's experience
can feel larger than life until the group "takes back" what the member
has been holding.)

This formulation of individual and group-as-a-whole as two
discrete dynamic system perspectives from which to view group psy-
chotherapy, with an emphasis on the hierarchical and isomorphic rela-
tionship between them, is perhaps my own contribution to group
theory. The practical implications it has for group psychotherapy is the
understanding that responding to an individual member's role behav-
iour should ideally be in the context of an awareness of its group-as-a-
whole context. Thus therapeutic interventions are those that potentiate
both individual and group development as a complementary activity,
not one at the expense of the other.


