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Preface and Acknowledgments

Tuning the Therapeutic Instrument: Affective
Learning of Psychotherapy describes an innovative
psychotherapy training design for teaching and
learning object relations theory and practice.
Written for therapists who are interested in their
own learning and who want to teach others, it
shows how studying concepts, confronting
resistances, and learning from experience in a
group combine to develop the therapist’s self as a
sensitive instrument for therapy, supervision, and
teaching. Only by being open with ourselves can
we hope to be responsive to patients, clients, and

students.

The group affective learning model is based on

a simple observation: As therapists read, listen,
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study together, and discuss in a group setting, they
engage in a group learning process that develops,
reflects, and amplifies the concepts being taught. In
addition to enhancing comprehension and
emotional responsivity, the group process
transforms the therapist’s way of thinking and
working with emotional experience. At the heart of
the model lies the small affective learning group in
which therapists work together with help from their
small group leader to learn from their experience.
In the small group they integrate intellectual
understanding and emotional responses to
theoretical and clinical presentations, and then

apply their learning to clinical practice.

Traditionally, psychoanalytic theory and
technique have been learned in three ways: by
being a patient in therapy, by working as a

supervised clinician, and by augmenting clinical
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skills with knowledge of theory acquired from
reading and seminars. All these methods for
learning are of value, but their effectiveness has
been limited by the degree of separation between
the tracks. The affective learning design offers an
alternative that bridges the gap between therapy,

supervision, and seminar.

The affective learning model is based on object
relations theories of the individual and the group. In
the therapeutic relationship, we find displayed the
internal object relationships of patient and therapist
as they coconstruct and recover from transference.
In the affective learning group, we find that
displays of internal object relationships occur as
therapists teach and learn together. Then we can

study the internal object relationships firsthand.
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Within the learning matrix, internal object
relationships interact with others in small and large
group settings that are porous to examination. This
reduces the likelihood of intense individual
transferences being displaced from personal
therapy and psychoanalysis into the learning
setting. Even so, the therapist-as-student is inclined
to substitute a healing task for a learning task.
Traditionally, this has been ignored or referred back

to the therapist’s analyst.

In the affective learning model, however, we
acknowledge reverberations caused by internal
object relationships. We work with them openly so
that they do not muddy the group’s grasp of the
concepts. Then we find that they actually illuminate
our primary task of teaching and learning the theory
of psychoanalysis and the technique of

psychotherapy. Like transference in therapy and the
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countertransference it evokes, the group process
both expresses a resistance and provides a medium

for learning and growth.

This book is in four parts. Part I begins with
firsthand accounts of experiencing and applying
affective learning. Then we outline the affective
learning model and its theory base in individual,
group analytic, and chaos theories. We illustrate its
use in group settings varying in size, duration, and
leadership; discuss how the affective learning small
group differs from therapy; and present our way of

adapting it to time-limited teaching modules.

In the first chapter of Part II, therapists who are
in the student role reflect on their learning
experiences, each one representing a point along
the continuum from cognitive to affective modes of

learning. The following chapters describe the
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authors’ thinking about their groups’ openness to
learning from experience and their way of working
in small groups of short and long duration,
including an international student’s view of his
growth through participation in many small groups.
The concluding chapter of that section follows the
course of a week-long small group over seven
sessions, showing how the didactic material is

metabolized in the group process.

Parts III and IV bring together the individual,
group, and institutional elements of the learning
matrix. Focusing on a  student-as-teacher
presentation and small group responses to it, the
chapters in Part III explore an institution- wide
teaching and learning experience during a single
weekend conference. In Part IV, the impact of
leadership on teaching and learning is addressed in

chapters on the role of the chair, the effect of the
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learning matrix on the supervisory process, and the
unconscious reverberations of the internal couple in
group life. We conclude with a discussion of risks,
advantages, and applications of the affective
learning model. In the epilogue, David Scharff as

the program director has the last word.

Tuning the Therapeutic Instrument: Affective
Learning of Psychotherapy is the result of a
cooperative teaching and learning venture among
students, faculty, and international guest faculty of
the International Institute of Object Relations
Therapy where we continue to use, develop, and
test our model. This book, like the affective
learning program it describes, shows that we value
the continuing education of the teacher as much as
of the learner and gives voice to the opinions of
students and faculty members alike. In using the

term student, we do not mean to minimize the
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competence of the therapists who study with us,
and who are recognized professionals in
counseling, education, pastoral counseling,
psychiatric nursing, psychiatry, psychology, and
social work. Many are already experienced in
psychotherapy, some are trained in psychoanalysis,
and some are teaching other mental health
professionals. We use the term student simply to
denote the therapist in the learning role. By the
concluding chapter, we hope to have demonstrated
the advantages of affective learning and to raise the
issue of its adaptation for use in the basic training
of psychoanalysts and psychotherapists in traditions
other than object relations. In the appendix we have
reprinted our account of an early version of our
model in educational settings at the university and
secondary-school levels. We think that it could be

applied in elementary schools, teacher training,

freepsychotherapybooks.org
theipi.org



marriage enhancement workshops, and life-skills

training as well.

Only those faculty and students who submitted
material for this book are acknowledged on the
page that lists the contributors. We thank them for
their ideas and wonderful examples and for letting
us mix and match them to create the final product.
Others have also contributed to the refinement of
the affective learning model reflected in this book.
We are grateful to Jack Hartke, Sheila Hill, Kent
Ravenscroft, Paula Swaner, and Walt Ehrhardt for
their participation as faculty; to Tom Kapacinskas
for his leadership in the Fellows program; to Daniel
Goldberg, Jaedene Levy, Helen Meek, Louis Reed,
and Charles Schwarzbeck for their advice; and to
Jason Aronson, Dennis Blumer, Yvonne Bume,
Dickson Carroll, Lorna Goodman, Kent Morrison,

and Tappan Wilder for their support and guidance
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as Board members. There would be no institution
for affective learning without the superb
administrative skills of Anna Innes and her
assistant Mary Thomas. To all these people we are
deeply grateful for working with us as colleagues

and for their friendship.

At the publishing house, our excellent editor
Judy Cohen was as usual a delight to work with,
and Juliann Popp and Roberta Riviere dealt with
the marketing and publicity in the widely circulated
Psychotherapy Book News, while Russell Perna
ensured a lively presence for the book on the
Aronson website. Norma Pomerantz was helpful in
facilitating our communications with the publisher.
Most of all, we are indebted to Jason Aronson for
commissioning this book based on his belief in the
value of this approach. We thank all of them for

representing our work so beautifully.
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We would like to thank guest speakers and
colleagues at the leading edge of object relations
theory for working with us intensively, supporting
our venture, encouraging the development of the
model, and contributing to its development. These
include Joan and Neville Symington (Australia);
Ernst Falzeder (Austria); Ross Lazar (Germany);
Imre Szecsody (Sweden); Danielle and Jean-Michel
Quinodoz (Switzerland); Anne Alvarez, Robin
Anderson, Ronald Britton, James Fisher, Jeremy
Hazell, Roger Kennedy, Stanley Ruszczynski,
Elizabeth Spillius, and Gianna Williams (United
Kingdom); and Salman Akhtar, Glen Gabbard, Ted
Jacobs, Joseph Lichtenberg, Mike Nichols, and
Joan Zilbach (United States). Returning guest
speakers whom we especially want to thank are
Christopher Bollas for inspired teaching and

faithful support; Earl Hopper for friendship and
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program development ideas; Anton Obholzer for
his loyalty over the years, his outstanding
consultation, and his discussion of the model
recorded in Chapter 21; and Arthur Hyatt Williams
for his much appreciated, lively teaching year after
year. We have been fortunate to have Glen Gabbard
and Tom Ogden expressing enthusiasm for our
work, Otto Kernberg participating in conferences
even when traveling as President of the
International Psychoanalytic Association, and
Henry Friedman and Joe Silvio encouraging us to
discuss our model at the American Psychoanalytic
Association and the American Academy of
Psychoanalysis. We are grateful to all of them, and
to many others who lectured occasionally,
including David Bell, Dennis Duncan, Steve
Ellman, Peter Fonagy, Martha Papadakis, Allan

Schore, Mary Target, and Vamik Volkan.
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Last but not least, we are grateful to our
students, especially those who return as graduates
and fellows to enrich the culture of the teaching
institution. We have enjoyed their collaboration and
their commitment to learning from experience.
Where it has been necessary to refer to individuals
in order to illuminate a group process report, we
have protected their anonymity by changing
identifying details, by using pseudonyms both for
students and faculty, and by not revealing the
authorship of each vignette. Although discretion
prevents us from giving detailed credit chapter by
chapter, we gratefully acknowledge and value each
contributor to Tuning the Therapeutic Instrument:

The Affective Learning of Psychotherapy.

Jill Savege Scharff
David E. Scharff
Chevy Chase, Maryland
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I
Affective Learning

In Part I, students and faculty join us in
introducing our model for the affective learning of
psychotherapy. In Chapter 1, vivid personal
examples re-create the experience of affective
learning and demonstrate its usefulness. This sets
the scene for Chapters 2 and 3 in which we present
the theory of the affective learning model and its
theory base in individual object relations, group
analytic, and chaos theories, integrated with
findings from research in neurobiology and affect
regulation. Chapter 4 illustrates the model with a
small-group leader’s account of her small group
over the course of a weekend as its members work

on well-known object relations concepts and
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unfamiliar chaos theory, individual and group
responses, and dreams. Returning to theory and
technique, Chapters 5 and 6 show how principles of
brevity, intensity, and focus sharpen the
effectiveness of the method in both short-term and
longer-term groups and how affective learning
groups differ from therapy groups. Chapter 7
concludes Part I with an example of an affective
learning group dealing with defenses of splitting
and rejection and organizing the underlying
unconscious themes in relation to an individual’s

dream.
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Firsthand Accounts

To set the scene, a therapist, a clinical
supervisor, an educator, and an international post-
graduate student give voice to their experience of

affective learning.

OVERCOMING FEARS OF UNCERTAINTY

The first time I attended a conference for the
affective learning of psychotherapy as a student, I
thought of the weekend experience as a block of
time for learning blocks of stuff, together with
people who were also blocks of stuff to deal with—
funny, boring, tyrannical, warm, stiff, exciting,
challenging, whatever—simply stuff. I wanted to be

seen in a concrete way that confirmed me as

freepsychotherapybooks.org
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reliable and responsible, a good person for clients
to identify with in psychotherapy, and a strong
professional self undisturbed by personal anxieties.
My own personal therapy had taught me to have a
solid sense of my self through which I hoped to
contribute to solid ego structures for my patients. In
order to do this, I placed a high value on my own
secure sense of individuation, separateness, and
self-sufficiency. I came to the affective learning of
object relations theory to confirm that sense of
professional certainty and solidness as a therapist.

That, however, is not what I found.

Affective learning required me to bring out my
capacity to deal with uncertainty and mystery, with
the as-yet unknown and the unknowable, with the
fluidity and unpredictability of the human
unconscious. I could no longer think of learning in

terms of stuff to take in and be sure of. I had to
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think of myself in interaction with the experience,
flowing to the end of the time allowed by the
weekend format, each weekend like the tributary of
a river that gathered momentum as it became fuller

and deeper.

I didn’t like to experience myself in fluid terms
because I was afraid of regression. I preferred to
feel stable and secure and to think of myself in
static terms. The intimacy in the small affective
learning group offered me some of the security I
sought. When I had to give that up to join the large
group in the plenary review meeting, I felt
uncomfortable. I hated the large group. The measly
allotment of time for a weekend conference made
me feel as if I'd landed on an island whose

denizens were as yet unknown.
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My new concept of the We-self-as-a-river-of-
life-process contradicted my idea of I-self-as-
invincible-stuff. The We-self is all about change,
growth, and learning from others. The I-self is my
essential reality. I still think that my I-self is a
strong part of me, but the affective learning group
showed me that it is also a burden that kept me
from sharing at the deepest levels of unconscious
communication. Gradually 1 became better at
letting go and joining the experience until one day I

was asked to be a group co-leader.

When I first accepted the task of co-leading a
group, | was surprised to find that I fell silent. I felt
adrift on a vast sea of something I couldn’t quite
grasp. I now recognize that feeling as a sign of my
terror of the deep and all the psychological and
sexual stuff lurking there. There’s that word “stuff’

again—] wanted to package up and submerge what I
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couldn’t understand. I wanted to be in touch with
my perceptions of what was occurring in the group,
but that would require relinquishing my treasured
certainties and fantasies of solidity, and I felt afraid

of that.

To become a group leader, I had to reshape the
defenses that let me feel solid and supported
without letting them cripple me and wall me off
from group processes. Too often I blocked my
reception of the group’s communications. If I did
not block them off, I felt them too intensely. I
caught myself trying not to let them affect me. I
had to look at my personal history with groups and
unlearn a lifelong pattern so that I could get to the
point of welcoming and naming projective

identifications of me as the group leader.
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I got a jump start on this when examining my
aversive responses to the manuscript for Chapter 20
of this book. It includes a report on a faculty
discussion that deals with the learning of material
taught by a couple and conveys the striking
difference between conscious and unconscious
responses to the same situation in a teaching
setting. At the cognitive level, I was interested in
the content of the reported discussion which clearly
made the point that learning is affected by
unconscious factors. At the emotional level, I was
repulsed. I didn’t want to read a faculty discussion
that shows all the world what is done in private. I
was revolted by the part where the program
directors revealed their dread of opening the door to
examination of the impact of their being a couple
on the learning process. I found both of these

accounts odious. I wanted to scream, “SHUT THE
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DOOR!” I immediately recognized my responses as
primal scene reactions, but it took another month
for the strength of my reaction to make sense, a
whole month before I let the door open on its
resonance with my own experience as a therapist, a

group leader, and a woman in my own family.

I’'m a minister’s wife. For years, my husband
and I have not infrequently been assaulted by
projective identifications from individuals in our
Christian parish community. Projections of hate and
envy leave us feeling annihilated. Having only just
survived a few of these painful encounters with
parishioners, I now maintain a hawk-like
protectiveness about our privacy as a couple. I am
vigilant as can be. While trying to be kind,
attentive, and resourceful, I nevertheless build a
moat around us in order to repel projections of hate

and envy.
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Living in a large parish is like living in a small
town, where individuals, couples, and families are
often obsessed with what 1is not there:
acknowledgment, security, reassurance, control,
faith, health, obedient children, loving parents,
money. These worries about what is missing feed
on themselves until they mutate from grumbling
anxiety into convulsive group crises to which the
minister must attend. Individual and group lacks
and losses claw at my husband ’ s consciousness
and at his unconscious anxieties. There can be so
many demands on him that I choose to absent
myself from the overload in order not to be absent
from him. I am his partner, not theirs, except on a

carefully delineated basis.

Living as the head couple in that provisional
space, where the minister both speaks for God and

is the humblest servant of the parish, leaves a
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barely discernable column of air for us as a private
couple. So I make space, on purpose, for both of us
when he cannot or will not. I refuse to extend my
Christianity to a place where I am sucked up and
spat out as he is so frequently. I deal with attacks
and demands by delineating myself apart from him
and his calling, and by protecting us as a couple

from them.

Reading Chapters 20 and 21, it clicked with me
that my techniques for living as a minister’s wife
are careful defenses against group process that I
have found necessary for years. As a therapist
myself, a teacher of psychotherapy, a student, and a
faculty member leading groups, I’'m now involved
in the affective learning of psychotherapy where
the culture insists that group process is ultimately
dependable and enriching, not immature and

destructive. In the affective learning culture, I’ve
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been trying to experience myself as part of the
collective “We-self” of the group instead of walling
myself off as an “I-self.” But over the years as the
minister’s wife, I’ve become deft at being an “I-
self” rather than a “We-self.” This seemed to help
me in the parish, but it hampered me as the leader

of an affective learning group.

As a group leader, I, like the minister’s wife,
was not confronting projections that were aimed at
me. My I-self was preventing me from dealing with
these projections as well as I would like. What I’ve
learned in the affective learning group is that my
behavior in groups was based on a view that this
group process would kill me, as my sharing of

ministry has threatened to do.

Comparing my group experience of multiple

pairings for learning psychotherapy with my life
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experience in a single couple led me to re-evaluate
the need for privacy. It has been a mystery to me
for a long time how on the one hand I need my
moat and on the other I need koinonia, the
fellowship that the parish life provides. I have
discovered that what I hate in parish life is also
what I love and need. My hatred of some of its
elements makes the moat necessary. The hunger
that hate creates brings me back to the fellowship

that is truly encircling.

After all this time living with and supporting
my husband in his work, and honing my clinical
skills in affective learning groups, I’ve discovered
that my own couple stance with my minister-
husband is impossible. It’s nonrelational. The very
behavior I valued so highly I now see as a defense
against uncertainty. I no longer want this to shield

me from the fullness of experience as a therapist or
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as a minister’s wife. I have to mingle myself
concretely and metaphorically in order to integrate
myself within an encircling group. Learning the
theory and practice of object relations from
experience in the affective learning group, I've
found a way to understand my role as a co-leader in
the religious community as well as in the affective
learning institution. Using this insight, I'm
preparing to lead affective learning groups more
courageously, and to relinquish treasured certainties
within the parish as well.

DEALING WITH DISPLACEMENT OF THE
TRANSFERENCE IN SUPERVISION

I’ve recently been appointed to work with my
own supervisee, Harry. I'’ve  supervised
psychotherapists in other settings, but this is my
first time supervising someone in the affective

learning program, and I'm interested to see how
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that context amplifies my understanding. Harry is a
nice guy with a successful practice, a stable married
life, and a respected place in his community. He
asked for supervision so that he could work in
greater depth, address the transference more
consistently, and stop dodging issues of aggression.
His assessment of his need was consistent with the
impression that he gave in the affective learning
small group setting. When segments of the group
expressed anger, he tended to defuse the feeling
with his wuse of empathy and intellectual
explanation. He came across as a sensitive,
responsive, mature, and well-related person in
groups, but perhaps he may have been in retreat
from his own aggression there as well. All in all,
other students liked him very much. Now that I

know him as a therapist in supervision, I find him
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well-informed, empathic, experienced, sensitive,

and emotionally connected to his patients.

Harry brought to supervision his individual
therapy work with Gladys, a divorced woman who
is a fourth-grade teacher. Gladys experiences black
moods in which she feels ashamed of herself, cut
off from herself, and wordless. As a child she was
shamed by a mother who rejected her displays of
emotion. Gladys attends regularly and pays her bill
on time. She says what is on her mind, and she
brings in dreams that Harry likes to work with. She
has a good therapeutic alliance with Harry, but she
always has another relationship with a man to turn
to. These other relationships are illicit,
confessional, and may even be sexual. They violate
the man’s professional boundaries, and they always

end in disappointment for Gladys.
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Harry reported to me that Gladys had developed
a new sexual relationship with a man who was a
doubly forbidden object: he was her supervisor
in the school system and he was married. Like
him, Harry is married and has a professional
relationship to Gladys, two factors that preclude
a dating relationship. The displacement of
feelings about Harry to the lover was obvious to
me. Then Harry told me that this new boyfriend
is actually called Harry! | pointed out to him the
urgent need to interpret the displacement of the
transference, and he said to me, “No, | want to
let it build. The relationship is gratifying to
Gladys when she’s so lonely. | don’'t want to
trigger her into emptiness.”

My job was to help Harry see that these
relationships represent a displaced transference that
expresses Gladys’s rejection of him and her longing
to be loved and found exciting by him. He could
easily see that idea, but he did not object to the
series of illicit relationships as enactments. Harry
agreed that his response was typical of the way he

backs off.
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Backing off is not typical of me, but I found
that I couldn’t insist on my point of view. So I took
this problem to the faculty meeting. I told my
colleagues that Harry reads his patient well, follows
her unconscious themes, and is thoroughly engaged
with her, but her positive and negative reactions in
the transference to him go largely uninterpreted. I
said that I had agreed with Harry’s intention to let
the transference develop in the displacement, but
that I also told him repeatedly that it needs to be
gathered and interpreted in terms of the therapeutic

relationship.

My faculty colleagues supported that idea, and
asked me what happens when I explain this to
Harry. I told them he argues that Gladys will feel
anger and shame if he comments because she
experiences interpretation as a criticism of what she

is not doing or has not seen. She thinks she should
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do everything for herself. She feels she cannot ask
for her needs to be met because she doesn’t want to
be a burden. He calls this her omnipotent streak,
and he feels that he must leave it alone, or she will
be ashamed and angry, and will lose her em- pathic
connection with him. One faculty member thought
that, like Gladys, Harry must feel he has to do
everything himself. My colleagues wanted to know
how Harry responds to my offer of help and how I
feel when I suggest a more assertive or even a
direct comment for Harry to make. I told them
Harry counters that the patient clams up or says

“Yes, but.”

Theoretically Harry wants to work on changing,
but he has a well-argued reason not to, based on his
awareness of the patient’s shame and his
exaggerated sensitivity to the possibility of

inflicting the sense of shame on her. In contrast to
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Harry, I feel as if I’'m too direct. I remind myself
that Harry as the therapist is closer to the situation
than I am as the supervisor. I end up thinking that
maybe he’s right to avoid a calamity. Instead of

seeming hard-hearted, I back off.

I said that Harry says he wants to work on
confronting aggressive issues, but doesn’t do it, and
I end up feeling that it’s better to be reticent—which
I don’t believe is empathic at all. My colleagues
said to me quite directly, “You’re identifying with
Harry in being overly responsive to the issue of
avoiding shame. Think over your reasons for that,

and then see how it goes with Harry.”

This approach made sense, but when I was with
Harry listening to his next session with Gladys, 1
found myself behaving like him again. Now I was

the one who wanted to say, “Yes, but!”
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Harry reported a session in which Gladys had
been mostly wordless. He said to me, “Gladys’s
body was straining as if she was trying to get
some sounds out. | said to her, “You seem to be
telling me that words or even sounds are not all
right to express here.’ | was trying to help
Gladys put her pain in words. Gladys began to
hit the couch. When | did not object, she hit it
harder. She was crying and at the same time
holding her breath and making some muffled,
straining sounds.

“Then Gladys said, ‘You make it so hard for me
because you don’t have the right hard and soft
objects.” She was silent for the rest of the
session.”

Harry did not explore the significance of this
striking phrase, “the right hard and soft objects.”
| noticed it, and then | forgot about it, as he went
on to describe the next therapy session:

“Gladys said she couldn’t stand how she had
been feeling since the last session, and yet she
didn’t call because she had a male friend
staying at her house—not her lover Harry, but
her former lover Seamus. Gladys said she was
worried about how few sessions remained
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before my absence, which she assumed was to
attend a conference. She expected to feel
rejected. She got very quiet for a moment and
then released a flood of dreams of falling apart,
going places, and being in abandoned buildings.
She waited for me to interpret the dreams, and |
found it easy to read them. Here’'s what | said
about them. ...”

Harry felt positive about Gladys releasing
affect, about his ease of understanding her dreams,
and about her having an improved capacity to take
in his interpretations. Indeed, I thought his dream
interpretations were on the mark. But he seemed
oblivious to the fact that Gladys had felt like falling
apart after he had encouraged -catharsis and
regression, and at a time when he was about to be
absent, and so she had gone to Seamus, an object
for holding that was the alternative to Harry. By
Harry’s not pointing out the diffusion of her

feelings of neediness into other relationships, this
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time with Seamus, I thought that he was
aggressively colluding with Gladys’s tendency to
displacement. Harry disagreed with me. He saw his
therapeutic task as one of interpreting blocks
arising from experience in her family of origins so
as to encourage individual expression and release
her capacity for relating. He didn’t want to confront
Gladys with the aggressive aspects of eroticizing

and displacing the transference.

I didn’t diminish the value to Gladys of this
session, but I tried to show Harry that his choices
were defusing his working in the transference,
which is what he came to me to learn. I felt unable

to get through to him.

Again I took my concerns to the faculty
meeting. My colleagues picked up on Gladys’s

complaint that Harry did not have “the right hard
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and soft objects.” This suggested to them that what
Gladys needed from Harry was the right
combination of hardness and softness. They said
that Gladys had found an excellent soft object in
Harry, but she needed a hard object to come up
against as well-and she had to find it in Harry.
Harry also needed a hard object—and he needed to

find it in me as his supervisor.

With their support, I went back to Harry with
renewed firmness and conviction. I admitted the
unhelpfulness of my previous softness and went on
to face him with many examples of his avoidance
of being the hard object. He said that he mostly
agreed with my perceptions, but that it was “hard”
to see his avoidance so directly. More determined,
he went back to Gladys and helped her to accept
him as a therapist who, as he put it, dealt with her

straight on.
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APPLYING GROUP DYNAMICS IN TEACHING

No one spends more time teaching, learning,
and being in groups than a teacher. Teachers,
however, are generally unaware of the value of
group theory. We rarely go beyond a vague
awareness of a mysterious class dynamic. I’ve been
a high school English teacher for nine years, but I
became aware of group theory only three years ago
when I was team-teaching a teachers’ education
course, the purpose of which was to enable future
teachers to become more reflective about their own
learning histories. I was struck by the inability of
our teaching team to reflect in any constructive way
on the problems in our teaching relationships and to
recognize how our conflicts, primarily those about
power and authority, were echoed in the class
response. [ felt frustrated about having neither a

language with which to discuss problems in the
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teaching team nor a framework within which to
examine how the team’s problems mirrored
struggles in the administration and played
themselves out among our students. So I looked for
readings and conferences devoted to the impact of

group dynamics on teaching and learning.

I studied Freud and Bion at conferences using
the affective learning model. I read about the use of
the affective model and group relations in the
classroom and in adolescent development (D.
Scharff 1975a,b, D. and J. Scharff 1979). I sought
consultation on how to apply the affective learning
model to the high school classroom, and I attended
A. K. Rice conferences on group relations. At
affective learning-based conferences, I explored the
conscious and unconscious individual and group
processes involved in teaching and learning

psychoanalytic ~ theory. In group relations
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conferences, I joined in the intense experiential

exploration of the unconscious workings of groups.

Both conference settings refer to the work of
Bion (1961) on groups. I found two of Bion’s
central ideas useful: that every group has its own
character or personality, greater than and different
from the sum of its parts, and that every group has
both a conscious work group and an unconscious
life dominated by subgroupings that he called basic
assumptions, which can either impede or facilitate
the conscious task. Every teacher has experienced
Bion’s point: each class has a unique character, and
there are days when it can’t get its work done for
mysterious reasons. Another critical concept,
introduced by Bion (1961) and elaborated by Leroy
Wells (1985), is the group-as-a whole phenomenon.
According to Wells, individuals often act not just

on their own behalf, but on behalf of the group.
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This is an unconscious process in which the group-
as-a-whole colludes in having certain feelings and
behavior expressed by particular members so that
others can disown corresponding parts of

themselves.

With others in my small groups, I tried to
understand unconscious dynamics as they unfolded
in the temporary institution of the conferences. In
the small and large group events, two cornerstones
of both conference models, individuals comment on
and analyze their personal experience in the here
and now. By studying and sharing their experience
and learning from others’ efforts, they hope for
insight. As a member of these groups, I became
aware of the tremendous difficulty—but also the
possibility—of connecting across difference. I
gained an experiential understanding, rather than a

purely theoretical one, to support my earlier sense
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of the power of parallel process. I experienced and
examined in depth with others who cared as much
as I did how conflicts and patterns operative at one
level of the institution are echoed in others. Most
important, perhaps, through personal experiences
that were painful, exhilarating, and everything in
between, I began to hone my ability to recognize
the unconscious at work. I began to tease out, for
example, when individuals were acting on their
own behalf and when they were not. And I began to

apply this learning to my work as a teacher.

I had always thought about my students
psychologically, but when I attempted to take their
individual psychology into account, my job became
completely impossible. How could I do this when I
faced 135 students every day, each with different
psychological needs? Yet how could I not consider

psychological factors when I was now more
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convinced than ever that a child’s ability to learn
depends largely on what is occurring at the
unconscious level? I hoped that my new knowledge
of group theory would help me on my return to the

classroom.

After my first and second conferences, I felt
excited about the possibility of seeing each class
anew. At the same time, I felt overwhelmed at the
thought of dealing with the enormous complexity
that I now knew to exist in the room, whether or not
I could see it. My head had been spinning in a
conference group of seven members when our sole
task had been to study our own small group. How
much more complex an understanding of group
process would be when dealing with five groups of
twenty-seven students every day! In addition, I’d be
responsible for teaching academic content, not just

learning it, and without any colleagues who shared
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this interest or knowledge. It would be a lonely

business but a thrilling challenge as well.

First, I found that, as a result of my experience
at the conferences, I brought to my students a
deeper empathy for their experience. Teachers may
chastise students for not respecting one another, or
criticize their tendency to self-segregate along
racial and gender lines. But how can teachers help
students move beyond respect as anything more
than a buzz word if we ourselves have not faced our
own prejudices and our capacity for cruelty?
Experiential groups offer teachers a powerful
opportunity to own these aspects of themselves and
to make a real connection with a person or group

that may have been the object of hatred or fear.

Second, I brought the group-as-a-whole

perspective. By my third conference, I had
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absorbed this concept deeply enough in my bones
that I had what for me has been a revolutionary
insight: my classroom group is not just an
aggregate of individuals, each with his or her own
personal psychology. Of course it is that, but it is
also something more. It is a group, an entity all its

own.

Thinking of each class as a group entity, I’ve
been able to take the group unconscious into
account, and that has enabled me to move forward
with the entire group in mind. Teaching subject
matter, it is not my primary task to lead the class in
studying the group process, except where attention
to the dynamics of the teaching and learning
process in the class facilitates the students’ present
and future learning. So, often but not always, my
interpretations remain unspoken hypotheses that I

arrive at as to how the class is functioning and why.
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This then helps me design a teaching intervention
that frees the class to learn collaboratively so that
each member has a fair chance of learning the

academic content.

Here is an example. I teach in a large, urban,
public school that has a rigorous entrance exam.
Students enter in the seventh grade, and, having
excelled easily at their old schools, are often
terrified when they find themselves among a group
of students who are equally achieving. Suddenly,
many feel stupid and afraid. At the end of the first
week of school last year, I began a poetry unit with
my seventh graders by handing out copies of the
previous year’s seventh-grade literary magazine. |
asked each child to pick a favorite or a least
favorite poem and to write about why he or she
made this selection. Then I asked the students to

form into groups of four, read each poem aloud,
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choose one poem according to their own criteria,
and select a representative to read it to the re-
convened class. The plan was to see whether there
were commonalities in what they liked and didn’t
like so as to generate ideas about what makes a

good poem.

On this particular day, I noticed that although
every child spoke in the small group, the six
children who read as representatives of their groups
were all white. This was striking, particularly
because the class was almost half Asian. (There
were no black or Hispanic students in the class,
which was indicative of a larger, systemic problem
that I will not get into here.) Before learning about
group process from personal experience at
conferences, I would have understood this situation
to be a result of cultural norms, individual

personalities, and coincidence. With group relations
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heavily on my mind and increasingly under my
skin, I saw a group-as-a-whole phenomenon unfold
before my eyes. This time I had a language and a
framework that helped me organize the experience

in a new way.

I realized that, as a group, all of the students
had a vested interest in having the white students
speak for the class. In permitting them to continue,
I had unconsciously colluded in creating this
dynamic. In a group relations conference, this
interpretation would have been spoken, so that if it
rang true, participants could have reclaimed the part
of themselves they had let others carry. But in the
group relations conference context, the participants
would have signed on for that type of learning, and
so the group leaders would have felt authorized to
address these issues from the beginning. What I

might have done in the classroom setting would
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have been to share my observation, hoping that
pointing out the imbalance would invite children
who had been silent to speak up. This didn’t seem
appropriate because I didn’t have a relationship
with the new class that would allow me to articulate
this, not to seventh graders during their first week
in a new school. If I were to state my observation, it
would be strange to them, and it would not be
effective in helping them accommodate to the new
community or in facilitating their learning,
certainly not in the time we had available, and
particularly not with a population so deeply

committed to meritocracy.

If I were to make my observation explicit with
children of this age at this early point in the year, it
would be heard as criticism by all. White students
would feel attacked and accused of doing

something wrong. Asian students, some of whom
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were already sensing enormous cultural barriers,
would feel exposed. Once a secure student—teacher
relationship had become established, teaching the
class directly about group dynamics could certainly
be an aspect of my work with them if I thought it
would facilitate the learning. At this point in the
term, however, I simply wanted to do something to
change the dynamic quickly before it established
itself as the norm. So I made an intervention based

on my unspoken observation.

The next day I brought in “Father,” a poem by
Fay Chiang (1979), a Chinese-American writer.
The poem is a beautiful description of the author’s
father guiding her “young hand” as she holds a
bamboo brush and learns to write her name in
Chinese characters. Certain phrases in the poem
refer to the meanings of the separate parts of the

characters that make up her name: “Green, heart,
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three dots of water, woods.” When 1 asked the
questions I felt were necessary for us (me included)
to understand this poem, the Asian students, many
of whom had knowledge of Chinese characters,
became our experts. Their hands sailed into the air.
One usually quiet boy came to the board to write
his Chinese name for us, and to explain how
characters are constructed. Once we had this
information, we could discuss the universal issues
raised by the poem: memories of fathers, what it’s
like being raised in a country with a language
different from one’s parents’, the importance of our
names. Throughout the discussion I noticed that
many who had been silent the day before seemed to
feel welcomed into the conversation in a

qualitatively different way.

I think of that moment when white students

spoke for the class as a coming together of many
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factors. White students may have felt more
authorized than non-white students due to a
perceived affiliation with me, their white teacher,
especially if I seemed to be more comfortable with
their thoughts, their culture, and their experiences,
those being familiar to me and maybe actually like
mine. The likelihood of my being viewed as more
able to relate to white culture was exacerbated by
the fact that the faculty and administration of my
school are predominantly white. And beyond that,
the culture of the school is consistent with that of

many white, middle-class, educated households.

My school and the city it serves value speed
and assertiveness, unlike many Asian communities
that value politeness and reserve. Admittedly, most
Asian parents who choose to send their children to
this highly competitive school want them to fit in to

its academic culture, but there is still a conflict
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between values at school and values of the local
community. Many students whose home culture is
apparently different from my own and from the
predominant culture of the school are searching for
inroads toward fitting in. Students might assume
that I, who represent the school’s standards,
endorse this fast-paced, competitive culture. On the
contrary. I’'m searching for ways to make equal
room for all cultures, to encourage students to slow
down and savor the value of working together and

building a learning community.

What I’ve described refers to one moment in
one day in the ongoing life of a class. It would be a
gross simplification to say, based on what I learned
that day, that the most useful way for me to think
about these students generally was along racial
lines, or even to make the generalization that

Asians were the more silent members of the class.
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As the year progressed there were shy students who
were white and outspoken students who were
Asian. My point is that at that moment in the life of
our class, the group-as-a-whole lens clarified the
situation and shaped my course of action that
leveled the playing field and allowed all students to

be more fully present.

Prior to learning about the group dynamics of
teaching and learning, I might have responded to a
similar situation in a similar way, but the thinking
process getting me to that place would have been
different. I would have viewed the situation from a
theoretical perspective, emphasizing individual
agency and responsibility. In doing so I would have
played into my students’ sense that they as
individuals are entirely responsible for their own

destinies and that they make their choices freely. I
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know now that the reality is infinitely more

complex.

I still struggle with how best to incorporate
group theory into my teaching, especially with the
question of how much should be stated explicitly to
students and when. The work is sometimes so
mystifying and confusing that I am eager for
colleagues in education with whom to share ideas.
Many of them are interested, but not yet well
informed. So far, however, most of my fellow
students have been therapists whose primary task is
different than mine. My task is education; the
therapist’s task is healing. Yet both of us are
working on making the unconscious conscious
when it furthers our separate tasks, and both of us
have to use tact and timing in choosing the right
moment and method for intervening. Because my

concern with development overlaps with theirs, I'm

freepsychotherapybooks.org
theipi.org



comfortable for now learning psychoanalytic
theory, child development, and group process
among therapists. But I’'m on my own when it

comes to application in the educational setting.

In addition to using my knowledge of group
process in the classroom, I'd like to integrate here-
and-now group experiences into teacher education
programs. Would many teachers want such
training? I wonder. If they were to realize its
benefits, as I’ve done, my feeling is that many
would.

UNDERSTANDING CULTURAL PRESSURES
ON WOMEN

I come from a country on the Pacific rim where
there is a dearth of training in object relations
theory and therapy. Cognitive therapy was
recommended as a substitute by my professor, but I

found it boring and not as useful to me as object

freepsychotherapybooks.org
theipi.org



relations in my research on depression in married
women. So I’ve had to study object relations
without a teacher. I'm writing my dissertation on
the interaction of housewives’ depression with
marital conflict and its treatment by a
psychotherapeutic approach based on object
relations. Only a few books on object relations are

available and those are in English, and so I’ve

been translating object relations theory papers
into my language on my notebook computer to
share with fellow students, but I feel the need to
learn more with others who can discuss it
knowledgeably with me. One day I happened to
read the chapter on psychoanalytic marital therapy
in the Clinical Handbook of Couple Therapy (J.
Scharff 1995), and it was like a beacon in the misty
sea to me. Following the beacon, I traveled many

miles to the United States to attend a week-long
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institute on object relations couple therapy to give

me more ideas for completing my thesis.

On the first day, I found I had more trouble
understanding spoken English than I had expected.
In addition I was jet-lagged. I could only follow the
lecturers by reading up on the topics ahead of time
or reading while they spoke. In the small group I
had a hard time participating in the discussion. It
was stressful for me, going from the lecture setting
to the small group. I experienced quite a culture
shift. I needed time to settle in and follow the
conversation. I wasn’t sure I understood everything
that was being said, but I had no trouble

understanding what the participants were feeling.

On the second day, the group members noticed
that I wasn’t saying much and they asked me how I

was doing. I said that I was just listening. I was
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quiet because I needed a time for transition from
the world of the seminar to the world of the small
group room, from outside to inside, before I could
say what I was thinking. I didn’t tell them that I felt

helpless, as if trying to crack a giant rock with an

cgge.

A woman looked at me impatiently. She
insisted that she should be able to speak without
waiting for me or anyone else to cross the
transition. Then she said angrily that she had to
wait so long that she had forgotten what it was she
meant to say. Some other woman spoke about
needing time to adjust, the same thing I was
feeling. She was afraid of being judged for what
she said and afraid of making people angry. The
first woman immediately said that that is the very
thing she was going to say. I felt relieved. Everyone

nodded sympathetically and I realized that we had
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the same fears and feelings and that we could

express them as part of our work in the group.

I suddenly felt terribly overwhelmed with
feeling I couldn’t find the words to describe. I
didn’t want anyone to see. I hid in the bathroom,
and I must have stayed there a long time. The group
leader knocked on the door. I came out with my
hands over my eyes. I couldn’t stop sobbing, and I
curled up on one end of a couch like a baby.
Another foreign student, a kind man who felt
sympathy for me, sat beside me and comforted me,
and I was gradually able to find some words for my

distress.

I explained to the group that I had felt upset to
receive understanding. I could never have told my
family, or even my husband—even though he is kind

and gentle, more than most husbands—anything and
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everything I feel, as I and everyone else in the
group was allowed to do. A woman in my country
is not supposed to show anger, ambivalence, or
ambition. She is expected to compete in the areas of
beauty and marriage, studying only in night school.
Because of this suppression of women’s feelings
and strivings, there’s a lot of marital conflict that
can’t be expressed. My research finds that this leads
to depression in women, the housewife’s tragedy. I
could hardly believe it when women in this small
group were making complaints and talking about
their needs without feeling ashamed of themselves.
I wished I could have stayed for more learning
from experience like this, but I had to go home
again, back to reading and using what I'd learned
that week. I felt sad about going home to my

culture. My tears fell like rain on dry leaves.
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Oriental society depends on the stability of the
family system. To maintain a strong family bond,
there are many cultural traditions, expectations, and
rules, all of which both support and suppress the
individual. In Hyo thought, respect and obedience
toward parents is absolute, anger toward them is
strictly forbidden, and endurance of repression is a
virtue in women. Filial piety is automatic. Children
must respect their ancestors and are absolutely
forbidden to disobey or even oppose their parents.
In the past, when our society was totally
patriarchal, a woman married into her husband’s
family. She lived in his family house and belonged
to his family, where three or four generations might
be living together. She had no authority. In fact,
according to the proverb, the new bride should be
deaf for three years and dumb for three years. Male

and female roles were clearly separate: the man
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took care of the financial needs of the family and
the wife took care of the children. Most couples
didn’t sleep separately from their babies at night
until after the birth of the second child, or the
husband slept apart from his wife so that she could
take care of and sleep with the baby. This father-
husband absence was the conventional virtue. At
the same time preference was shown toward the

son.

While the history of the ancestors flows away
like a river, the waters re-circulate and continue to
influence the next generation near the banks of the
river. There is still a relative lack of contextual
holding by the father, which leaves the mother
distressed and drives her closer to her child. It also
means that there is a prolonged period of
symbiosis, especially for the boy as the future head

of the family, and the idea of son-preference is still
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firmly rooted. This child-rearing practice means
that it is difficult for the parents to re-establish a
good sexual relationship, and I think that this may
be what drives husbands to extramarital affairs, as
if the old social convention of permitting one

husband multiple wives were still in place.

The young woman desperately devotes herself
to her child, especially her son, which is exactly
what her mother-in-law does with her own son even
though he is now an adult, a husband, and a father.
The three of them are entangled in a jealous
triangle. The mother-in-law acts as if the young
woman is like a second wife, depriving her of her
son. The son is still caught up with his mother, and
his wife is caught up with her too. The young wife
feels more like a daughter-in-law than a wife, and
she gets depressed. The daughter-in-law who

follows the proverbial advice to remain blind and

freepsychotherapybooks.org
theipi.org



dumb while suffering this painful situation in her
youth is the one who becomes a notorious mother-
in- law in later years when she can endure no more.
The cycle continues and results in mother-in-law
and daughter-in-law conflict, marital conflict, and
female depression, except that nowadays some
young women do not agree to suppress their
aggression and, not knowing how to deal with their

feelings, run to divorce.

I became interested in object relations theory,
because it deals with the influence of the mother—
child relationship on the development of the
Oedipus complex and on future couple
relationships. Here’s how it helps me think of what
is happening in the Asian marriage where the wife
gets depressed. The mother-in-law projects her
exciting object into her son and her rejecting object

into her daughter-in-law, who is depriving her of
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her son. The husband projects his exciting ego into
his mother and his rejecting ego into his wife, who
is fighting with his beloved mother and who is too
preoccupied with the children. So the wife has a
double projection of rejecting objects into her. She
may then amplify the rejecting system by
projecting her rejecting objects into her inattentive
husband and her possessive mother-in-law, and her
exciting objects into her children. Filled with bad
objects, the wife gets depressed. When the

projections are intense, she has a major depression.

I see this projective identification system as the
mechanism causing Hwa-byung, also called
housewife depression, a syndrome that affects
middle- aged Asian women, especially Korean and
Japanese women. Hwa-byung is described in
Appendix 1 of the DSM-IV as a culture-bound

syndrome caused by the suppression of anger. Hwa
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means fire and is a good word for the slow- burning
rage and suddenly spurting anger that women are
not supposed to express. These feelings, however,
are fueled by the rejecting objects that they have
introjected into themselves without a word of
complaint, but which they nevertheless protest with
symptoms of depression, panic, pain, and fears of

impending death.

I am surprised but grateful to find that Oriental
culture can be understood in terms of Western
object relations theory. Fairbairn’s (1952) models
of object relations have given me a way of thinking
about Hwa-byung, depression, marital conflict, and
the triangular system of object relationships
involving the wife, her mother-in-law, and the
husband/son. Winnicott (1965) convinced me that a
ruthless relation to the breast—-unimaginable

according to traditional Oriental values of filial
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piety—is nevertheless essential to establishing the
child ’ s capacity to apprehend and use the external
world. Dicks s (1967) concept of unconscious fit
in marriage is helping me understand that paradox
of the couple relationship in which the same
projective identificatory system that drives the
attraction of the courtship period is the source of
conflict in the marriage, and then shows up in the
wife’s symptoms of depression. Klein’s (1946,
1952, 1975) descriptions of phantasy in the internal
world convey the woman’s view of the Oedipus
complex, and her concept of envy is relevant to
understanding the wife’s depression in dealing with
a husband who remains first and foremost a son,
and a mother-in-law who prefers her son over his
wife. For me, reading Scharff and Scharff (1991)
about the process of family therapy and seeing a

couple’s transferences in the children’s play was
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breathtaking, like looking into the Grand Canyon. I
could see to where the cupid’s arrow flies and I

could feel what it longs for.

When I returned home, everything was good
and I felt happy. Maybe I couldn’t understand much
at the institute, but I could feel a lot. Now I would
like to tell you how I felt about the institute and

why I went there.

At the institute there are many trees. In my
childhood, there were many trees—not fresh and
green, but cut for human needs. My childhood
home was a wood factory with many workmen and
many machines. In order not to be swept into the
chaos, I used to keep to my room. Many things
were forbidden to me in my family, in my school,
in society, the same for me as for my friends. So

my room was my safety, my shelter, my happiness.
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There, through my imagination, I could fly
anywhere. Sometimes I climbed up to the roof
where I looked over the wall of the Catholic church
at a nun who lived with others, but who was alone.
Sometimes I sat behind the house, near the kitchen,
listening to my mother rustle the dishes. This gave
me a peaceful feeling but I never imagined a future

for me in the kitchen.

Married to a warm and permissive husband, I
was happy, but all was not well with my inner life. I
was then able to face the kernel of unhappiness.
One day I felt as if I were sitting on the riverside.
Not in the river, but on the riverside. Not swimming
in the river, but on the riverside. I could never,
never take off into the river. I thought of the saying,
“The river is the mother of nature, the breast of
nature.” I wanted to approach the river, but I could

not do it because of anxiety. I desperately denied
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the unconscious truth of my object relationships,
because of loyalty to my mother, who consciously
devoted herself to us, like any other mother of our
culture. I am used to being alone, but I want and

need others.

At the institute I revisited my paranoid-schizoid
and depressive positions as I struggled to overcome
my deafness and dumbness in the strange situation
of the affective learning small group. Once I finish
my Ph. D., I'll return to learn more about object
relations to help women in my culture. This was my
first long journey, my first time to leave my
country, and my first adventure free as the wind,

free as the butterfly.

Object relations may become my life-long task.

This is just the beginning.
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The Affective Learning Model

THE AFFECTIVE LEARNING MODEL

The affective learning model is a teaching and
learning method for psychotherapists and
psychoanalysts who want to learn object relations
theory. In this model, object relations theory of the
individual and the group is both the subject being
taught and the medium for teaching and learning it.
Therapists who come to learn about the theory in
terms of self and other also teach themselves and
others while learning with them. The teacher learns
and the learner teaches as they engage in role in the
learning process. The affective learning model is

built on a few key concepts:
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* Affects are the motivating and integrating engine
of self-object organization at all levels—in the
mind, in the neuropsychological functioning of

the brain, in relationships, and in groups.

The internal relationship of self and object is the
basic unit of the structure and functioning of
the psyche as the organizer of external

relationships.

Individual psyches communicate with others
through unconscious processes of projective

and introjective identification.

* Unconscious processes lead individuals to
combine spontaneously with others to form
subgroups that express shared unconscious

concerns.

 Following the affective landmarks of
subgroupings and learning from the experience
is more effective than cognition alone in

arriving at understanding.

The processes of learning in the group provide
illustrations of the psychoanalytic concepts that

are being learned.
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The Site for the Affective Learning of Psychotherapy

At the International Institute of Object
Relations Therapy, we have created a site in which
to develop the affective learning model, an
alternative to the way psychoanalytic theory and
therapy are generally taught. This has been possible
only because of freedoms and conditions that we
have allowed ourselves. For example, we are
inclusive rather than exclusive. We do not try to
preselect our applicants or postselect our
membership because we do not try to evaluate
standards of competence. We are not trying to teach
or certify analysts exclusively. Our students are not
analytic candidates but rather psychotherapists and
analysts who want to know more about
psychoanalysis in the object relations tradition. We
are not trying to maintain an elite, and we have

nothing to lose. This leaves us free to develop an
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alternative model of teaching and learning
psychoanalytic theory and the practice of
psychoanalytic psychotherapy.

THE EDUCATIONAL PROGRAM FOR
AFFECTIVE LEARNING

The Design of the Program

The two-year program of instruction takes place
in a modular immersion format consisting of two
week-long immersions in a basic curriculum of
theory and eight three-day weekends of
presentations at the leading edge of the
development of theory. The first week-long
immersion in basic curriculum covers the object
relations theories. In the second year, the week-long
immersion deals with infant research, infant
observation, and their links to countertransference.
The curriculum of the four weekends in each of the

two years is not fixed but features new ideas in
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object relations and other contemporary
psychoanalytic theories. The method of instruction
includes lecture, video, case presentation, and
large- and small-group discussion. There are also
optional electives: An additional weekend or week-
long conference is usually offered with a cosponsor
in another city or country, and a week-long institute
on psychoanalysis applied to couple and family
therapy is given annually. For students who enroll
in the two-year program to learn theory, there is no
requirement for treatment or supervision, although

some participants elect to have both.

For students who want more clinical training in
psychotherapy, we have extended the two-year core
program by an advanced program of two additional
years of attendance at weekend conferences or at
study groups organized by faculty in their home

cities or convened by conference call or video link.
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Students enrolled in this clinical application
program are required to have individual and group
supervision in person or by telephone with a faculty
member. Treatment is also a requisite for those in
the advanced clinical program, but it may be
undertaken with any analytically oriented analyst or
therapist, usually not a member of the faculty. This
policy on treatment arose because many of our
students commute from afar, but it has the
additional advantage that treatment remains a
private matter untrammeled by institutional politics,
and education is not complicated by intense
transferences to the training analyst or therapist. We
do not require completed cases because we do not
judge the therapist’s competence by the patient’s
goals. Instead, the supervisor rates the student’s
therapeutic skills on a standard scale in terms of

twenty-one items. We also ensure that the
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supervision component is equally specifically
evaluated by the supervisee. Supervision dilemmas
are discussed at a supervision meeting by all
supervisors and faculty members who have worked
with the student. In this setting, each student’s
supervisory experience is related to learning

behaviors throughout the program.

With no major revisions to the basic model over
the years, but with frequent minor adjustments, the
model has worn well. Students report a high degree
of satisfaction with it, although it has to be noted at
the outset that it is not for everyone, only for those
who have a sustained commitment to learning from
experience, a tolerance for intense affective
engagement, and a capacity for personal openness
as they review the information presented, their
personal present experience and its resonance with

the past, their professional clinical experience, and

freepsychotherapybooks.org
theipi.org



their here-and-now involvement in personal and

group processes.

The Philosophy of the Model

We make our teaching contract with the
individual. Each is responsible for his or her
individual learning. We present the concepts in a
range of formats so that students have a better
chance of relating to the material and learning it in
their own style. Individual needs for learning,
anxieties about learning, and defenses against
learning in the various formats then become as
much the subject of study as the material being
presented. But the individual learns in the large-
group setting—in a lecture, in the median-size group
of a week-long institute, and in the small group that
meets for discussion at a more intimate level. We
find that the concepts being studied affect the

person and the group, so that the concept gets
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illustrated in the behavior of the group. This allows
for far greater understanding than the purely
cognitive reception of material and so greatly
enhances the applicability of theory to the therapy
practice of the individual therapist. We believe that
all important learning occurs in the environment of
the relationships each individual has: external,
current relationships to teachers, parents, peers, and
children and internal object relations that represent
the record of past such relationships. The new
findings from  neuroscience  about early
development and infant research on attachment
patterns not only support the concepts of object
relations theory but also point to the value of the
affective model for teaching and learning that we

are describing.

It is not enough to provide lectures and readings

about the affective core of psychic structure. When
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teaching about internalization, for instance, we
need a setting in which internalization can occur,
not merely to wunderstand the concept of
internalization intellectually but to learn it from
experience as well. Reading and listening provide a
cognitive map, which, without an emotional
experience, can only be logically convincing at
best. It will lack depth and resonance. Even though
some students like theory and can relate well to the
philosophical logic and internal consistency of a
theoretical system, none of them gets a complete
understanding from reading and listening or even
from discussion alone. All students need a personal
experience of encountering phenomena to which
theory can only refer. This gives affective
credibility to concepts that then become more
digestible and comprehensible. To accomplish this,

the learning has to occur in an intellectual climate
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that has affective resonance with what is being

taught.

We learn about relationships through being in
relationships to study. We learn how to be civilized
human beings by living in relation to important
individuals and groups. And from that life
experience, we build a system of internal object
relationships. So, if we are trying to learn about self
and other in the external world; ego, affect, and
object in the internal world; and how the two
worlds are interrelated, we will learn most
efficiently and thoroughly from studying the
relation of self and other as we experience it
individually and in groups. The experience of
individuals studied in groups and the experience of
groups studied by individuals gives here-and-now

evidence for the validity of concepts of self and
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other, ego and object. The group itself is a practical

application of the theory to be taught.

The group affective model rests on a planned
mixture of learning vehicles and formats to provide
for as many channels and types of group learning
situations as possible. But what distinguishes the
group affective learning model is less the mixture
of modalities than the focus on learning from
experience with others in a group setting. We keep
an eye on the nature of relationships that underlie
and illuminate the learning process in the lecture,
the small group, or individual supervision. The
program is designed to offer a range of teaching
relationships with different tasks which, however,
have some degree of overlap: lectures, including
dialogue between guest experts, faculty, and
students;  large-group  workshops;  midsize

unstructured group plenaries; and small-group
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meetings for intensive work on integration.
Plenaries and small groups especially link the
intellectual to the affective in the experience of
individual students as they learn, and of faculty
members as they teach, the theory and practice of

object relations.

Contrast with Traditional Psychoanalytic Education

In the traditional model for psychoanalytic or
psychotherapy training, an individual training
analysis, or personal analytic therapy, is supposed
to provide the affective resonance for the
individual. But how these confidential treatments
are tied to learning the theory (and even to learning
technique) is unclear. It is usually taken as a matter
of faith that once analysts are accredited as training
analysts, the conduct of their analyses of candidates

can be left outside the educational review and
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evaluation process (J. S. Scharff and D. E. Scharff
1999a,b, 2000).

Successful self-analysis of one’s own dreams
was the qualification for becoming an analyst in the
early years of psychoanalysis. Later, therapeutic
analysis with an established analyst was the
training. According to Falzeder (1999), it was Jung
who first recommended that a formal training
analysis be required of every new analyst.
Incidentally, Rene Spitz and Emil Oberholzer
preceded Jones in being the first to seek training
analysis before it was a requirement—Spitz in 1911
with Jung and Oberholzer in 1912 with Freud
(Falzeder 1999). Acknowledging the merit of the
training  analysis, Freud endorsed Jung’s
recommendation as an educational principle, and it

has been followed ever since.
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Over the years, there was debate about the
amount of teaching that should occur during the
training analysis. The consensus is now that a
training analysis should be therapeutic rather than
didactic. Gradually, training was delegated to
institute committees, with varying amounts of
feedback from the training analysts about the
suitability and readiness of their analysands for the
profession. Over time, many trainees resented the
interference of this feedback, and a number of
training analysts became uncomfortable with
reporting on educational progress from the
perspective of a clinical situation of trust (Arlow
1972). A literature grew up concerning the
difficulty, and perhaps impossibility, of getting or
giving a valid analysis under the constraint of
divided loyalties between the clinical needs of the

analysis and the standards of the training institute
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(Lifschutz  1976). While it is essential that
confidentiality be maintained, the overvaluing of
the role of training analyst is demeaning to the
educational task of the training institution. The
closed nature of the work of the training analysis
engenders an atmosphere of paranoia there

(Kernberg 1986).

In many places, the feedback from the analyst
was attenuated or ended, but if it was not, it
continued to be a source of frequent bitterness and
debate. Even where reporting ended, unofficial
communications through look and gesture during
meetings or informal discussions could take its
place. When this occurred, it created an atmosphere
of suspicion among those not privy to what was
being inferred. The training analysts as a group
with special analyst/candidate pairings not open to

process and review became the in-group, who

freepsychotherapybooks.org 105
theipi.org



represented the real analytic work, while the
teachers and the seminar program became devalued
and excluded, like an oedipal child from the
parents’ sexual life (Dorey, quoted in Kernberg
1986). As the training analysis became separated
from the formal educational process, nothing arose
to replace the concept of an integrated personal and
professional experience where affective and
intellectual experience was shared by teachers and
trainees, except in supervision, which, like analysis

itself, remained hidden.

The traditional Eitingon (1923) model was
introduced at the psychoanalytic institute in Berlin
which Eitingon founded and where he was the only
supervising analyst. The Eitingon model spread
from Berlin to dominate psychoanalytic education.
It consists of three components: training analysis,

supervision of control cases, and theoretical
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seminars and clinical conferences. It is also
characterized by careful preselection of candidates,
a restricted pool of authorized training analysts, and
a standard, required, conservative curriculum
through which candidates proceed year by year.
According to Falzeder (1999), the model arose as a
defensive reaction against the countless boundary
violations and confused, affect-laden role
relationships that were prevalent in the first years of
psychoanalysis. Useful modifications over the years
included the introduction of elective courses,
contemporary psychoanalytic theories, democratic
selection of training analysts, and the cessation of
feedback from the training analyst regarding the
analysand’s progress. Nevertheless, according to
Bernfeld (1962), the Eitingon model is inherently
destructive and leads to regression and

infantilization of candidates.
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The French-speaking societies developed an
alternative model. According to Kernberg (1998),
the French model is the major alternative to the
Eitingon model at this time. The French model
gives the candidate more autonomy and control
over the selection of the analyst, there being no
designated training analysts and no required
curriculum. Various ongoing seminars feature
institute faculty and society members working
together. The candidate participates in whichever
seem most interesting, and there is no evaluation of
performance or progress. This model has the
advantage of conferring freedom in intellectual
decision making and spurring innovative,
collaborative thinking, but it has drawbacks as well.
The candidates may not feel infantilized, but on the
other hand they may feel adrift. Not that there is no

evaluation at all, but it comes in the form of
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feedback from the supervisor who then becomes as
powerful a figure as the training analyst. The
supervision style is to work with parallel process, in
which experiences in the supervisory relationship
are addressed as reflections of the transference and
countertransference. Final selection for
membership occurs at the end point of training.
This end-stage selection process generates anxiety

and creates wastage.

In a seminal article on psychoanalytic
education, Arlow (1972) noted that despite
advances in psychoanalytic thinking since Freud,
the organization and content of the training
program remained largely unchanged because of a
tendency to cling to the past. He held that
transmitting knowledge cannot be achieved by
cognitive teaching alone and that identification with

models of working is important and central in
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educational programs. Because of the charismatic
position of training analysts in the educational
system, however, candidates identify with them as
heroic figures, and conservatism or rebellion
develops rather than mutual respect. Identification
with  heroic figures based on unanalyzed
idealization and fantasies of family romance infuse
the training program with a mythology that
unfortunately leads to a ritualization of the training

program and prevents innovation.

Arlow pointed to the need for standards and
quality control to be issued by institutes and
committees of the American Psychoanalytic
Association. Focusing on the training analysts, he
advised that they be aware of the mythology
operating at the institutional level and revealed in
the candidates’ unconscious fantasies. In this way

he hoped to control the negative effects of
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unanalyzed social unconscious processes on the

primary task.

Kernberg (1986) also addressed the issue of
problems in psychoanalytic education. He noted
symptoms of malaise in psychoanalytic institutes,
including feelings of paranoia, irrational
idealization of senior colleagues, and inhibition of
independent thinking. He pointed to a number of
underlying problems, among them the exclusion of
psychoanalytic teachers who are not training
analysts from the center of information, devaluation
of the educational task, lack of objectivity due to
political influence affecting assessment of clinical
competence and readiness for promotion, and the
substitution of power for sapiential authority. He
pointed to the separation of the training analysis
task from the educational task of the psychoanalytic

institute as necessary for preserving confidentiality
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but inimical to developing a shared commitment to
the primary task of training analysis. Kernberg’s
proposals for remedy included improving the
conceptualization of the primary task, creating
better organizational structures, and, most
important, ensuring open process and review of the
clinical work of teachers and training analysts as
well as of candidates. This last provision addresses
the need to defuse the hidden impact of the training

analyst and the closed hierarchical system.

The Training Model in Allied Professions

As the training analysis became separated from
the formal educational process, nothing arose to
replace the concept of an integrated personal and
professional experience where affective and
intellectual experience was shared by teacher and
trainee. The only place such an experience occurred

was in the allied, but also very different and vastly
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separate, worlds of group and family therapy
training, where training groups were part of the
course. In the 1960s and 1970s, experience in the
sociotherapeutic communities expanded the use of
such groups not only in training but also in
management. These became places where shared
experiences could be learned from and staff
differences understood (Jones 1952). The encounter
group movement gave further fuel to this fire, but it
did not touch the analytic communities, which
regarded with suspicion, with some justification,
the “let-it-all-hang-out” approach. Distrust and
disapproval of the regressive aspects of that group
process may be why the analytic community
largely overlooked the more rigorous group
analytic model developed in Great Britain by S. H.
Foulkes (1964), spawning a group therapy model
(Pines 1979), and by W. R. Bion (1961, 1962),
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leading to the “Tavistock” group relations training
in relation to leadership and authority, developed by
A. K. Rice (1965) and colleagues in Great Britain
and spread by Margaret Rioch (1970ab) and

colleagues in the United States.

The Call for Innovative Models

Recently, Kemnberg (1998) reviewed the
Eitingon and French models of training and their
modifications and concluded that neither one was
free of regressive, authoritarian, and infantilizing
features. He does not imagine that .there is such a
thing as an ideal model, but he thinks that the flaws
in the existing models are such that there should be
experimentation with alternative models more
likely to generate new psychoanalytic knowledge.
He called for the development of innovative models
of training that “provide an intensity of experiential

as well as academic learning” (p. 28) and that
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“provide an atmosphere of excitement and
freedom” (p. 32). Kernberg (1986) pointed to
ignorance of organizational structure and group
dynamics as a source of misery and paranoia found
in training institutions where the various parts
operate in a vacuum. Given that psychoanalytic
training relies heavily on Freud’s canon, it is not
surprising that there is ignorance and avoidance of
group dynamics when Freud (1921) left only one
article on group psychology and one that gives a
fearful appraisal of the power of the group to
constrain the autonomy or fuel the aggression of the
individual. Kernberg (1986) realized that the
“exploration of the dynamic unconscious carried
out in multiple therapeutic analyses within a social
organization increase the regressive potential of
group processes” (p. 815). His point was that

analysts should recognize this problem, learn about
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the impact of group processes, develop more open
organizational structures, and experiment with new
models of psychoanalytic education. We agree

wholeheartedly.

Taking this idea a step further, we think that a
training organization needs to harness the group
processes and learn from the regressive potential
instead of trying to avoid it, which only makes it
more destructive. From studying the group process
that is stimulated while learning analytic concepts,
we have arrived at a new model. This model relies
on individual and group analytic theory presented
for intellectual discussion, affective response by the
individual and the group, reflection, integration,
and clinical application. We call it affective

learning.
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Background for the Development of the Model

Early in our careers, we each experienced as
members and  consultants the  Bion-Rice
“Tavistock” model, which focuses on the
experience of leadership and authority. While at the
Tavistock Institute of Human Relations from 1972
to 1974 conducting research with secondary school
students and teachers, we adapted the Tavistock
model to give school-leaving students and teachers
a group learning experience focused on the object
relations of growth and development (Savege
1974ab, D. E. Scharff 1975a.b, 1980, Scharff and
Hill 1976). In the mid-1970s in Washington, DC,
we tried out a conference model with high school
and college teachers and students focused on the
object relations of teaching and learning (D. E.
Scharff and J. S. Scharff, 1979; reprinted as
Appendix 1). As our interest moved toward the

training of psychotherapists and especially toward
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students in object relations family therapy, we
modified our model again to fit the needs of this
group. In 1988, we applied the model to the
training of students in individual object relations
psychotherapy. Since then we have been refining it
into its present form as the affective learning

model.

The new affective learning model developed
from an amalgam of experience with individual
psychoanalysis, psychoanalytic groups,
psychotherapy groups, couple and family therapy
groups, psychoanalytic reading seminars, study
groups, work groups, school consultation groups,
and groups for the study of authority and
leadership. Working in all these areas, it became
obvious that there is interaction, complementarity,
and continuity between the individual and the

system: Group concepts of psychological space,
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defensive patterns, and shifts in levels of
functioning within the group matrix resonate with
the individual therapist’s familiar ways of
understanding the individual’s inner world,
defenses, and shifts from paranoid-schizoid to
depressive position functioning (Ashbach and
Schermer 1987). Affective learning in groups
brings together psychoanalytic theories of the
individual influenced by object relations theory and
psychoanalytic theories of the group influenced by
systems theory to create an educational
methodology that is consonant with the subjects
being taught. The major theory bases come from
individual object relations theory and group
analytic theory, augmented by contemporary

research on affect and brain development.

The resulting affective learning model is a

unique integration of psychoanalytic theories of the
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individual influenced by object relations theory
(Fairbairn 1952, Klein 1946, Winnicott 1965),
research on affect and brain development (Schore
1994), psychoanalytic theories of organizations
influenced by general systems theory (Bertalanffy
1950, Jacques 1955, Menzies 1960, Miller and Rice
1967), theories of group therapy (Foulkes 1948,
1974, Foulkes and Anthony 1957, Pines 1979,
Yalom 1970), group psychoanalysis (Ezriel 1950,
1952, Wolf and Schwartz 1962), group consultation
(Bion 1961, 1962), schools research (Salzberger-
Wittenberg et al. 1983, Savege 1974ab, D. E.
Scharff 1975a,b, 1980, Scharff and Hill 1976, D. E.
Scharff and J. S. Scharff 1979), community
psychiatry (Jones 1952, Savege 1973), and chaos
theory (Gleick 1987).
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Learning from Experience in the Group

The group size for teaching and learning using
the affective model varies from small groups of five
to ten members and median groups of fifteen to
twenty to large groups of thirty to a hundred. The
median group of twenty to thirty people has a
distinctly different set of functions and organization
than the small group of five to ten, the fairly large
group of forty to a hundred, and the very large
group of a few hundred members. The small group
tends to reflect needs for affiliation and
dependency, while the median group draws out
fears of isolation, and the really large group induces
fears of merger or chaos. The individual is driven to
relate in the small group by love, while in the
median and large groups the connection is made
through hate. The small group tends to reflect
family and peer experiences, the median group

echoes experience in institutions, and the large
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group represents the wider culture. The task in the
small group focuses on the affective understanding
of the intellectual exchange. In contrast, in the
larger groups, intellectual formulation of the
affective exchanges is the focus and the link to

institutional and cultural experience.

The Large Group

The combined membership of faculty and
students meets for lectures, workshops, clinical
case presentations, and discussion in the large
group. Compared to the groups of SO0 that convene
to explore large-group dynamics in group therapy
association meetings, our groups can hardly qualify
as large in a technical sense. Our conference
membership is usually a smallish large group of
forty to a hundred members, but we use the term

large group to distinguish it from the small groups.
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The large group exists in two forms in the
program, depending on the affective learning
model. The first form is the workshop group of
approximately forty to a hundred members listening
to lectures and participating in workshops in a
cathedral or classroom seating format. Faculty,
seated among the group, take turns with students to
contribute. Discussion comes from the floor, as
members contribute their thoughts, perhaps in
response to one another or, more usually, in
response to the presenter. Here we encourage a
groupwide conversation, but that does not always

occur.

There is a second, occasional arrangement
occurring perhaps one weekend in ten. On this
weekend, the task is the study of object relations
applied to group therapy and institutional

consultation. The large group meets in a special
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arrangement specifically for the study of large-
group process. The group meets in three or more
concentric circles to highlight issues that arise
when members are unable to see everyone or be
seen. This replicates the experience of being in a
large group of more than 100 people in which
dynamics of fusion, massification, aggregation, and
chaos are likely to emerge. The group meets a few
times in this way during the weekend to study the
application of object relations theory to group

dynamics.

The Median Group

In the group therapy literature, de Mare and
colleagues (1991) described a twenty- to thirty-
member group as a median group, an intermediate
structure whose function has been explored only in
the last twenty years. The group in the summer

institutes and in the weekend plenary review
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meetings is usually of median size. Two examples
from the median group, one from a summer
institute and one from a weekend conference, are

given in Chapters 18 and 20.

For the plenary review meeting, the large group
often splits into two groups, one consisting of two-
year program participants and the other consisting
of weekend-only participants. The two plenaries are
usually the size of median groups, in each of which
students and faculty are sitting together in a circle
facing each other or students are together facing
faculty. Sometimes the choice of seating
arrangement is determined by the limitations of the
room in which the meeting is held, but in general
we like to include both options over the course of a
year. The circle is most conducive to thinking
together in a collaborative, egalitarian way. The

student group facing the faculty in a row is more
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able to get in touch with envy, criticism, and

rebellious attitudes to authority.

In the plenary, the task includes airing of
problems to be solved and issues to be understood.
The group raises administrative problems and
programmatic criticisms and suggestions while
thinking about the experience that has led to these
comments. A free-form dialogue, which is the
large-group counterpart of free association, moves
the group toward the understanding of the median
group and the institutional experience. The task is
multilayered and complex. Students, teachers, and
administration are on the same footing from the
standpoint of contributing to dialogue and meaning,
a task in which we value understanding both for
each individual and for the overall institutional
culture, where we recognize diversity of experience

but also bear in mind the health and viability of the
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institution. In this sense, we aim to achieve what de
Mare and colleagues call koinonia, a Greek word
referring to the fellowship that fosters discourse

and understanding for mutual benefit.

The Task in the Large and Median Groups

In the group to study large-group dynamics,
interpretation of the group process is the main
activity. In the large workshop group, interpretive
comments about group process are used only
occasionally to address impediments to learning or
to illustrate the substantive process being studied in
that presentation. In the plenary group, interpretive
comments are used frequently by both faculty and
students in their shared attempt to establish the
meaning of shared and individual events. This free-
form median group studies the institution and the
relationship of individuals to the institution and to

the wider culture. The plenary component of our
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learning task shares equal priority with individual

and small-group learning.

Informal Subgroupings

During the breaks for lunch and dinner, students
are on their own. This is free time, and they may
choose to be alone, to study, or to socialize,
sometimes with members from their own small
group, and sometimes with friends or family
members. Coffee breaks and receptions, however,
are integral to the program. They are designed to
attract the whole membership to the hall and so
facilitate unstructured, free-form interaction with
faculty and students. In that space, students may
bring out behavior that is relevant to the learning
process and that has been inhibited in the formal
parts of the program. For example, a student may
have difficulty respecting the boundary around the

work group and may try to use the coffee break to
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get extra one-on-one time with a faculty member
for discussing matters that are not social but that
properly concern the group. We consider this
informal time an important component of the

learning process and subject to process and review.

Learning from Experience in the Small Group

Small-group work is the cornerstone of the
program. We design each training module to
include a series of small-group discussions with an
integrative task. The small group consists of five to
ten students and a faculty member committed to the
task for two years. Students committed for four
three-day weekends meet with their group and its
leader twenty times over seven or eight months,
while students enrolled only for one three-day
weekend meet five times. Students enrolled for the
two-year program have seventy sessions with the

same small group and leader. Sometimes
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circumstances result in one group having as few as
four members, and on occasion we assign two
faculty members as leaders of one group for

coleading experience.

The individual’s task in the small group is to
discuss the theoretical and clinical material that has
been read or presented and at the same time to
examine intellectual and emotional responses to it.
As each member attempts to do this, discussion

follows, and a group process develops.

The group’s task is to facilitate its members’
learning from all levels of experience. While
studying the theoretical and clinical material that is
provided, the group examines its own process to
discover how the individual’s inner world combines
with the personalities of others to illustrate the

concepts and to foster or impede the learning.
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The small group of five to ten members has a
special standing representing the intimate nuclear
family experience and at the same time the peer
group. In this size of group, members have
experience that can be processed by all of them in
the immediacy of the moment, and yet, because the
size is larger than most nuclear families in our
culture, they reach a broader perspective from
multiple individual understandings of shared
experience. The small group is the place to
integrate learning from didactic lectures and
workshops, reading, and clinical experience with
personal experience (inner world and outer world).
It 1s the place to explore the impact of the learning
experience itself on what is being learned. In this
way, learning about object relations is amplified by

experience of object relations. Learning occurs at
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all levels of scale, and the differences between the

levels are subject to examination.

Through discussion, the small-group members
might discover that a concept concerning self and
other that seemed clear to one person is confusing
to another, and so the concept is revealed in its
complexity. A moment of closeness enjoyed by two
members could be felt as painfully exclusive to a
third member and yet might seem pathetically
shallow to a fourth. Group members can examine
individual and shared transferences to their group
leader, and they can see how and why they join in
an unconsciously organized group mode to support
or subvert the learning task. They can test whether
the various intellectual and emotional implications
of a member’s communication apparent to each
group member were the ones that were indeed

intended and, if not, what individual and group
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factors led to partial understanding and

misunderstanding.

This complex task is at once so ambitious and
so ambiguous that its full realization is impossible.
Our goal is simply to provide a living experience of
the learning task in action. When group members
have heard a lecture or participated in a workshop
on projective identification, they are primed to
study the manifestations of their own projective
identifications. Here is an example of how this

might develop.

The group members might discuss an elusive
concept, the different ways it has been explained in
the literature, and the clinical example presented by
the lecturer to illustrate it. A man may offer a
clinical vignette that seems to support the concept,

and a woman may see it differently. The two might
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enter into a lively argument that becomes highly
intellectual. During this discussion, another group
member may remember a personal event that
penetrates the intellectualized content of the
discussion. Then the group might turn to the leader,
asking him as a faculty member to clarify a murky
or contested point. The leader might decide that the
greatest opportunity for learning rests with his

simply clarifying the point in question.

On the basis of his countertransference at this
point, the leader might, however, decide that it is
time for an interpretation. If he feels pressured to
come up with the answer as if no other member of
the group is in possession of knowledge, he might
interpret the process of the group’s turning to him
as a projective identification of power and
knowledge into him and a concomitant depletion of

competence of the group as a whole. Thinking of a
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because clause (Ezriel 1950), he might then
interpret the group dependency on him as a defense
against differentiation and autonomy or an attempt
to create a pair with him so as to avoid noticing the
group envy of the two members of the group who

had been paired in a lively exchange.

Interpretation is not the leader’s responsibility
alone. The woman mentioned earlier might note
that the male leader seemed uncomfortable as she
expounded on the ideas the lecturer had developed.
She might suggest that she was living out or
enacting the group’s projective identification of
knowledge and authority into her and that she
identified with this because of her wish not to
depend on him. Such an interpretation might come
from a sophisticated group member, herself
functioning at that moment as a teacher from whom

others (including faculty) can learn, but equally it
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might come from a sensitive novice. Another group
member might notice that the leader had begun to
act to impart knowledge rather than to foster its

discovery as before.

What we hope to convey here is that the group
culture values all areas of experience, investigates
them, dissects them, gives them shape, and
integrates them as knowledge. The group develops
a capacity for negative capability—"‘being in
uncertainties, mysteries, doubts without any
irritable reaching after fact and reason”—a quality
described by Keats and recommended by Bion for
achieving understanding of unconscious processes
(Keats quoted Bion 1970, p. 125). The group values
the capacity to suspend knowing what is already
known in order to investigate what is not yet
understood. It values the moments when

intellectual thought and affective experience come
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together as knowledge, and it values letting go of
that knowledge to make room for future needs to

know.

This blend of exploration and experience leads
to a process of search and discovery. The group
shares moments of puzzlement, drowning in affect
and distancing from it, freezing in fear, and
benefiting from multiple perspectives taken from
different points of view. The group offers each
individual the opportunity for growth in knowledge
and in personal experience and the chance to share
and teach from each of these positions. Many
illustrations of small-group work can be found in

Parts I and II.

The Regressive Pull

Small-group participants are not seeking

personal help. They are not suffering as patients
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are. They sign up for a growth experience, not for
healing. This correctly limits the extent of
revelation they expect of themselves and others.
Furthermore, the integrative task demands that the
group attend to the cognitive aspects of the
experience as well as to the emotional aspects. This
means that we expect less regression than in a
therapy group. Nevertheless, some participants may
in fact be hurting psychologically in ways known or
unknown to them, and some may undergo trauma
and loss while traveling to a two-year program
away from their home supports. So there will be
times when the group functions more like a therapy
group. The stance of the group leader is an
important factor in setting the tone for the group.
Nevertheless, we find that each small group (even
with the same leader) interprets the task somewhat

differently. Each group strikes its own balance
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between emphasis on the personal and the group
issue, the intellectual and the emotional, and the

regressive and the progressive.

The regressive pull in these small groups occurs
because their size primes the members to look for
an intimate experience akin to family life. At times,
they function as if their tasks were to offer therapy
for individual members. This tendency is the target
of the most frequent criticisms from outside faculty
and guest presenters, from critics of our method,
and from ourselves. We remain alert to dynamic
processes that tend to pervert the task, but we do
not avoid the possibility by eliminating small
groups or structuring them to meet a simple aim.
Most learning designs cut off access to internal
individual experience while we consciously

maintain an open avenue to it.
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We take the view that the tendency to
regression is inevitable and must be the constant
object of study, but it is not an inherent flaw in the
method. It is not in the way; rather, it is the way.
Transference and countertransference in
psychoanalysis used to be thought of as resistance
and then came to be seen as the manifestation of the
problem and the method for its resolution.
Similarly, in the learning group, struggling with this
tension between the learning task and the tendency
to personal regression—more specifically the pull to
act as if the group existed to contain and transform
individual affect and conflict—is the principle task
of the group leader. This pull to raw emotional
experience requires constant balance by the
application of intellectual understanding to achieve
integration. For more discussion on this topic, see

Chapter 6.
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The Group Leader

The small-group leader’s task 1is the
maintenance of balance between cognition and
affect, between individual needs and group process.
The group leader, as faculty delegate from the
program to the group, embodies this task and
attempts to keep it constantly in mind, just as a
therapist does for a patient. But to a greater extent
than for a therapist with an individual patient, the
group leader is not alone in having professional
competence in analyzing dynamics. Members of a
small group each carry their own experience in
learning and teaching, in analyzing and
understanding personal and clinical experience, and
in teaching one another and learning from other
group members. We value the teacher and learner in
each person—the teacher each group member carries

within and the learner in each faculty member. We
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value reciprocal interaction-helping others learn
something new while learning from them. We value
openness to new experience and reflectiveness.
Self-analysis of the self in action with others in the
work of learning about the self and others is the
hallmark of object relations therapy—and of our

teaching and learning model.

Group leaders have their own work group: The
faculty group is a place for them to review and
think about the small-group experience.
Membership in the working faculty group connects
the small group to the institutional task and keeps
the institution in touch with the group and its
individuals. For examples of the work of the faculty

group, see chapters 13, 19, and 20.
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The Faculty Small Group

Regular faculty meetings review the process of
the program, the small groups, and the large groups
they have experienced together. The faculty group
is the course director’s small group. From his
experience with the faculty, he constructs a view of
the course as a whole. These faculty group
meetings are central to the process of the affective
learning program. The meetings themselves exhibit
small-group process, as faculty members and the
faculty group leader work together, blending
discussion of each small group with review of the
faculty process, to understand the progress of the

whole group.

Review of the small groups is the focus of the
faculty meeting, but while doing this, the faculty
uses its own process to aid in the understanding of
how each group approaches the integrative task and

how together they reflect the effectiveness of the
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whole program. New faculty and experienced
faculty, acting as their own small application group
in consultation with the course director as faculty
group leader, study the way in which the concepts
and the affective learning occur through the
unfolding pattern of each small group over the
course of each weekend and over the longer course

of the two-year program.

These meetings have a supervision element in
that the program director or another faculty
member charged with the role of faculty group
leader exercises responsibility for the competence
of each faculty member and for the fulfillment of
the educational objectives. In addition, new faculty
members require supervision to help them learn the
model. At the same time, they find their voice and
their place by working together on shared issues of

group leading technique. This is not a hierarchical
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sort of supervision, however. The intent is to create

a matrix in which learning and teaching occur.

Although the course director embodies the task
of understanding and integrating these matters, the
faculty shares the job. Thus, a faculty tries to
develop its own group mind in order to understand
the learning process as it applies to each individual
student and to the institution as a whole. In this
process, the affective experience of faculty
members in leading and trying to understand their
small groups and in participating in their faculty
group becomes the main source of information.
Countertransference in teaching and learning is the
most important guiding instrument, just as it is in

the therapy being taught.
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Multiple Faculty Roles: Chairing, Presenting,
Tutoring Students

We want faculty to experience and learn from
multiple roles within the educational institution.
Chairing single sessions gives faculty a chance to
develop skills in managing boundaries and in
creating a nonstressful environment for the
presenter and the student. Presenting gives faculty
the opportunity to improve their functioning as
didactic teachers of theory and clinical practice.
Cochairing weekend events enables faculty to
demonstrate or develop skills in planning the
format and in tutoring students to present cases or
papers during the event. The weekend cochair
tutors the student in preparing an effective clinical
presentation by focusing on the intellectual content
and the student’s affective response in anticipation
of the presenting task, alternately shaping the
material the student will present and discussing the

student’s anxieties about presenting. At the
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individual level, the student presentation serves to
prepare the student for a teaching role, and at the
institutional level, it creates a learning vehicle for

the larger group.

When faculty members chair plenary and
workshop sessions, they learn to set boundaries,
facilitate exchanges between guest presenters and
participants, organize learning events, and exercise
personal authority in pursuit of the learning task.
All these roles are reviewed by the faculty group,
who are supportive of one another’s need to learn
and refine a variety of skills and who work together
to analyze the constraints against learning. For
more discussion of the role of the chair and its
effects on the small-group leader, see Chapters 17

and 18.
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BEYOND THE WEEKEND CONFERENCES
AND WEEKLONG INSTITUTES

Supervision

Supervision is a common and central
component of psychoanalytic and
psychotherapeutic education. The relationship with
the supervisor is the central mentoring relationship
through which skills traditionally have been passed
on. At its best, supervision provides trainees with
safe, growth- promoting relationships where
vulnerabilities of trainees can be explored without
judgment or retribution as professional (and

incidentally personal) growth is promoted.

At its worst, supervision constitutes a
penetrating exposure of vulnerable and exposed
trainees whose shortcomings and failings are held
against them and whose progress is blocked by the
superior attitude of the supervisor. At its best,
supervision is supportive and confrontational

without the downside of control and humiliation.
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Not that the need for a supervisor’s judgment
should be done away with: Judgment about student
and faculty effectiveness and growth is central to
any model of education. But questions about how
to tie judgment to facilitation of growth must be
studied and modified if the institutionalization of a
repressive, antigrowth culture is to be avoided by
the construction of a culture of progressive

understanding.

We work toward this by creating a supportive
context for supervision review. Individual
supervision respects the privacy of the individual,
but ongoing evaluation by both supervisor and
supervisee is openly discussed by faculty to
implement improvements. Supervision, though
bounded in the conduct of each session, is linked to
the institution so that it does not tend to become

isolated. We do this in several ways that are
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amplified in the next section. Supervision teaches
the concepts of technique, and it does so by
focusing on transference and countertransference as
the core of object relations therapy. Supervision
may explore the supervisee’s personal affective
reactions or prior personal experiences since they
are part of countertransference, but it will not be a
place for conducting psychotherapy of the trainee

(see Chapter 19).

Paired and Group Supervision

Students convene in groups of two to five
members in order to reflect on the clinical
encounter. Contributions from peers offer multiple
perspectives on clinical process and problems, and
the space for thinking that develops counters the
erroneous idea that there is only one right way of
conducting therapy. When group supervision is not

possible for geographic or logistical reasons, we
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encourage trainees to have an experience of paired
supervision locally or by telephone. Peer
supervisory situations have a value in addition to
the individual supervision setting, and so all
students are encouraged to have both individual and

group supervision where that is possible.

Faculty Study of Supervision

The faculty meets regularly to study
supervisory roles and processes. When we began
this practice, we quickly discovered that we could
look meaningfully at supervision of individual
students only by linking it to our experience of
them throughout the program. We worried that this
meant that we would be exposing and judging
private vulnerabilities of trainees in the light of our
prejudices about them, but the advantages of a
thorough  consideration of each student’s

supervision clearly outweighed the risks. We found
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that educational blocks could be more easily
understood in the context of our wider knowledge
of students and ourselves as we exposed our
supervision decisions and conflicts in the faculty

group (see chapter 19).

These meetings proceed by describing the
process and problems of supervising a student and
then explore our overall experience of that student
elsewhere in the program, especially in the small-
and large-group learning settings. The network of
information about a student weaves the various
experiences of several members of the faculty into
a richer fabric than could be accomplished by the
review from the single perspective of one or even
several individual supervisors. Having established a
broad image of the student, our focus moves on to
the supervisor. Most of the discussion is geared at

increasing the supervisor’s skill in assessing the
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nature of the student’s clinical difficulties, in
making interventions with tact and timing, and in
evaluating progress. Faculty review focuses on the
skill of the supervisor, just as individual
supervision focuses on the growth of the therapist,
not the patient. We become aware of the strengths
and vulnerabilities of various faculty members.
This allows a more informed view of the role and
difficulties of supervision within the context of the
overall program. We then use our shared group
experience to strengthen the skills of faculty not
only in their supervisory role but also when

teaching in all modalities of the program.

Satellite Faculty Roles

Each faculty member is also involved in
running or teaching local study groups, carrying out
individual and group supervision, and linking

individual students to various aspects of the core
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program. The same principles of affectively based
learning are applied to these functions carried out in
different cities with local variation. The center of
the satellite programs is the weekly or monthly
study group, which combines the same elements of
content-based learning of theory and therapy,
clinical study, and personal experience blended into
the learning group. Local programs are designed to
provide integration with the core program and the
weekends but also to provide a stand-alone
experience for students who wish to participate
only in the local study groups or courses in

individual, family, or group therapy.

PRACTICALITIES OF THE PROGRAM
The Student Membership

We admit all qualified applicants who still seek

admission after we have discussed the program
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with them. To the extent possible in advance of
actually experiencing the program, we want them to
understand what they are getting into in the group
segment. Then, provided that they have basic
clinical training or work experience in a clinical
setting, we admit them. We would discourage and
might even turn away someone whose physical or
mental stamina seemed insufficient to the demands

of the group learning task.

In practice, we have not had to turn someone
down, although several students have not
proceeded with the program—some after talking
with us before enrollment and others who found out
later that it was not for them. If things go well, they
discover this within a few days of beginning. We
refund their fees, and the parting is relatively
agreeable. On a few occasions, students have

struggled with the experience for some time before

freepsychotherapybooks.org 155
theipi.org



deciding that it does not offer what they expected.
They depart, usually with pain for them, their
small-group members, and the faculty, but the
group goes on. In many years of leading small
groups, there was only one group struggle that we
could not resolve. A nidus of trauma led to the
exodus of one member after another until only a
pair of students remained, thus revealing the
underlying rageful fantasy about an envied couple
from whom the others felt excluded and who failed
to create a magical union that would give birth to a

savior to lead the group to a better place.

The result of our open admissions policy is that
we have classes of mixed ability and level of
experience by design. A typical group will contain
students a year out of their basic degree (masters in
social work; doctorates in psychology, education,

and pastoral counseling; or masters in family
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therapy, counseling, or nursing) alongside students
with many years in the field of psychotherapy,
including some with psychoanalytic credentials. We
find that students whose age, background, and
training run the gamut can teach and learn from one
another much as family members at different
developmental stages, peers and cross-age friends
do. Even an infant who cannot speak teaches its
parents even as it learns from them. The student
who is a newly trained therapist learns from the
more experienced therapist as well as from the
faculty member and at the same time brings a fresh
voice to temper the understanding of the seasoned
professional for whom familiar concepts may have
lost their vitality. This non- selective policy was
chosen deliberately to ensure representation of a
mixture of life and professional experience and thus

to create a rich educational matrix. Each
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participant, faculty and student alike, is there in the
role of teacher, learner, evaluator, and program

redesigner.

The Faculty

Our faculty are psychoanalysts and analytic
psychotherapists, all interested in object relations
theory and practice with significant training and
experience in applying object relations theory to
clinical practice and to group process, either within
our program or in human relations training
conferences. While all the faculty have adult
training, most are also interested in some special
populations or modalities: group, family, children,
addictions, employee assistance, or sexual
disorders. Several are interested in other
approaches, such as Jungian analysis; cognitive,
behavioral, or sex therapy; and institutional

consultation. The faculty shares a conviction that
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learning from experience is crucial to a clinician’s
growth and that the group affective model of
learning forms the core of the students’ experience.
As a faculty, we have also found that working this
way with these groups of students and our own
experience as a working faculty group that studies
its own process provide the core experience for our

own learning and growth.

Evaluation

Students evaluate every weekend or weeklong
conference. They are the most important
consultants in the continual re-evaluation and
modification of the training program. They
complete an extensive evaluative form, rating each
component on a numbered scale, and provide more
elaborate commentary on those points that they
think need attention. Their written evaluations keep

the program in touch with the educational and
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training needs of students and faculty. In addition,
we invite evaluative discussion in large-group
meetings whenever relevant and especially in the
plenary meetings of the program. In these meetings,
we aim for consensus on the issues that need
rethinking and redesign. We tell participants (and
remind ourselves) that our training can be effective
and relevant only through faculty response to
continued evaluation. This open system policy
produces some discomfort and some scrambling to
change course in mid-event when indicated, but it
ensures continual discourse, which is essential for a
vital model of teaching and learning object

relations theory and practice.

In this chapter, we have presented the basic
concept of affective learning of object relations
theory and practice for psychotherapists and

psychoanalysts. The next chapter, by two male co-
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leaders, summarizes this understanding of the
model and its use in their small group. The
remaining chapters in Part I elaborate on theoretical

considerations and illustrate methodology.
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Individual, Group, and Chaos Theories

In this chapter, we revisit the object relations
approach to teaching and learning. We show how
our model of affective learning derives from group
analytic theory informed by systems theory and
from individual object relations theory augmented
by findings from brain research on affect and
neurobiological development and set against the
background of chaos theory, also known as
complexity theory. Having summarized group
analytic theory and individual object relations
theory, the two pillars on which this group affective
learning model rests, we conclude with a brief
explanation of the relevant principles from chaos

theory and how they illuminate the process of
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learning to apply psychoanalytic theory in clinical
practice with individuals, couples, families, and
groups.

THE OBJECT RELATIONS OF TEACHING
AND LEARNING

Learning occurs for an infant when a
neurological and physiological substrate in the
infant is prepared to accommodate and be shaped
by experience. From the first, these experiences
relate to a primary person, usually the mother.
Infants rely on the mother, the father, and the
family to give them secure attachment from which
they can safely separate. Many things are learned in
the process of a close attachment, but many others
have to be learned in the process of a separation
that allows the young individual to go his or her
own way in order to explore, make sense of new

experience, and then come back to a primary
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relationship. The mastery of knowledge seems to be
a human motivational system in its own right, but
we also come to treasure knowledge because it is a
part of those we love and because it lets us take
care of ourself, lets us give to others, and do for

those we love.

In the process of teaching and learning,
attachment bonds are often strengthened when two
people—mother and infant—are learning together. As
two grown-ups or a group of adults experience the
mutuality of learning together, they draw on their
early relationships. Learning together, adults
experience feelings of gratitude and self-worth.
This mature interdependence is the successor to

infantile early dependence.

Often, however, the relationship between

personal attachment and the facilitation of learning
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is subject to the forces of destruction. For example,
a student or younger person can envy a teacher or
adult’s knowledge, or a teacher can envy a student,
perhaps for youth, intelligence, or unfettered
potential. These anxieties and defenses regularly
affect the pursuit of knowledge and may even cause
an impasse. By noticing these blocks to learning,
we open ourselves to a widening circle of

knowledge.

In teaching and learning about emotional
experience, we must take into account the history
of relationships at the center of emotional
experience. We mean to include not only the history
of early relationships and the present actual
relationships that are their inheritors but also the
whole internal world of object relationships. These
internal objects guide each person through life.

They are themselves modified by learning from
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experience with new objects during the course of
life. Internal objects resonate and interact with new
experience, confirm existing perceptions, or modify
and rebuild the original version of the object. In the
affective learning group, this complex process

guides our study and is itself the object of study.

The relationships of each person to others are at
the center of the study task. The person’s internal
object relations set determines the capacity for
conducting psychotherapy and psychoanalysis. We
study these processes in the group, where they both
facilitate and limit our working toward

understanding.
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THE GROUP THEORY BASE: GROUP
ANALYSIS

What Is a Group?

In Neri’s (1998) review of the literature and in
his own thinking, the group is described as a
common ground, a shared space for listening and
for whatever may emerge, a transpersonal and
suprapersonal container for thoughts and feelings.
The group is seen as a medium, a matrix, a
communication network, and a collective mentality.
It has been established as an initial condition for
development, a situation of transit to other
conditions, and a place of transformation and
change. The group is a living organism with moods
and atmosphere communicated verbally and
nonverbally. It is a protomental system, a
functioning multiplicity and a unity, an organized
system of mental forms, and a system of
synchronicity and interdependence. The group is
variously likened to a star formation or a

constellation, a wheel, a field, a pool, and the
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interior of the mother’s body, each simile referring

to an aspect of group life.

A few quotes from Neri (1998) amplify these
views: “The group is ‘a special space or relational
and mental container’ in which emotional
transformations and thought operations are carried
out” (p. 17) and where “passions, knowledge and
relationships are thrown into dynamic collation” (p.
109). The group members assume “an active role
and a joint responsibility for all that concerns
living, experiencing and thinking about everything
that happens in the common field” (p. 16). “The
group as a whole is not simply a turn of phrase, it is
a living organism, as distinct from the individuals
comprising it. It has moods and reactions, a spirit, a
feeling and an atmosphere” (p. 21). The “group
constitutes a sort of model of ‘functioning

b

multiplicity, > not only because of the presence of
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several people, but also of the multifaceted and
global aspects of its thought” (p. 147). These views
immediately make the point that a group is far more
than a collection of individuals. It is a complex

organization of component relationships.

The group has temporal and physical
boundaries. It exists in physical space, defined by
its size and the arrangement of chairs. The small
group of five to ten members meets in a circle. The
medium-size group of fifteen to thirty members
(called the median group) may meet in a circle or a
double-row circle. The large discussion group of
thirty to one or two hundred members may be
seated theater style or in concentric circles,
depending on the task. The group exists in time,
bounded by the beginning and end of each session,
by the number of sessions and by the event within

which it takes place. It has a beginning, a middle,
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and an end. It has a past, a present, and a future.
The group has a membership and a leadership that
remains constant over the period covered by the
event. The group has continuity and develops a
history. It continues to exist in the mind of the

individual after the group is over.

Complementing these spatial and temporal
boundaries, the group has a group skin, created by
the distinctive culture of this group separating it
from other groups (Anzieu 1988). The group
culture includes the structure of members’ voices
and patterns of interaction, subgroup formations,
attitudes toward the leader, and the task, all of
which define its identity and differentiate it from
other settings that may seem to be less defined in
comparison. Within its skin, the group has a body
and a mind. The body may seem to be a female

body, like the maternal body that the members wish
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to suck on, explore, and enter, or whose cavernous
spaces they dread. Or it may be like a male body
that has a hard edge and a powerfully penetrating
capacity. The group has a group mind, a mind of its
own that goes its own way. The group takes on a
life of its own. It becomes an entity, an external
object that becomes an internal object for its
members. This internal object is then related to as
an object to be feared, longed for, hated,

deprecated, revered, appreciated, and so on.

Individual problems in wunderstanding the
material are projected outside the self into the space
of the group, where they acquire a new
dimensionality as each member resonates with the
index problem that has been brought to the group’s
attention. The group perspective transforms the
individual problem into a shared issue that the

individual can now see better because it is outside
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himself (Pichon-Riviere 1977, Searles 1965a). The
individual learns about herself from her impact on
others and how they view her and deal with her.
And the individual brings to the group a focus for

its collective work.

The group’s leader relates to the group as a
whole. Within that collective 1image, each
individual contributes thoughts, feelings, and
interactions with others to the group life and is
affected by the group process. Neri (1998)
introduced the term commuting to describe the shift
in levels in group interaction. The group commutes
between the focus on figure and ground, individual
and group, cognition and affect, and knowledge and
passion to arrive a comprehensive view of the
group as a complex living system subject to

dynamic flow.
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The individual creates turbulence in the group
process, and the group creates turbulence in the
individual, a situation of mutual feedback and
dynamic flow that pushes toward change and
rearrangement of ideas and affect regulation. The
group functions as an organizing system that
appears to create a level of chaos at the same time
that it is draws meaning out of chaos. Chaos,
continual feedback, and self-organization give rise
to the creative and transformational properties of

groups.

Small-, Median-, and Large-Group Characteristics

So far, all that we have said applies whether the
group is large or small. There are differences
between small and large groups, nevertheless. The
small group of five to ten members resonates with
family experience, preoedipal and oedipal issues,

and interferences with love, intimacy, and

freepsychotherapybooks.org 173
theipi.org



individual development. The median group of
fifteen to thirty members is a place to explore the
connection of the members to the wider culture. In
the large group chaos, isolation, and mob dynamics
dominate  (Hopper 1977, Kreeger 1975,
Springmann 1976, Turquet 1975). While small
groups thrive on the need for affiliation and
dependency, median and large groups take hate as
the starting point. This happens because hate is
stimulated when affiliative wishes are frustrated by
the size of the group.

The Small Work Group and the Basic Assumption
Group

Our model for affective learning in groups is
heavily influenced by the work of Bion on small
working groups. In Experiences in Groups, Bion
(1961) noted that a small group has a work group

mentality, but it also has subgroups devoted to
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seeking gratification. He introduced the term basic-
assumption group to describe the instantaneous
combinations of various group members into these
subgroup formations. He found that these
subgroupings tend to cluster around three main
themes: dependency on the leader, fight against or
flight from the authority vested in the leader, and
pairing as a defense against the frustration of being
a member of a group and an expression of hope for
the conception of a better leader to take the group

out of its dilemma.

Bion noted that the basic assumption group
often subverts the task. Dependency, fight/flight,
and pairing may be used defensively to throw the
group off course and so to avoid the anxiety of
getting on with the job. For example, in the family,
children who remain at home supported through

their young adulthood create a subgroup that blocks
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the family from doing its job of releasing them to
autonomous living. Soldiers deserting a platoon
create a flight subgrouping that disables the military
effort. Teenagers who harass their teachers form a
subgroup that fights against authority instead of
facing the anxieties of learning complex material.
In a dysfunctional family, a parent and child may
bond intensely and exclusively so that the other
parent feels jealous rather than the child and the

task of oedipal resolution cannot proceed.

Equally, Bion found that the basic assumption
group also supports the task. Members join the
group through their shared need to affiliate. The
dependency subgroup formation supports their
remaining affiliated to the group. The fight/flight
subgrouping enables the individual to maintain a
degree of autonomy while engaging in group

activity and subscribing to a group identity. Pairing
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can lead to creative ideas that go beyond what the
individual can produce alone and yet develop faster
than when the whole group is in on the discussion.
If the group leader is not adequate to the task, the
emergence of a substitute leader from the

membership may indeed be needed.

Bion used the Kleinian concept of projective
identification to explain the unconscious
communication of these shared group transferences
to the leader. Recognizing the impact of these
group processes and interpreting them in the light
of the countertransference gives the leader a way of
conceptualizing the group processes and making
them conscious. This interpretive activity clears the
way for the group to proceed with its task. If basic
assumption groups obtrude on the work group and
are ignored, little intellectual activity is engaged in.

But if the group learns to recognize and understand
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them, “intellectual activity of a high order is

possible” (Bion 1961, p. 175).

We have followed Hopper (1977) in adding a
fourth basic assumption to Bion’s original three (J.
S. Scharff and D. E. Scharff 1998d). It refers to
defensive subgroup formations involving merger or
splintering. Hopper calls this basic assumption
massification/aggregation. Some groups act as an
aggregate of individuals with no shared purpose or
mental life, while others act with a mass mind, the
individuals appearing to be fused. Massification
and aggregation are the poles of the fourth basic
assumption. A sporting crowd united in protest
against defeat or a family joined in grief are
temporarily in a state of massification. A group of
students who should be working as a team instead
become an aggregate when each one pursues the

project independently. Like the other basic
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assumption groups, massification/aggregation may

support or undermine the group task.

The Median and Large Group

Through hate, the individual joins the median
and large group. The size of the group absorbs and
defuses the attack. Hate, like hunger, signifies an
absence of something ardently desired. Hate is
neither creative nor destructive per se but is a form
of ego energy not to be subdued or denied but to be
affirmed, cultivated, and transformed. Too often,
guilt arises as an attempt to disguise and deny hate,
as a kind of reaction formation. This makes it
difficult to study the primary experience of feeling
excluded by the presence of the large group or to
reach the underlying wish for belonging. The
group’s purpose is to help transform hate into
dialogue, serial dialogue, and multilogue,

agroupwide conversation that reveals the richness
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of multiple points of view (de Mare et al. 1991).
Through this process, meaning is created out of

chaos.

Feelings of exclusion and hate form the initial
affective bridge to the large group. As small
increments of meaning emerge, the group moves on
to establish and then understand the culture of the
large group and its connection to the wider culture
in which it exists. Just as affectively understanding
intellectual interchanges is central to the work of
the small group, so intellectually understanding the
affective exchanges of the large group becomes the
medium of discourse and provides the link to
institutional and cultural

Differences between Small and Median or Large
Groups

To summarize the difference, in small groups

the individual is the object of focus, and the group
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is the main agency (Foulkes and Anthony 1957). In
the larger group, it is the group that is the object,
and the individual is the agency (de Mare et al.
1991). Nevertheless, since our whole endeavor is a
training one, we then must reverse the process once
again to note that we are offering an experiential
education of the large group, from which we expect
our individual members (both students and faculty)
to learn, even though at the same time we may
actually be trying to understand, and thereby
improve, the institution in which the teaching and

learning are occurring.

THE GROUP AND THE WIDER CULTURE

All work groups reflect, resist, digest, and
metabolize the influence of the institutions and the
wider society in which they exist and work.
Similarly, the family conveys social and cultural

influences to its individuals and especially to its
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children. In the affective learning institution, the
small group is influenced by the large group, and
the whole institution is affected by the culture in
which it operates. In addition to approaching their
affective learning groups with the more familiar
“here-and-then” transferences based on past
personal experience, individuals also approach their
groups with “there-and-now” transferences based
on reactions to societal attitudes and events of
universal impact (Hopper 1996, J. S. Scharff and D.
E. Scharff 1998c¢, d). Hopper describes these shared
reactions to experience in society as the social

UNCONSCIOUS.

In the affective learning institution, we make
conscious one aspect of the social unconscious. We
consciously present for examination a specific
element of the wider professional culture in that we

regularly and purposefully introduce new ideas
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conveyed by our guest and faculty presenters
through preparatory readings and presentations to
the large group. The absorption, digestion, and
integration of material from outside the institution
is done in the large group first and continues in the

small groups.

The Small Affective Learning Group

The affective learning small group is for
teaching and learning concepts, not for therapy. The
affective learning model has similarities to group
therapy in terms of the wuse of affect,
countertransference, and interpretation of
unconscious processes in the group, but the
educational context and contract establish the
difference. Nevertheless, the model draws on group
theory from the fields of both group therapy and
group relations. With substantial modifications, the

recommendations regarding group therapists’
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technique apply in the educational context (see

Chapter 8).

In a teaching and learning group, as in a small
therapy group, the leader’s attitude toward the
group is crucial in establishing the culture that will
be productive for learning. She thinks of the group
as a whole, her mind resonating with the
descriptions and 1images that we mentioned
previously. She does not impose structure on the
group beyond the temporal and spatial frame. She
lets the discussion develop and interprets emerging
blocks to the flow of associations much as an

individual analyst would.

The leader wuses specific techniques to
encourage the effective functioning of the group.
She actively seeks to hear from the members of the

group. If any are silent, she asks what is being held
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in the silence. She listens to words, notices
gestures, and maps the kinesic interaction among
group members. She attends to the quality of
silences, lapses, breaks, and hesitations in dialogue.
She senses the atmosphere. She follows the
unconscious theme of the group. If a dream is given
as the product of an individual’s unconscious, she
nevertheless works with the associations of all
members of the group and so deals with it as a
reflection of the group mind. She thinks about the
group process and comments on it. The leader
commutes between relating to the members as
individuals with their unique perceptions, thoughts,
and feelings and relating to the group as a whole
with its unique patterns, atmosphere, and group

mind.

She notes repeating patterns of interaction,

conceptualizes them in terms of their defensive
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function, and helps the group tolerate the
underlying anxieties. Through her containing
function, she metabolizes these anxieties until they
become thinkable. The group identifies with her
containing function and itself becomes a working
container for holding, processing, and transforming
anxiety-provoking, affectively charged mental and
relational material. She thinks about the group
process and comments on it. Identifying with and
sharing in her containing function, the group finds

that meaning emerges from experience.

The Institutional Matrix

Last but not least, each small group comes to
appreciate that it exists in a matrix along with other
groups, including the large group of the entire
conference membership. The character of one
group affects the other. Small work groups may

identify selectively with aspects of the faculty. Each
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small group resonates with a split-off part of the
total institution. All groups in the matrix need to be
considered to approach a more complete
understanding of the material, the responses to it,
the teaching and learning objectives, and the nature
of the institution in which students and faculty

teach and learn.

INDIVIDUAL OBJECT RELATIONS THEORY

The individual theory base draws from the
British  object relations theorists Fairbairn,
Winnicott, and others (Sutherland 1980),
attachment research (Ainsworth et al. 1978, Fonagy
et al. 1991, Main and Solomon 1986, Slade 1996),
and neuroscience (Schore 1994). Our integration of
object relations theories rests on the organized,
systematic object relations theory of the endo-
psychic situation provided by Fairbairn. We then

enrich this basic theory by the ideas of Winnicott
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and apply it to the interpersonal situation by
patching in the concepts of Klein and Bion (D. E.
Scharff 1996). Since Fairbairn’s theory is centered
on the mother—infant relationship, it transfers easily
to the study of transference and countertransference
in the therapeutic relationship and is applicable to
understanding the dynamics of couples, families,
and groups (Dicks 1967). Since it is systematically
argued, it provides a coherent base from which to
extend our ideas with contributions from Winnicott,
Balint, Bollas, Guntrip, Ogden, and Sutherland and
from theorists of other schools of contemporary

psychoanalysis.

We concentrate on object relations because, of
all analytic approaches, we have found it to be the
most adaptable across the range of therapeutic
modalities (D. E. Scharff and J. S. Scharff 1987,
1991, J. S. Scharff and D. E. Scharff 1998, Stadter
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1996). We also find in it the basis for the teaching
and learning design. To orient the reader to our
blend of object relations theories and to tie it to our
understanding of groups and to our philosophy of
teaching and learning, we give the following brief
overview of object relations theory, concentrating
on the work of Fairbairn, Klein, Winnicott, and

Bion.

Fairbairn

Fairbairn (1952) took as the basis for infant
development the need to be in a relationship with a
mother. He wrote that as a dependent infant relates
to the mother (the external object), the infant finds
the experience of depending on the relationship
inevitably frustrating compared to uterine bliss, in
which needs were met automatically. The infant has
to come to terms with frustrating aspects of the

experience. If the level of frustration is intolerable
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(whether because the mother is neglectful or the
infant has low tolerance or intense needs), the
infant deals with it by introjecting the object (the
internal object). The mind, which is a pristine ego
at birth, is structured by internalizing the object and
splitting it into parts that correspond to the
particular way in which the object was perceived as
frustrating. The object is split into a satisfying, a
need-rejecting, and a need-exciting part. To the
extent that the external object was experienced as
satisfactory, the corresponding satisfactory internal
object remains available to central and more
conscious function as the ideal object shorn of
elements that might create distress. To the extent
that the external object was frustrating, a part of the
internal object is split off and repressed. Depending
on whether the frustration took the form of exciting

need or rejecting need, the internal object is then
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further split into an exciting object and a rejecting

object, respectively.

The ego (or self) is structured by its relation to
these objects. A central part of the ego remains
close to consciousness in relation to the internal
ideal object. Then this central part of the ego
defends itself from overwhelming affect by
splitting off two parts of itself: the libidinal ego,
corresponding to the repressed exciting object, and
the antilibidinal ego, relating to the repressed
rejecting internal objects. These aspects of the ego
are repressed in association with the objects,
together with the corresponding affects of longing
and rage. Affects lead to and characterize internal
central, rejecting, and exciting relationships
between parts of the ego and its internal objects.
Ego, affect, and object are the components of the

internal object relationship.
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In the rejecting object system, the antilibidinal
ego’s relationship to a persecuting part-object may
be characterized by both an angry feeling attributed
to the object and a hang-dog feeling of the
victimized ego. In the exciting object system, the
libidinal ego’s relationship to a tantalizing part-
object might be characterized by longing,
sexualized arousal, and the accompanying anxiety
of impending let-down. If the longing is too
painful, the rejecting object system then clamps
down on the craving and augments the central ego’s
repression of the exciting object system. The
central ego, which is the more reasonable part of
the ego that remains close to consciousness, has its
own internal part-object (the ideal object), which is
more or less satisfying and not overly rejecting or
exciting. The affects of this central internal object

system are flexible, reasonable, and satisfiable in
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response to manageable levels of stimulation from

external relating.

Fairbairn’s student and biographer, J. D.
Sutherland (1963,1989), emphasized that the
fundamental unit of mental structure, the internal
object relationship, consists of a part of the ego
attached to a part of the object, characterized by a
telltale affect. The three systems—the conscious
central self and the repressed libidinal and
antilibidinal internal object relationship systems—

are all in dynamic relation.

Klein

Klein (1975) retained the Freudian view of
instincts as the basis for infant development. She
described an infant propelled through the period of
dependency by the force of constitutionally

determined life and death instincts. The force of the
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death instinct threatens the self with annihilation
and makes the first few months a highly anxious
time. To deflect the anxiety and aggression arising
from the death instinct, the infant projects
aggression into the mother, misidentifies her as
being like the feelings projected into her,
experiences her as persecutory, and defends himself
from this frightening object by taking it back into
the self and identifying with it. To keep the life
instinct safe from destruction by proximity to the
death instinct inside the self, the infant also projects
good feelings emanating from the life instinct into
the mother, identifies her as a caring object, and
then takes that in as well. Klein (1946) introduced
the term projective identification to describe this
mental mechanism for dealing with anxiety
resulting from the interplay of the death and life

instincts.
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In the first half of the first year of life, the
infant’s mental state is in the paranoid-schizoid
position, in which massive use of projective
identification leads to splitting of the object into
good and bad part-objects, hateful attacks on the
bad object, and envious attacks on the good object,
in comparison to which the self feels diminished. In
the second half of the first year, the infant becomes
aware that the mother identified with aggression
and the mother identified with love and concern are
the same person, an awareness that ushers in the
depressive position. In this mental organization, the
infant is capable of experiencing a whole object,
tolerating ambivalence toward it, feeling concern
for it, and responding to guilt for having mistreated

it by making reparation.

We do not attribute death anxiety to the death

instinct, as Klein did. We do recognize the
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occurrence of death anxiety, but we attribute it to a
problem of containment: The object cannot contain
the self. We attribute death anxiety to constitutional
insufficiency of the self, overwhelming
circumstances, inadequacy of the external object, or
a mismatch between the needs of the self and the

capabilities of the object.

Analysts who work in group and family therapy
used the concept of projective identification to refer
to a tendency in families to identify the adolescent
with the part of the parent’s self that was causing
the most trouble (J. S. Scharff 1989, 1992b, Shapiro
1979, Zinner and Shapiro 1972). Other orientations
have referred to this adolescent as the scapegoat,
the one who is seen to embody all that is bad and
destructive in the family’s life. There is an attempt
to isolate this quality, locate it in one person, and

then expel that person from the family because of
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sickness or delinquency. We find that the same
phenomenon of the projective identification of an
individual as the host for a shared quality occurs in

a small group.

We use projective identification as a concept
that links the intrapsychic to the interpersonal.
Projective identification gives us a way of
conceptualizing how the ego relates to the internal
object inside the self and how the self interacts
consciously and communicates unconsciously with
significant others, such as the mother, the spouse, or
the therapist. Object relations are not finalized by
the oedipal stage. Studies of adolescents show that
the person continues to develop through processes
of mutual projective identification from immature
dependency to mature respect and love (Westen
1990). Object relationships continue to grow and

change through adult life experience with work,
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friendships, relocation, marriage, and raising
children. They also change in response to learning

from experience in affective learning groups.

Winnicott

Winnicott (1960b, 1965) studied the mother—
infant relationship extensively during his work as a
pediatrican and child analyst. He noted two aspects
of the mother: the environmental mother and the
object mother. The environmental mother provides
the arms-around holding that keeps her child safe
and ensures going on being. The object mother is
there for doing, for intimate direct relating, eye-to-
eye relating in gaze interactions, vocal cooing, and
loving touch. We extend this view of the infant’s
mother to conceptualize the role of the family in
providing emotional holding and intimate relating
for its members of any age. Winnicott (1951)

described the potential space between the mother
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and the infant in which transitional objects can be
found or invented. This space permits dreaming,

creativity, and play.

We use Winnicott’s concepts of the
environmental mother and the object mother and
the transitional space to inform the design of the
program for teaching and affective learning. The
institution that offers the affective learning program
is like the environmental parent who provides the
psychological holding environment for growth. The
chair of the program and the session chairs are
responsible for environmental comfort and
satisfactory communication in the large group.
Small-group leaders embody both aspects of the
maternal function. In their environmental mother
roles, they set the affective tone and the boundaries
of the small groups. In their object mother roles,

they are available for interaction. Winnicott gives
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us the metaphor of being and doing for our
functioning as a faculty group, teaching and
learning from the cognitive material, and providing
meaningful core affective exchanges. The
institution creates a transitional space in which the

students and faculty can play with ideas.

Attachment Research

From his ethological research on attachment
and loss, Bowlby (1969, 1973, 1980) found that the
frustration of attachment needs leads to aggression
and fear in animals, including humans. Like animal
young, the human infant needs proximity to a
trusted, caring figure. Bowlby’s research supported
the view that aggression was not derivative of the
death instinct. Like the object relations theorists, he
thought that aggression was a response to
frustration in the environment. We think that the

type, frequency, and intensity of this response
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affects the nature of the internal object relationships
formed in response to the excitation, frustration, or
satisfaction of needs. We value attachment mainly
as a contextual necessity within which doing and

being can then occur.

The contextual relationship that the adult offers
the child may be categorized as secure or insecure.
Slade (1996) viewed the gradations in quality of
attachment patterns along a continuum of affect
regulation and structure. Midway between the
opposite poles are those adults in the
autonomous/secure category, whose affects and
structures exist in balance, and their secure
children. Insecure categories are found at both
poles of the continuum. At one end lies the
category of avoidant/dismissive personalities, who
have rigid structures for affect regulation, and their

insecure/avoidant children. At the opposite end are
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the resistant/preoccupied personalities, with poorly
made structures overwhelmed by affect, and their
insecure/resistant children. Further out at the
extreme tip of the resistant/preoccupied pole lie the
disorganized/unresolved personalities, which show
even less coherence of structure because of areas of

dissociation, and their disorganized children.

As clinicians, we use attachment theory in
assessment when we evaluate attachment strategies,
strengths, and weaknesses in the patients’
capacities for relating, and we alter our technique
so as to engage them. We use it in treatment to
guide us in adjusting the therapeutic relationship to
suit each patient and in developing a focus for the
therapeutic work. In affective learning groups,
attachment theory helps the group leader be aware
of the need to provide a secure base through

regularity of attendance, attention to boundaries,
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and monitoring of personal reactions to keep a clear
space for psychological work. Within that context,
the small-group leader becomes an object of
attachment. More than that, the leader becomes an
object of attachment and detachment, of desire and
disgust, of hate and denigration, of envy and
admiration, and so on. Then the small-group leader
actively interprets the experience of being used as
this necessary object with whom to replay in
dynamic interaction the internal object relationships
that come to light in the transference—
countertransference as the group pursues the
learning task. In addition, the group itself becomes
both an attachment object and a transference object

for the individual.

Bion

Long before neuroscience could demonstrate

the links between relatedness, affect, and cognition,
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Bion (1967) proposed a theory that dealt with the
infant’s learning to think and tolerate affect from
experiencing the mother’s mental processing of her
infant’s experience. Bion’s theory of
container/contained proposes that the infant’s
primitive anxieties are put into the mother through
projective identification. She in turn treats them
unconsciously, through her reverie. She comes to
know them, tolerate and shape them, modify and
structure them in the image of her own mind,
organize them in the form of understanding, and
then feed them back to the infant in a more
tolerable, less toxic, more structured state. She
gives meaning to her child’s experience, and the
child builds psychic structure from that experience

of being understood.

Bion’s theory refers to the way a mind capable

of thinking is constructed out of prethinking
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processes that, when they meet events, result in
thoughts. Equally and simultaneously, it refers to
emotional experience as part and parcel of
cognitive experience. Intellectual cognition itself
can be conceived of as a container for raw emotion,
and emotion can be conceived of as a container for
purely intellectual conceptions. Bion’s model
emphasizes the reciprocity of container and
contained. We cannot pick an actual starting point
in one mind for a continuing cycle of influence
between two people, nor can we privilege either
affect or intellect in the mind’s search for

knowledge.

In affective learning, the group is a container.
The group reviews and processes difficult cognitive
information and emotional responses. The group
accepts unthinkable anxieties and gives them back

as manageable thoughts to the individual. The
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individual identifies with the metabolizing and
detoxifying function of the group discussion and so
develops an augmented containing capacity for

learning theory and working clinically.

Affect Regulation and Brain Research

The concepts of object relations theory are
being increasingly supported by the findings of
neuroscience. Bion’s contention that mind is
interpersonally and intersubjectively constructed is
fully supported by Schore (1994, 2000), who sees
the parents’ mind as the culture medium for the
growth of the child’s cognitive ability and affect
regulation. Brain research has now established that
the affective mode of experience, which is
processed by the right brain and stimulates its
orbitofrontal development, takes precedence in
early life, when affectively toned interactions

between infants and their primary objects

freepsychotherapybooks.org 206
theipi.org



predominate. Positively toned learning sets up the
situation of optimal learning in the affective regions
of the right frontal cortex, and negatively toned
emotions of fear and anger dampen down the
growth processes there. Cognitive development is
grafted on this foundation later as the left
hemisphere becomes dominant (Schore 1994,
2000). Most significant, Schore contends that the
young child’s mental processes and physical brain
development are organized by being influenced by
the brain (especially the affectively dominated right
brain) of the parents. This is not conscious teaching
but rather the continuous unconscious entrainment
of two brains in communication using all available
channels of sight, sound, and physical contact.
Later, left-brain processes accelerate and dominate

the parent—child communication.
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In the affective learning format, stimulation
across multiple channels 1s delivered by
presentations, readings, videos, and large-group
discussions to the small group in which the group
becomes the agent of entrainment for the

development of the individual’s learning process.

Chaos Theory

Deterministic chaos theory (Briggs 1992,
Gleick 1987) describes the dynamics of self-
organizing systems. It offers a new way of thinking
about individual development, group interaction,
and therapeutic action in individual and group
psychoanalytic treatments (Palombo 1999, D.
Scharff 1998, 2000, D. E. Scharff and J. S. Scharff
1999, 2000, J. S. Scharff and D. E. Scharff 1998a,b,
van Eenwyck 1977). Arising at the interface of
mathematics and physics, chaos theory explores the

nonlinear aspects of natural phenomena and the
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unpredictable movement between states from
stability to instability. Nonlinear dynamic systems
are multifaceted, interdependent, and unpredictably
changeable, moving from chaos to order and back
again. They receive positive feedback from the
environment, and they respond and adapt. They are
sensitive to minor variations in the environment,
especially at the moment of starting out and during

transitions.

We have arrived at the position of thinking that
the models of deterministic chaos theory offer a
paradigm shift for psychoanalysis as they do in the
sciences and social sciences. The potential
magnitude of the shift is comparable to the shift
from classical drive/structure theories to object
relations theory that the theory of relativity inspired
in Fairbairn. Briefly, Fairbairn pointed out that

Freud had used the principles of science drawn
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from the nineteenth-century Helmholtzian physics
and the laws of thermodynamics as his model. In
this model, both matter and energy were conserved,

and the one was separate from the other.

Fairbairn found a better paradigm in Einstein’s
twentieth-century theory of relativity. In this model
using the equation e = mc?, it was understood that
matter could become energy and that energy could
become matter. According to this model, psychic
structure and drive contents, which Freud had
thought to be separate, were not separate at all.
Fairbairn viewed all psychic energy for relating and
experiencing as becoming the substance of psychic
structure. Each basic unit is an ego structure joined
to an object by the affective tone of the psychic

energy connecting them.
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The Heisenberg principle holds that it is
impossible for the scientist to observe phenomena
without influencing them by the act of observation.
This contribution from physics raised awareness of
the analyst’s influence on the patient and the
phenomena he observes. So, in addition to viewing
the personality as a system of parts, we now work
with the awareness that the analyst is interacting

with and contributing to the system.

Taking in the implications of the theory of
relativity, Fairbairn moved psychoanalysis from
Freud’s dualistic and Platonic philosophy of man
divided in himself and opposed by social forces to
an Aristotelian and Hegelian philosophy of man as
an intrinsically social being embedded in his social
context (Scharff and Birtles 1994, 1997).
Fairbairn’s view of energy and structure applies at

all stages, from early development, when the baby
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is born in the matrix of the relationship with mother
and family, to later development, when each
individual is embedded in primary relationships, in

groups, and in the wider social context.

Chaos theory carries the paradigm shift further.
It provides new mathematically inspired models
and analogies that are better for describing the
complex phenomena of human experience than
either old mathematics, which dealt only with
solvable, linear equations, or Euclidean geometry,
which dealt with stable forms and finite solutions.
In the chaos theory of dynamical systems, the focus
is on unsolvable equations, the areas beyond the
known, the edge of chaos, the fold upon folds. The
mathematician attempts a solution to the equation.
This is not regarded as a final solution. It provides a
value for the start of the next equation to be solved:

X + y2 = z is solved, and then z becomes the new
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value for x in the next equation. This is called
iterating the equation, turning it back into itself
over and over. The equation is not solvable. The

answers are random and unpredictable.

When such an equation is iterated millions of
times—an exercise that has become practical only in
the era of computers—these random numbers are
found to form a pattern that is recognizable. This
iteration technique can be applied to equations
concerning weather, population growth, economics,
wave dynamics, the rate of water dripping from a
spout, and the movement of celestial bodies.
Iterated equations describe all systems in which
there is a continually new starting point from the
point the system has arrived at, and they can be
used to provide models for systems of continual
feedback, such as biological and psychological

systems.
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Fractals, Fractal Scaling, and Self-Similarity

When such infinitely iterated equations are
plotted in three dimensions, the image shows
recognizable patterns that are repeated throughout
the image at vastly different levels of scale.
Mandelbrot (1982) invented this mathematical
approach, and he called the image that it produced a
fractal. Fractals found in nature include the tracery
of the veins of a leaf being similar to the branching
of the tree on which the leaf grows or the contour
of a single rock resembling the shoreline where it
lies. Mandelbrot called his area of mathematics
fractal geometry to refer to its measurement of the
irregular  fractured, fractional, fragmentary,
fractionated, and refractory areas of experience
resulting from dynamic forces in self-organizing
systems. A fractal is the footprint of a dynamic

system (Briggs 1992, Gleick 1987).
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We can now see that human life itself is an
iterated equation: It always starts at the point it has
reached so far and repeats certain patterns, although
never in exactly the same way. Psychic structure is
similar to structures found across different orders of
scale, from intrapsychic to interpersonal, from
consciousness to unconsciousness. Moment-to-
moment interactions resemble the form of longer-
term relational patterns. External events or third
parties may disturb the pattern of a moment ever so
slightly, and yet its effect may be seen years later
(J. S. Scharff and D. E. Scharff 1998a,b). Therapy
proceeds by patterns repeated at slightly different

starting points, and so does affective education.

Sensitive Dependence on Initial Conditions

The principle of sensitive dependence on initial
conditions was originally discovered in the field of

the computer simulation of weather forecasting
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(Lorenz 1963). This principle is often illustrated by
a phenomenon called the butterfly effect.
Theoretically, the flutter of a butterfly’s wings in
Brazil could be so magnified and modified by other
factors that it could result in a hurricane in Texas
(Gleick 1987). Small, almost unmeasurable
differences in the conditions at the beginning of a
process can be magnified so that the results are
unpredict- ably vastly different in one situation
compared with another situation that initially

seemed quite similar.

For examples, in the human embryo, when the
organism is starting out, there are critical periods of
rapid growth and differentiation of cells when a
stage- appropriate stimulus leads to a response that
sets the course of development forward. If that
moment passes without the necessary feedback, the

opportunity for developing in the new direction is
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irretrievably lost, and the embryo continues its
growth around a deficit. Thus, small deficits at
critical periods can make an enormous difference.
Similarly, small differences at many periods of
physical and psychological growth cause different
patterns of development whose course can be
understood in retrospect but cannot be predicted
ahead of time because of the interaction of other
complex factors. Dynamic systems are particularly
sensitive to the conditions prevailing in the
environmental niche in which they find themselves
at the time of their origin, so that certain factors are

far more influential than others.

Applying  chaos theory to  neuronal
development, we find that the human brain is
highly sensitive to its starting conditions of the
infant’s constitutional readiness and the mother’s

affective attunement. Born without sufficient
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cortical inhibition, the immature brain depends on
the mother to be a regulating, calming,
transforming object. Operationally, the mother’s
adult brain programs the immature brain through
pathways developed during arousal sequences of
high affect. But it is not a one-way programming.
The two brains, and especially their right frontal
lobes, are in a state of entrainment, a continuous
feedback loop of mutual communication and
influence. The growth medium for the infant’s brain
is the positively toned affective exchange with the

mother’s brain (Schore 1994).

The first months of life are defining. Like the
human embryo, the infant brain continues to build
order out of chaos at specific moments of transition
into increasingly complex areas of development.
Social and emotional encounters with the

environment through the agency of the parents
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stimulate and fine-tune the neuronal circuits that
mushroom at some critical periods and then require
pruning when their function becomes obsolete at
the next critical period. Brain structure in the infant
organizes, disorganizes, and reorganizes in the light
of environmental influence at critical periods. The
shaping of ongoing neural structure and function
occurs according to a series of timed sequences in

interaction with the environment.

In summary, the appropriate sequence of
interaction with the care and concern of the
caregiver is critical for pulling infant neural
development out of chaos and into a stable state of
order through the selective establishment of further
neuronal development (Schore 1994). In this
process, small differences in these initial processes
make large and unpredictable differences in the

later sequences of development.
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Understanding the impact of sensitive
dependence on initial conditions, scientists admit
that they cannot reliably predict outcomes in regard
to complex nonlinear systems, although they can
understand them looking back. Likewise,
psychoanalysts cannot expect to predict, although
we can use our knowledge of patterns to understand

in retrospect how a result has come to be.

Sensitivity to Transition at the Edge of Chaos

Iteration may lead to either stability, periodicity,
or chaos. These outcome states may change,
depending on small changes in conditions and the
time of observation. Structure emerges out of chaos
in one part of the system, followed by the return to
chaos before a new level of order is achieved in
another area. The system of structure and process in
a thythm of chaos, transition, and order may appear

to be simple or complex at different times. In order
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to understand this process, we need to understand

the language of artractors.

Attractors

Simply defined, an attractor is a system
represented by a point. The single point contains
information regarding every variable that affects
the system. All knowledge of a particular
dynamical system at a single instant in time is
collapsed to a point. The point is the system at that

moment.

A Fixed-Point (Steady-State) Attractor

For example, a pendulum powered by gravity
will tend to swing back and forth in movements of
decreasing amplitude and eventually stop at a fixed
point and reach a steady state. The action is

governed by a fixed-point, or steady-state, attractor.
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Even while the pendulum is swinging, it appears to

be pulled toward the steady-state attractor.

A Limit-Cycle (Oscillating) Attractor

A pendulum powered by electricity will
proscribe an arc that is forced away from returning
to a steady state. The pattern is repeated regularly
in terms of time and distance. This is called a limitz-

cycle, or oscillating, attractor.

A Strange Attractor

A strange attractor is a dynamic system that
does not seem to be predictable or to be organized
in a consistent form. When the repeated solutions
of the iterated equation for the strange attractor are
plotted in the many dimensions of a mathematical
construct called phase space, the resulting image
shows the system as a point at a moment in time

and at each later moment. With each iteration, the
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system changes slightly and the point moves,
eventually tracing as it does so a multidimensional

orbit.

The pattern formed by the strange attractor
seems to be organizing the complex system when in
fact it is the product of the organization of the
system (Lorenz 1963). When the nonlinear
equations needed for studying this unpredictable
organizing force are iterated (the endpoint is taken
as the new starting point repeatedly), the orbital
pattern emerges. Order comes out of chaos through
the action of the attractor. The attractor is the
pattern that emerges from the plotting of the
system, but its character has the paradoxical quality
of seeming to be the thing that organizes the

system.
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Furthermore, the strange attractor seems to be
drawing events in its proximity toward itself. This
happens in the “basin of attraction,” which
resembles a river’s watershed basin (Gleick 1987).
The river appears to be creating the watershed, but
really the watershed is creating the river. The
system functions as though the attractor is pulling
events toward itself, when really the cluster of
events is creating the basin and the attractor itself.
For example, the interaction between the infant’s
brain and the mother’s brain at the cognitive and
affective levels forms the system called the
mother—infant relationship that creates the

interactive sequences and that results from them.

Self-Similarity

Magnify a small portion of the inside of a
strange attractor, and you find a pattern that is

repeated at another place inside it. In chaos theory
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terminology, the strange attractor shows fractal
scaling and self-similarity: The shapes seen at one
scale of magnification are similar to the shapes seen
in the detail at another scale (Briggs 1992). The
deeper we look, the closer we attend to detail, and
the more we find. Greater detail brings greater
understanding, especially of areas that are

immensely complicated.

Fractal geometry captures the obscure, the in-
between, the folds, the world within a world, and
the world between the known worlds. It shows the
regions of chaos, the patterns of attractors, and the
zones of transition at the edge of chaos. Fractals are
useful in giving us confidence in predicting the
shape of the whole from looking at a small part,
though not of predicting the outcome of any change

in the conditions.
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The Application of Fractal Scaling and Strange
Attractors to Transference and Therapeutic Action

Several psychoanalytic writings have applied
the ideas of chaos theory to neural development,
personality, parent—infant interaction, pathology,
and the therapeutic process (Galatzer-Levy 1995,
Lonie 1991, 1992, Palombo 1999, Piers 2000,
Quinodoz 1997, D. E. Scharff 1998, D. E. Scharff
and J. S. Scharff 1999, 2000, J. S. Scharff and D. E.
Scharff 1998a.b). The continuity in form between
the person, the body, the personality, the internal
object relations set, and the transference is an
example of fractal scaling. Transference is a fractal
of the total personality. In keeping with the concept
of fractal scaling, small shifts in the transference
give rise to major changes at the level of the overall
personality. The patient’s internal  object
relationships refind their own form in the external

world and in the person of the therapist. The
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chaotic dynamics of the unconscious flow between
patient and therapist create a new relational
formation that is a combined fractal of the
transference and countertransference. Ogden (1994)
has called this “the analytic third” (p. 76). Its
unique pattern is a strange attractor with the
potential to reorganize the personalities of both

patient and therapist.

We have described the organizations of the
internal object and the organized self as two strange
attractors of personality that contribute to the
pattern of the overarching self, which is the more
complete strange attractor (J. S. Scharff and D. E.
Scharff 1998a,b). Lonie (1991) thought of the
mother’s gaze as a strange attractor for the infant.
We agree with her idea, but we feel that it is
subordinate to the main strange attractor, which is

located in the internal object relations set of the
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self. The self guides the personality system to fill a
shape that is then expressed in external ways of
relating to others, including the therapist in the
transference. As Spruiell (1993) said, strange
attractors move, shift, combine, and recombine and
give rise to images and forms. The internal objects
split, combine with parts of the ego, and recombine
following modifying experience with the external
object. In partnership with ego and affect, the
internal object gives rise to an internal image or
object relationship that governs the form of the

personality and its interactions with others.

In keeping with the concept of sensitivity to
initial conditions and transition points, tiny shifts in
any realm of the internal object relations set
produce changes in behavior toward the self and the
other, both in development and in therapy.

Unconscious internal object relations act as “basins
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of attraction,” pulling events to fit the current
organization of perception and expectation. Coming
to chaos theory from an ego psychological bias,
Palombo (1999) has described an “infantile
attractor” that acts as a basin of attraction, tending
to reduce a wide variety of events in adult life to a
common denominator of similar, familiar
experiences through limited understanding that
leads to a narrow range of responses, no
modification by experience, and thus no growth. In
object relations terms, we think of the basin of
attraction as the repressed internal object
relationships that interfere with conscious
communication and adult relating that could
otherwise modify old, destructive patterns learned

during infantile experience.

In therapy and psychoanalysis, the transference

is the strange attractor that is the product of and the
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organizer of the therapeutic experience. It gives
meaning to other pieces of experience.
Interpretation breaches the limit-cycle attractor of
the closed personality system and introduces the
effect of the organizing potential of a neighboring
system with its own strange attractor (the
therapist’s internal object relations set). This
perturbation creates turbulence that leads to a new

organization.

How systems disorganize—that is, leave the
basin of one strange attractor to enter a region of
chaos or to enter another region of influence—is of
crucial importance to therapists and educators.
When a system has been in the sway of a relatively
fixed or limited attractor, such as a rigid personality
characteristic or a fixed idea, it is relatively stable.
In therapy and in education, persistent perturbations

or disturbing influences progressively destabilize a
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fixed pattern so that it enters a chaotic region of
disorganization. Systems that have moved out of
one basin of attraction and exist at the edge of
chaos are more susceptible to reorganization by a
new strange attractor (Palombo 1999). This
describes the effect of both psychotherapy and
education—to move a person out of a preexisting
pattern into a state of temporary disorganization
comparable to a region of chaos and then into a

new pattern of feeling, acting, and understanding.

In psychoanalysis or psychotherapy, the mind
of the analyst is a strange attractor, as is the shared
pattern of the analytic third cocreated by the
analytic dyad. In group settings, the group
transference is the strange attractor that introduces
powerful perturbations into the emotional and
cognitive organizations of its individual members.

Group interpretation creates turbulence in the group
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system, which then moves itself first toward chaos
and later toward reorganization. The individual
minds of the leader and each member of a group are
potentially strange attractors capable of pulling the
system back toward basic assumption functioning
or, if conditions are right, forward to new
organizations. The group mind is the overarching
system that each individual experiences as the most
powerful attractor toward new systems of
organization. The small-group experience in a
weekend conference creates effects that reverberate
in the periods between conferences and profoundly

reorganizes the student’s way of working.

Fractals and Object Relations Theory

Applying chaos theory and Mandelbrot’s ideas
on fractals to personality development, we note a
correspondence between fractal geometry and

object relations theory. The family is a tiny part of
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society. The person is part of a family. The
personality is a part of the whole person. Each
internal object is part of the total personality. The
internal object relationships in dynamic relation are
a fractal of the personality. Each internal object
relations set is a fractal image of the family in
which the person grew up. Each dream is a fractal
of the personality, of the transference, and of the

course of the analysis.

Psychic structure develops from a chaotic mix
of neuronal profusion and destruction; hormonal
shifts; sensations of hunger, thirst, deprivation,
satisfaction, warmth, cold, pain, comfort, vibration,
and position; new affective experiences; and
recurring personal interactions with the caretakers.
Some interactions are planned, predictable, and
stable, as in good, reliable at-home parenting, while

others are periodic and less expectable, such as the

freepsychotherapybooks.org 233
theipi.org



parent becoming ill or returning to work. Some
parenting interactions create a low- intensity
background of  arms-around, good-enough
environmental mothering that promotes going-on-
being, while others involve eye-to-eye relating,
sustained gaze interactions that dominate the
foreground and challenge the infant to a state of
intense arousal for new learning. Others are
randomly fluctuating, such as the mother’s mood in
the short term, the size of the sibship, or the effects
of divorce in the long term. Out of all this chaos,
order, and the transition between them emerges a
pattern of experience that gives a sense of personal

meaning.

Object relations theory holds that experience
with the external object in the chaos of early
infantile experience is taken in to the personality to

create a cybernetic system of parts, all in dynamic
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relation. According to Sutherland (1990), the infant
ego is born already in the shape of a person. The
infant ego seeks encounters with family members,
whose loving expectations will encourage the child
to grow into that shape and become a person. The
individual is a system subject to continuing shaping
by the caregivers, whose feedback not only helps
conserve existing organization but also offers
perturbations that lead to a continuing capacity for
new and progressively higher levels of
organization. Random, disorganized experiences do
not necessarily ruin this development. They can
require a strong repressive counterbalance that
promotes reorganization, reintegration of parts, and
growth, just as a period of confusion can stimulate

a reorganization that gives new clarity.

Couple and family therapists have described the

interaction between spousal partners as being

freepsychotherapybooks.org 235
theipi.org



similar to that between parent and child (Dicks
1967, D. E. Scharff and J. S. Scharff 1991). But the
dynamics of individual therapy, the mother—infant
relationship, or the marital dyad are insufficient to
address the complexity of human interaction.
Human behavior cannot be reduced to the study of
the dialectic between two people because people
are raised in the group context of the family the
community of families, and society. As more
members are added to the family, or again after
divorce when two families are blended, the
potential for interaction at the conscious level
increases exponentially while at the unconscious
level it approaches infinity. The firstborn enters a
different dynamic system with more of an
appearance of order than the third child, who enters
later, when the family system is more chaotic and

led by parents who have become less anxious about
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controlling their children’s environment. The
anxiety that the girl child experiences without
visible genitals is more chaotic and diffuse than the
anxiety that the boy faces with a penis as a ready
focus for identity. This is why some girls focus on
the sight of the penis in a nearby male as evidence
of something missing in themselves. The penis
becomes a strange attractor in proximity to which
their attempts at comprehending their bodily and
emotional condition are reorganized.

Interpersonal Expression of Internal Object
Relationships in Teaching and Learning

Intrapsychic dynamic systems of internal object
relationships are displayed in the interpersonal
dimension as individuals recruit others to interact
with them through projective and introjective
identification processes—in marriage, in therapy, in

family relationships, and in work groups (Dicks
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1967, D. E. Scharff and J. S. Scharff 1987, J. S.
Scharff and D. E. Scharff 1998d). The teaching
setting that involves group interaction provides a
situation designed to promote perturbations in
existing patterns of ways of knowing and
understanding. The system is designed to enable
individuals and groups stuck in set patterns—
determined by limit-cycle attractors and familiar
basins of attraction to prejudged ideas and previous
ways of understanding—to move into a transitional
state approximating chaos in which they will be
open to new organizations of thinking, feeling,

relating, and working.

The affective learning model in the group
setting offers a laboratory for here-and-now
examination of the interrelatedness of self and
object and the associated interaction between self

and other as we work together in groups.
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Participants combine with others in subgroup
formations that oscillate between supporting and
subverting the work of the group and between
chaos and stability, as they deal with what is
already known, what has been experienced but is
not understood, what is not yet known, and what is

essentially unknowable.

Learning from Experience in Relationships

Even the well-functioning mother and child
must be supported by a wider family and by social
groups. Pairs in intimate contact exist within larger
groups and are buoyed by the social order. Each
infant, child, and adult lives and learns in the
context of wider groups throughout the life cycle,
some of them groups of which he or she becomes
the leader. We learn how to be thoughtful, civilized
human beings by living in relation to important

individuals and groups. From that life experience,
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we build a system of internal object relationships.
Similarly, we learn about relationships through

being in relationships to study.

If we are trying to learn about self and other—
about ego, affect, and object-we will learn most
efficiently and thoroughly from studying the
relation of self and other in depth over time as we
experience it individually and in groups. The
experience of individuals studied in groups and the
experience of groups studied by individuals gives
here-and-now evidence for the validity of concepts
of self and other, ego and object. In the affective
model, the group itself is a practical application of
the theory to be taught. Like the strange attractor
that creates the system and is at the same time a
product of the system, the group process results
from and stimulates the interaction of pooled

internal object relationships systems. This process
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is at the same time the subject to be studied and the
medium for studying it. This paradox introduces a
powerful note of ambiguity into the heart of the
study task, and this ambiguity promotes the
oscillation between old attractors, the chaos of
nonunderstanding, and reorganization through the
influence of the new attractors offered by new ideas

and new colleagues.

Most psychoanalytic theories address a context
of growth and learning that is essentially dyadic.
Object relations theory enables us to widen our
focus beyond the psychoanalytic dyad to include
the multiple dyads and triangles and the various
larger groups of interacting, modifying influences
in which the analytic dyad exists. We are then able
to apply the concept of psychoanalysis not only to

individuals but also to the functioning of small,
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medium, and large groups as they engage in

studying the complexity of the human situation.

SUMMARY

Principles of affective learning derive from
analytic theory of the individual and the group,
recently illuminated by chaos theory. We hold that a
person’s current object relations influence the task
of learning object relations theory and practice. If
object relations theory is to be understood, our own
internal object relationships need to be studied in
action. Principles of complex self-organizing
systems from chaos theory offer ways of
understanding human personality development in
normal interaction and in dysfunction. These are
relevant to understanding how the brain develops in
attunement with the caregiver, how personality
forms from experience, how psychotherapy works

by creating a shift in initial conditions, how
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transference is a part that represents the whole, how
interpretations create turbulence and reorganization,
and how learning from experience in a group
enables the internalization of theoretical concepts at
cognitive and emotional levels. Object relations
theories of individual and group, research into brain
development and affect regulation, and chaos
theory provide the building blocks for the affective

learning model.
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The Rocky Road of Affective Learning

INTRODUCTION

I have arrived at my thoughts on the affective
learning experience from my experience in small
groups first as a student and then as a woman
faculty member attending many conferences on
object relations. My ideas came together in their
present form after leading a small group during a
weekend conference devoted to studying separation
anxiety from various theoretical points of view and
to considering chaos theory as a new paradigm for
thinking about human development and interaction.
This chapter gives an account of the work of a
single-weekend small group in approaching the

learning task of that weekend conference.
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MY THEORY BASE

Learning occurs within relationships. Objective
and subjective interactions between those persons
involved in the conference stir up the learner’s
relationships with internalized objects, just as their
work with their patients brings their internal
fantasies into the clinical situation, where they
require work to make them usable for therapeutic
action. When a trainee experiences fear or worry in
the training process, learning is inhibited. The quest
for knowledge can be interfered with, or blocked,
by unconscious anxiety. Curiosity, for example, is
curtailed by fears of disapproval or punishment.
When the “teachers” who come to impart
knowledge interact with the “students” who come
to get knowledge, unconscious fantasies about
getting and taking may, if not recognized, drive

envy and lead to fears of retaliation. These mental
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operations make learning a problem. These kinds of
deeper internal issues require a teaching—learning
atmosphere in which the self of the learner is a

primary focus.

The use of oneself as an instrument for
therapeutic action requires a trainee psychotherapist
to learn at deeper levels than can be achieved by
reading or passively accepting the material of a
lecture. Personal experience in the integrative small
group, which meets following each major
presentation and is a required activity during
weekend conferences, is an extraordinary source of
meaningful discovery about oneself as a person and
a psychotherapist. On this particular weekend, the
concepts of separation anxiety as a developmental
challenge and chaos theory as a model and
metaphor for human mental operations provided the

springboard into these discoveries. At each
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weekend conference or institute, the focus on a
different concept provides another platform from

which to plunge into the learning process.

My concept of group process starts with
Winnicott’s theory of the holding environment. In
this concept, Winnicott (1963a,b) considers the
need of the infant for an environment that provides
security. This allows the infant to depend on the
reliable, consistent holding of the parenting
presence that contains overwhelming anxiety
coming from the environment and from the infant’s
interior. It helps the infant get through the anxious
months of total dependency. In the process, the
infant gradually develops object relatedness with a
whole object for whom concern can be felt and to
whom reparation for destructive actions can be
made to keep the relationship viable and mutually

satisfying.
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Winnicott makes a distinction between two
aspects of the mothering function: the
environmental mother and the object mother. The
environmental mother provides a predictable, safe
setting; good, loving handling of the baby; and
management of physical needs for food, air,
warmth, stimulation, and rest. The object mother is
the mother who excites or frustrates by arousing or
satisfying the infant’s needs. The object mother is
in the foreground, being met head on in gaze and
vocal interactions, while the environmental mother
is a background presence. The integrative group
can be conceptualized as an environmental mother
supporting trainees as they struggle with the object
mother in the form of the presenter and the
concepts brought for study. Soon the group
membership itself takes the center of attention as

the object mother does.
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THE GROUP AS A MATERNAL OBJECT

The group is an interpersonal situation in which
psychotherapists can experience and examine the
nature of their relationships in pursuit of learning
the theory of the self and its object relationships
and then applying their learning to their clinical
work. The first obstacle to becoming a group rather
than a pack of individuals arises from the difference
between each individual level of desire to affiliate.
We know from Bowlby (1969, 1973, 1977, 1980)
that early patterns of interpersonal attachment have
a critical effect on a person’s later capacity to bond
and that difficulties in bonding are connected with
anxiety, frustration, depression, and aggression.
The interpersonal power of the group must be
viewed on a continuum with some trainees having

high affiliative needs and others less so.
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The next problem that the group faces is the
image of the group as a maternal object created in
the fused image of the maternal objects of the
individuals in the group. There is an internal
representation, unique to each person, of the group
as a maternal object originating in the mother-and-
baby  experience. = The  infant’s  internal
representation of the maternal object gets
transferred to the family and then to peer, social,
and work groups. This maternal representation in
each group member’s object relations will then
influence the person’s usual group behavior in
terms of feeling excited or rejected, connected or
disconnected, seeking pleasure or feeling pain, and
expressing dependent needs or avoiding them. The
relationship to the group as an object affects and

then modifies the student’s characteristic defenses
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of dependency and idealization against aggression

and destructiveness.

THE SMALL GROUP AT WORK

This vignette describes my experiences as a
woman leader working with a small group of five
women whom I will call Terry, Laura, Margaret,
Amy, and Linda, and a male coleader, whom I will
call Joe. Joe and I met with the group for five
sessions in the course of this single weekend. The
small-group setting connects all the elements of the
teaching and learning. Readings, lecture
presentations, and large- and small-group
discussions are integrated by each participant self
interacting with others. In addition to the usual
integrative task of the small group, my coleader,
Joe, and I were particularly focused on examining
the affective learning process in the small group

that follows each didactic session.
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Stranger Anxiety and Projective Identification
The First Presentation

The introductory lecture was a well-researched
blend of Freud, Klein, and Bion that provided an
object relations framework for thinking about
separation anxiety in psychoanalysis from a
predominantly Freudian base. It referred to
primitive anxieties and defensive reactions, one
form of separation anxiety being stranger anxiety.
The presenter’s style was scholarly, unassuming,
low key, quiet, and at times tentative as he picked
his way through complex ideas in English, not his
first language. The first installment of the vignette
describes the start-up of a new group, the ensuing
group experience, and how it reflects the topic of
separation anxiety. The group is dealing with its
vulnerability as the members begin to trust one

another and test the coleaders.
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The First Small-Group Meeting

| began by stating our task: to relate what we
had just heard in the lecture and large-group
discussion to ourselves as therapists and to
apply it to our work with patients. My statement
was met with silence. At last, Margaret said,
with a mixture of surprise and accusation, that
she noticed the leader had started the group by
stating the task. That was different from any
other group she had been in. No other leader
had done that. She was wondering whether Joe
and | were competent to create a learning
environment. No one responded.

Breaking the silence after a couple of minutes, |
said to Margaret that she had a question about
the leaders that she was not quite sure how to
answer. | asked whether anyone else was also
doubtful.

Laura replied that she had liked it when | stated
the task. It helped her think about what the
group is supposed to do. Uncertainly, she
added, “But | guess I'm still not sure what to do.”
Her voice trailed off.

Terry said that she thought it was fine for me to
behave differently. They had to get used to
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different styles in leaders and in group
members. She explained, “| mean, | like all of
you, but | find the group work hard. It stirs up
some kind of worry | don’'t understand, and it
makes me feel like | don’t want to talk much.”

| thought that Terry was struggling to make a
link between herself, her own stranger anxiety,
and the concepts of defensive reactions to
primitive anxieties.

Linda picked up the theme: “So what do we do
here? I've never been to one of these
conferences before. Do we discuss the lecture,
or what?”

Amy remembered that when she was there last
year, she didn't like the requirements of
attending the group, but by the end she got a lot
out of it. She especially appreciated being able
to talk about a case for which she needed
supervision. It really made the weekend for her.
“There was one other thing!” she remembered.
“That speaker was warm and really human.”

‘I know who you mean, and | thought so too,”
said Margaret. “Today’s presenter is a very
intelligent, perceptive man but a little too quiet
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for me. Maybe he prepared his lecture thinking
we were all analysts with an excellent
knowledge of Freud and Klein. I'm still a
beginner, and it scares me to think | should
know all that stuff.”

Amy disagreed: “No, his theory was fine. His
whole book was great, basic separation anxiety
theory. | think it's his style that’s the problem for
me. | felt sorry for him having to speak English. |
got sleepy, and | still am sleepy—maybe jet lag
or something.”

Again the group fell silent. Laura commented
that the group was having a hard time getting
started. | wondered whether the silence was a
protection against revealing critical responses to
the presenter and his material. | asked,
“Perhaps the same dynamic is contributing to
the silences and to Amy’s sleepiness. What
might that be?”

Linda said to Amy, “I'm surprised to hear that
you didn’t like his style. | thought it was great. |
don’'t know a whole lot about Freudian theory,
but he was good for me.”
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Margaret said, “l just realized that he’s not the
problem. It's me. I'm just reluctant to get started
in this group. | miss my old group from the two-
year program. | don’t know most of you. Now |
have only three days rather than two years to
get to know you.”

Terry moved on to speak about the woman
presenter she had met during the coffee break.
She was looking forward to hearing her speak
the next morning. Terry said enthusiastically,
“She seemed very much alive and excited. |
want to hear from her about vertigo and anxiety.
| just remembered that | used to have vertigo
around heights, and | have patients who
complain of it, so separation anxiety must be an
issue for me and them. | could really learn a lot
from her.” Terry’s remarks were greeted with a
round of nods and murmurs of agreement.

By the end of this first hour, the group was
coalescing around the image of the exciting woman
they longed for, found last weekend, and had now

lost. The flight to this exciting object in its re-

created form was an avoidance of their own
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stranger anxiety with the first speaker and with one
another. They projected their stranger anxiety and
their aggression toward one another into the
speaker, whom they then identified as a “remote
father” compared to the woman presenter, who was
glorified in anticipation through a projective
identification of her as a “warm, exciting mother”

who stirred their desire for more of her.

As happens in group life, the anxious members
were defending themselves by splitting into good
and bad styles, unavailable father and gratifying
mother, and dead and alive internal objects to deny
their stranger anxiety and their aggressive attack on
the whole needed-and-feared object.

The group continued on the topic of
unsatisfactory fathering. Most of the women
commented about absence in their own

fathering. Amy, in particular, spoke about her
father, who was a silent presence in her home,
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except for occasional sporadic verbal gunfire
with her mother. The absence of a live,
participating father meant that Amy was paired
off with a workaholic mother who never could be
satisfied with Amy’s efforts to manage the
children in place of her. The grown-up Amy also
worked long hours as a therapist and felt herself
“go missing” in the process, just as she felt
herself angrily “disappearing” when mother
could never see her constructive efforts to
manage the younger ones in the family.

The night before coming to the weekend, Amy
had had a dream in which body parts—arms,
knees, torsos, and heads-littered the scene.
Underneath these piles of human pieces, the
words “object relations” moved like subtitles for
a foreign movie. My association to her piles of
body parts was that they might represent the
group’s experience of missing parts of their
fathers, projected as a longing for the presenter
to be a “father” who could enter their minds,
enliven them, and give them theory in one piece
and help them feel whole. But Amy was not
thinking of the object. She was thinking of the
self. This was a frightening dream for Amy. She
connected it to worries that the participants
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would know how inadequately prepared and
how incompetent she was. Now it was clear that
she had projected her own frightened listening
into the presenter and experienced it as his
unconfident speaking. The effort of suppressing
her worries about competence had made her
sleepy, but now the insight made her chuckle.
Amy decided this was not a “plain vanilla
dream,” but it was no longer persecutory. The
group members agreed that all of us struggle to
communicate and connect the parts of the
“body” of theory in object relations.

Amy went on to use “plain vanilla” to describe
the quality of her feelings about the group so far.
She thought the group’s slow way of warming
up was contributing to her sleepiness, as if there
was something everyone was holding back, and
she was, too. | asked Amy what flavor “ice
cream” she needed to keep herself alive in the
group over the weekend.

Amy burst out, “Rocky road!” and everyone
laughed. She added, “I have never eaten rocky
road ice cream, but its lumps and bits seem
better than sucking on plain vanilla.” The group
was coming alive in its laughter. Getting away
from the bland vanilla flavor that was without
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trouble but devoid of interest, the group
members concluded that they would have to
“chew” on the material with one another and not
just peacefully suck.

The early group process of members who feel
vulnerable to anxiety about self-competence and
self-exposure in the learning situation pushed the
group to tackle important object relations theory,
which refers to mental operations basic to
development and human interaction. We use
splitting and projecting as defenses to deny the
aspects of the group we experience as bad,
projecting them back into the speaker or even into
historical reveries about internal mothers and
fathers. There is a recurring tendency in groups to
limit frustration with the group by assuming that
hated attributes are in the individual: in the
presenter (he is too quiet), in a group member (she

is too quiet), or in the group leaders (they are too
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quiet). In this state of projective identification, the
badness out there is perceived either as imposing on
the individual so there is no freedom to be oneself
(better be quiet) or as lacking in resonance, just as
mother was when she was unavailable or too
absorbed with another focus (might as well be quiet

because no one is listening).

In this first session, the group had to locate the
“missing father” in their individual historical
experience, in their here-and-now-experience with
the presenter, in their reactions to the concepts, and
in the group’s experience of me and the coleader,
Joe, who was quiet compared to me. They had to
find their own mother and father relationships as
present, lively, and exciting or as absent, deadly, or

quiet.
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The presenter was cast as a frustrating image in
which group aggression, anger, and hostility took
refuge to protect the individuals who felt strange
with one another. If the group as a whole had been
allowed to continue without interpretation of its
projective identification of the presenter as the “bad
breast,” the displaced negative transference to him
as a weak father would have grown but would have
remained unavailable for learning from one another
in the group. Group members would continue with
internal persecutory feelings about lack of
competence connected to a false self. This is the
“plain vanilla” that kills aliveness and creativity.
The “rocky road” brings recognition of aggressive
“lumps” and destructive “bits” in the material
coming from the breast. The mature integration of
good and bad aspects of objects is achieved by

accepting and analyzing ambivalence and anger
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from the group toward the presenters, the faculty,
the individual participants, and the group as a
whole. Otherwise, the feelings get split, leading to
idealization of the “good other out there,” which
reinforces the difficulty of finding the “good mother

in here” in both the group and the self.

This work helped the group find itself as an
object identified with the containing, nurturing
function, which is also experienced as frustrating
and painful . The frustrating bad object view of the
group expressed in the beginning evoked schizoid
anxieties about impoverishment. The group
members adapted Amy’s dream of littered body
parts representing unintegrated part objects to
express the longing to have a nurturant father and
the fear that they were too impoverished,
unprepared, and ill-equipped to attract his nurture.

As they worked, the bones in Amy’s dream pile
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began to structure themselves into a “mother” body
that was not merely to be sucked like plain vanilla
ice cream but more like a body that contained
separateness and contrasts, much like the
marshmallow, nuts, and chocolate chunks blended

together in rocky road ice cream.

In this first session, my coleader, Joe, and I
focused on the here-and-now process. The trainees
gradually became more curious about the here-and-
now process in themselves, relating to one
another’s comments and becoming more
supportive. As coleaders, we applied our group
therapy skills to relate to the group as a whole, to
observe and listen empathically, to facilitate the
members’ interaction, and to reflect and clarify
process. We applied our group teaching skills to
link group process to the concepts of separation

anxiety and chaos theory presented that weekend.
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Following the Aggressive Affect
The Second Presentation

The second presentation was by an advanced
woman student who gave a clinical case for
discussion by the large group. The patient she
described was needy, anxious, and demanding of
extra attention outside the limits of the therapy
frame. The student discussed her difficulties in
responding to the patient’s primitive anxieties and

enactments.

The Second Small-Group Meeting
I will pick up the group in their second session
after this presentation. The atmosphere of
disappointment filled with longing, characterized as
a flight from one another in the first meeting, was
beginning to change.

Amy, Laura, Margaret, Linda, and the group’s
coleaders were in place, waiting quietly. Terry
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arrived, late, coffee in hand. She seated herself,
smiled broadly, and said, “I didn’t want to come
back. | was having too much fun with some of
my old group members, catching up.” The group
responded with a three-minute silence. | thought
of Terry’s need for something extra outside the
group as a small dose of the same dynamic that
the woman presenter faced with her patient.

Amy remembered another dream. Again this
dream seemed to be her association both to the
woman presenter’s difficulties in responding to
her patient's needs and to the small group’s
wishes for more. Amy said, “This time, it was
about a patient | was terminating. It had been
very tough work with her, and she had long
been a pain in my neck. This dream was about
a little creature, a kind of marsupial, who had
made a pouch on my neck and had crawled into
it.” Amy rubbed her neck and went on. “When |
was working with her, | often had a lot of pain
right here. Back to the dream: The creature
gave me the same pain, but it was so
comfortable in its pouch in my neck that |
couldn’t dislodge it. Then | woke up.”

‘Do you think your patient was also your
marsupial, comfortable inside you but also a
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pain in the neck?” Laura asked.

“Well, yes,” Amy agreed, “because she was a
person with a bipolar problem, rather like the
patient we just discussed in the clinical
presentation. She had a long therapy with me,
full of anger and fragmentation. Her idea of
getting close to me was to fuse with me, then be
full of distorted anger when | didn’t allow it. She
couldn’t tolerate the loss of me as a perfect
therapist- mother.”

Margaret said, “I think this group, so far, is a
litle marsupial. We want into the speaker’s
pocket, to be held without effort. But he doesn’t
invite it he is too busy straining to speak
English as well as he can. The sleepiness is
back in me.”

Laura agreed. “Yeah, right, | feel that way, too. |
thought it was because | didn’t understand the
part in the presentation about that patient hating
the genital mother and longing to idealize a
more regressed kind of internal mother. Did
anybody get that?”

‘I frankly got more out of the large-group
discussion again,” Terry replied. “Maybe that’s
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my way of being angry about our not talking
much yet about our patients in the small group.
Your dream, Amy, reminds me about working
with patients who need me too much, and they
just eat me up. How did you get that lady to the
point of termination?”

Amy explained, “I had to work with her to
express her emotional needs

and dependency. Early on, she wanted to act
them out. She Ilearned she envied my
separateness from her and then poured on the
fusion when she was angry about that. But then
we had to stop because she only got fifteen
sessions from her HMO insurance.”

My coleader, Joe, said, “Perhaps something like
that is working in here in the group. Do we long
to be effortlessly cared for like a marsupial in a
pouch, and are we then angry at the presenter
for not providing a continuous flow of nurture?”

Terry responded, “I am dealing with a reluctance
in me to create a speaker | can use. | am
splitting off from this group into the crowd at
coffee time and getting my excitement out there.
| really am annoyed with not getting more so far,

freepsychotherapybooks.org 268
theipi.org



but I'm also getting something from the group in
here when we talk about real patients.”

Joe continued, “Perhaps it was dangerous in the
first group meeting to be so direct about angry
feelings. Now that the anger in here has worn
off a little, perhaps the disappointment can be
acknowledged.”

Terry said, “Maybe, but it makes me nervous to
complain to you. My mother always complained
about me needing too much attention. She
always accused me of being overactive. She
was petite and restrained. As you can see, I'm a
big bouncy girl, and I like action. She made me
leave the dinner table if | was too excited. So,
yes, it is dangerous to tell you what | feel. I'm
trying to keep myself excited and alive at coffee.
Something in this group feels dead. Besides, |
didn’t trust you to accept the way | feel. I'm not
an analyst, and | don’t know all these analyst
words.”

“So, if you complain, you worry how we’ll take
it?” Laura asked.

Terry replied, “If | show you how excited | am,
you'’ll think | have a problem or something. Amy
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talks so easily about her thoughts, her dreams,
and then her experience with groups here. |
guess I'm jealous of her fluency. It makes me
want to shut up.”

| said, “There’s a group fantasy that if we long to
have something, in this case fluency and
expressiveness, something will spoil our efforts
as a group and make the outcome too hard to
take, and so it seems better to have some
members hold in their thoughts and feelings.”
Terry is learning that as she inhibits her
expression of aggression, it gets displaced as envy
of persons in the group, and the group grows more
dangerous. She thinks that finding the words for
displeasure is attention-getting and punishable. She
is showing the remnants of her earlier struggles
with authority. These kinds of struggles with
separateness take the form of compliance or
defiance, fight or flight. Characteristic defenses

repeat, in the presence of the group, the roles

learned in the past. Terry is one of the participants
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who is beginning the work of identifying the
defensive function of keeping real affects out of the
room. Things are not said because they hurt. It is
dangerous to be separate enough to reveal these

feelings.

Terry, for example, was not able to express her
dependency needs. She split them off instead into
two groups: an idealized group that met her needs
out there during the coffee break, and a denigrated
group inside the small group that she experienced
as demanding that she be less excited and more
analytic. She was experiencing depressive, angry,
defiant reactions—an old struggle with the other—in
the here and now of group life. Her struggle to
come fully into the group was the result of feeling
blameful, rebellious, and “sent away from the

dinner” by the frequently quiet group as mother.
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Projections into the group preclude Terry from
using the participants to learn the analytic words
she desires. It takes a “rocky road” in contrast to
“plain vanilla” for a group to undo defenses and
contain frustration so that more conflicts in
experience can be experienced and explored. Group
process gets these conflicts and fears expressed
openly. Then Terry and others can be helped to
apply their understanding of their fears in the group

to those of their patients in

The Progression from Flight to Intimacy
The Fourth Small-Group Meeting

Picking up the group again in the fourth
session, I will give a summary of the process to set
the scene for the final piece of learning in the fifth
session of the small group. From complaining that

the original presenter was too quiet, the group has
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progressed to feeling assaulted by the liveliness of
the next presenter, who talked about chaos theory.
The group felt an unbelievable amount of anger
toward the presenter on chaos theory for “dropping
a think bomb” that was so full of excitement that
they could not grasp much of it. The group felt
painfully “pulled forward” into newer paradigms
just as they had felt “pushed backward” into
historical reviews and contemporary extensions of

Freud, Klein, and Bion.

I focused on finding the destructive capability
in the group. Where was it? We examined
individual, pair, and subgroup responses to the
didactic presentations. We discussed how stranger
anxiety creates aggression hidden in compliance or
openly expressed in defiance. Sleepiness, shyness,
quietness, and reluctance were all experienced as

emotional reactions to the turbulence of separation
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anxiety and the fear of exposure and shame that it
may provoke. Frustration of needs led to aggressive
reaction formations of idealization and then to envy
of the idealized object and consequent diminution
of the self. On the other hand, doubt and criticism
were also expressed and contributed to a healthy

differentiation of self from object.

After these interpretations of aggression were
accepted, euphoria took over the group. It was as if
everyone had found a mirror in someone else and
that through these pairings the group had truly
achieved a holding environment. Embarrassment
and shyness lessened, accompanied by bursts of
laughter and affection. Voices were quiet, reflecting
an intimate level of communication that the main
speaker had accomplished with his quietness.
Glances were lengthened into sustained ‘“visual

holding” of one another. Throughout this session,

freepsychotherapybooks.org 274
theipi.org



the group expressed its longing for support of their
psychotherapy work, which most of them did
without colleagues and often without consistent
supervision. The group members longed for full
experiences with good feelings and were freshly
aware of personal inhibitions that could prevent
this. The magical delight of a “we-are-all-similar”
feeling gripped the session. The group felt like a

mirroring heaven.

The group was using the defense of fusion in
response to my exploration of aggression and
differentiation. The group fusion was also a defense
against members’ confusion as they struggled to
integrate the concepts of chaos theory as metaphors
for mental operation, useful for understanding the
perturbations of separation anxieties in themselves,
for example. Meeting an unfamiliar model of the

mind contributed to the group’s feelings of shame
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and embarrassment. Then the group discussed old

models versus new models.

The Fifth Session

From this platform, we arrived at the fifth and
final group session of the weekend. The group
retained some of the warm, affective mirroring
from the previous session, but there was also a
hyper-responsible joylessness about the awareness
that survival as a psychotherapist means tackling
our own selves, fears of the new, aggression at what
is strange to us, and tendencies to polarize desire

for and denigration of the object.

The concluding excerpt illustrates the pain
associated with conflict related to change. When
expressed in the small group, we can learn from

this conflict and move beyond it.
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| said, “So, as we approach the end of this last
session, we realize that as a group we have
experienced chaos theory as both a thinkable
and unthinkable experience. And that leaves us
feeling both excited and depleted, as the theory
is so complex and so draining of our energy. As
a group, we have achieved connectedness in
contrast to deadness at the beginning, but
perhaps this closeness is covering over feelings
we can’t share and that could get in the way of
the group reaching closure.”

Amy admitted, “I have some stuff I've been
keeping to myself. I'd been thinking of the
references back to Freud as ‘old fuddy stuff.’
Then when chaos theory was explained, |
thought, ‘There is no way | can get this stuff.
Why am | putting myself through this?’ But |
pretended it was as exciting as a moon walk
and would ‘kill the ‘old fuddy stuff.’” That was
dishonest. | was not figuring out that | had two
feelings at the same time. One was about love
of theory, and the other was about hate of it or
the fear of it.”

Joe asked, “And so what exactly did you hold
back?”
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Amy replied, “When | couldn’t hold both things
together, | had to make one of them into shit.
That lasted in me for about a day. Now | can
see how hard | was struggling to correlate the
content in myself. It's so hard to hold together
regression and progression.”

Margaret said, “It took me a long time to want to
be in this group this weekend. My previous
experience had been so powerful and satisfying.
| didn’t want to lose that, so | almost didn’t gain
this.”

| said, “Margaret and Amy are speaking for the
need to recognize your conservative needs and
your evolutionary needs, integrate them, hold
them together, and so feel more whole.”

Now the field of participation widened from the
pair of Amy and Margaret to include Linda,
Terry, and finally Laura.

Linda joined in to say, “Yes, and | have the
same problem. All weekend | have been sitting
with some kind of poison inside me. | am the
only one here who has not been at one of these
weekends until now. | have been struggling with
whether to stay mature or to regress into chaos
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where creativity can begin. | have been loving
and hating all of this weekend simultaneously
and feeling that it is so dangerous | can’t bear
it.”

Margaret agreed. “Me too! My heart is racing. |
wanted all weekend, after my two year program,
to have that feeling of competence and self-
confidence. I'm so self-destructive when | desire
competence. | have hated this group, and at the
same time | felt lots of affection for each of you.
| just want to be me with you without having to
be so slick and cool. There, it's out. ‘I love you’
is out there—and ‘I hate you’ is out there. I'm
getting better at feeling both.”

Terry said, “Well, my stuff that | can’t talk about
is still envy and jealousy. | got close to one of
the presenters at the coffee break, and |
realized he reminds me of my grandfather. |
wanted to be special to him, and | didn’t want to
have to come back in here. All right, | admit it; |
wanted to dominate him, to have lots of
excitement and attention for myself. | envy Amy,
Margaret, and you, Linda.”

Terry had omitted Laura in her review, but now
Laura spoke up. “I've said the least of all this
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weekend, and that’'s my dishonest stuff. This is
my first time, and | guess | just shut down a lot.
No, what | really wanted was for someone to
take me under their wing, and it didn’t happen.”
Turning to me, she continued, “When you
confronted me yesterday about the reality of my
motivation and desire, it really sank in. Like a
child in front of a toy store, | knew how much |
wanted to come back and get more.”

| asked her, “What was the cost of waiting so
long with wanting?”

Laura countered with another question. “What'’s
the cost of hanging on to a defense rather than
facing the truth?” She got various responses
from the group.

Amy: “Loneliness.”
Terry: “Emptiness.”
Laura: “Yeah.”

Amy: “See? | told you. Rocky road is the flavor
of choice! Vanilla is too painfully simple.”
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CONCLUSION

In previous sessions, the group members had
worked through transitions from flight from one
another, to fight with one another, to delight with
mirroring, to loss as the weekend came to a close.
There had been disappointment and defensive
aggression in each transition. But they had taken
advantage of the feelings of disappointment by
owning some of the more difficult interpersonal
feelings, such as jealousy and envy of the
presenters and themselves. When these are
defended against, they create distance. When these
can be owned within the group process, reality-
testing mechanisms come into play. There had been
fury in response to the turbulence of new ideas and
paradigm shifts introduced by chaos theory. By the
end of the fifth session, the group, my coleader, Joe,
and I had once more learned from the group

process how aggression stimulated by stranger
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anxiety, separation anxiety, and new knowledge
constructs, deconstructs, and reconstructs the
internal object relations of the group members and

the group as an entity.
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Intensity, Brevity, and Focus

We aim to provide a teaching and learning
environment in which participants can learn from
experience and grow over time. To our teaching
task, we bring a belief in the value of learning from
experience. Writing about psychotherapy years ago,
Freida Fromm-Reichmann (1950) said that our
patients need experiences, not explanations.
However, in the educational context, our students

need both explanations and experiences.

Not all participants who want the integrated
cognitive and affective approach to learning object
relations theory are able or willing to commit long
periods of time to their education in an area that is

only one of the many theories they must know
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something about. So we have developed a
particular way of leading the affective learning
group that is adapted to the specific learning
requirements of participants who choose to attend
one weekend only, perhaps because they are
interested only in the topic of that weekend or
because they want a limited commitment like those

in the group described in Chapter 4.

It seemed to us that the limited time frame of
the single weekend called for a specialized
application of the affective learning model. It calls
for intensity, brevity, and focus, just like brief
therapy. We have applied the principles of
technique derived from object relations brief
therapy to the short-term affective learning group
(Stadter 1996, Stadter and D. Scharff 1999). In this
chapter, we outline these principles of brief therapy

and apply them to the use of the affective learning
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model for exploring object relations theory and
practice with participants who commit to a single

weekend.

In the five sessions of the single weekend small
group over the course of a three-day conference,
the faculty group leader keeps the focus on the
specific learning tasks of that weekend rather than
promote the wide-ranging discussion of various
clinical and theoretical issues that can be
encompassed over the course of a two-year
program. The time limitation sharpens the focus
and the empathic acuity of faculty and participants.
By giving rapid access to more intense and fluid
emotional states, the brief learning format promotes
a greater affective intensity in relation to the

learning task.

freepsychotherapybooks.org 285
theipi.org



Once these principles were articulated with
respect to the single weekend, we found that they
applied to our work over each weekend with
longer- term groups as well. The principles of
intensity, brevity, and focus inform our approach to
every module of our teaching programs. As in brief
therapy, the brevity of the experience induces
participants to expend greater effort. The power of
each weekend conference comes in part from the
time limits, augmented by respect for time
boundaries shown throughout all the conferences.
Attention is given to the meaning of time in terms
of sharing resources and learning efficiently with
others in a balanced way. The intensified affective
level of the weekend reflects a combination of
arousal and engagement that speeds and deepens
the learning process. This promotes a type of

learning that does not usually occur in longer

freepsychotherapybooks.org 286
theipi.org



conferences or weekly learning venues of
equivalent hourly value.
BRIEF THERAPY AND THE GROUP

AFFECTIVE MODEL: TECHNIQUES IN
COMMON

Develop an Alliance

Like the brief therapist, the leader of the
affective learning group needs to develop an
alliance. In the Ilearning group, however,
developing the alliance refers to fostering a group
alliance in which the members work with one
another as well as with the leader. The alliance is
created when the group leader adopts a
nonjudgmental, empathic stance of attunement to
the group as a whole and interacts with the
members with respect, sensitivity, and compassion
for their difficulties in mastering the material. This

alliance must be developed rapidly—but not hastily.

freepsychotherapybooks.org 287
theipi.org



We cannot push the process faster than it can go, or
there will be increased resistance or defensive
idealization of the group leader and the process
without real learning. We cannot achieve in a single
weekend the depth of understanding possible for an
ongoing group. But we can do useful work, often of
remarkable depth, and we can at the least give the

group a taste of what is possible.

When the group leader sets the focus on the
problems in understanding the material, participants
feel engaged in the learning task. The members
build trust in the group. The leader directs
interpretations at removing group blocks to an
effective work mentality, and the group becomes
able to address the integrative task. The small
group’s efforts at learning are also supported by the
other settings in the institution: Plenary review

sessions, large-group discussions of members’
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reactions to the presentations and challenging
questions, and comments on the process in all
group settings create a context in which participants
can be adventurous experientially and curious
conceptually. Small- group leaders, in concert with
the aim of large groups in the institution, engage

the group’s curiosity about the inner world.

Set a Dual Focus: Didactic and Dynamic

The most important feature that distinguishes
brief therapy from long-term dynamic therapy is
the setting of a focus (Stadter 1996). In the object
relations approach to brief therapy, we set a focus
on two levels: symptomatic and dynamic. The
symptomatic level typically addresses the
psychological pain or functional impairment that
brought the patient in, for example, a sexual
problem, failing grades, or difficulty at work. The

dynamic focus centers on aspects of the patient’s
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underlying psychodynamic structure. Like the brief
therapist, the group leader sets a dual focus—on the
conference material (the didactic focus) and on
problems and modes of comprehending it (the
dynamic focus). Our goals are to educate the
participants about the didactic material that is the
subject of the conference qnd to help them
experience and reflect on their attempts at learning
from a dynamic perspective. The didactic and
dynamic foci are usually closely related in the
learning group, just as the symptom is linked to the

underlying dynamics in therapy.

The following small-group vignette is taken
from the process of a single weekend small group
during a weekend conference on hysteria in which
the presenter emphasized hysterical mechanisms of
denying and splitting off awareness of sexual

phenomena and sexual parts of the self.
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During the third of five sessions, the group
members were discussing how they had
become so close so quickly. The atmosphere
was one of great intimacy with rich and
sometimes moving discussions of the material,
relevant personal experiences, and pertinent
examples from their own clinical work. The
group leader felt that the group was working
effectively, perhaps too effectively to be
authentic. He wondered silently as to what was
not being said.

At that moment, a member said that she was
engaged in the task and appreciative of the
group, yet she felt that something was missing.
The group leader asked the group to consider
what that might be. There was a silence of
about five seconds, and then two members
simultaneously exclaimed, “Sex!” The group
members then noticed that while apparently
working together closely and intimately
discussing other related topics, they had been
relating as if there were no gender differences in
the group and as if they had no sexual feelings.
The group came to see this as a here-and-now
example of hysterical phenomena.
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The duality of focus in the learning task is
emphasized when two coleaders lead the small
group. At a given point in time, one leader may be
actively working with the group on the didactic
focus while the other leader is using her receptive
capacity to attend to the dynamic focus and, at
another point in time, each may move to the other
level of focus. In this way, the coleaders embody
the duality of focus, each working on both levels
collaboratively and helping each other see both the
surface and the depth. This is an advantage of
coleadership that is particularly useful in faculty
training.

Get Historical Material to Help with Focus Setting
and Understanding Repetitive Patterns

In didactic presentations of theoretical and case
material, the speaker emphasizes family and

personal history, patterns of defense, and
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reenactments of old scripts. In the small group,
participants may usefully associate to past
influences on learning. The following are two cases
of the use of historical material in the small- and

large-group settings.

A man who did not speak at all in the large
group offered a topic in the small group, but
then said that there was no need to talk about it.
When the group confronted him as to his
intentions, he realized that this fit his usual
pattern of passivity.

A Catholic woman who tuned out when the
presenter raised the issue of dealing with
patients’ spiritual needs became able to engage
in the large-group discussion after she recalled
being taught that only Protestants questioned
the word of God.

Invite the Group to Experience and Examine
Relationships

The small group notices the behavior of the

leader and comments on it. The leader tries to
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imagine what it is the group wants from him at the
conscious level. He then tries to figure out what
else is wanted for which this conscious wish is the
cover. The small group joins him in examining the
relationships that emerge and the subgroups that
form and speculates as to what defensive or
creative purpose these subgroupings serve for the
group. Do they support or subvert the integrative
learning task? In the plenary review meeting, all the
small groups share aspects of their experiences and
consider how the small groups relate to one another
and to the institution. Large-group dynamics are
subject to process and review to enlarge the

learning platform.

Interpret Dynamics and Patterns When Appropriate

The small group notices the patterns, and the
group leader paves the way for interpreting their

defensive function and works to release the
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underlying anxiety, rage, and longing. Process
comments in the plenary review and the large group
contribute to this interpretive effort. Affective
intensity, the use of self in the weekend’s learning
task, and the time limitations work together to
heighten the impact of here-and-now group process
interpretations even when there has not been time

to gather the connection to historical material.

As in brief therapy, however, if we push too
hard, we can damage the alliance and cause the
group to fail in its learning task. Pushing too hard
stems from being overeager to achieve in the time
available, forgetting that the short time frame has
been selected by these participants precisely
because in part it imposes constraints. A solution
for the group leader of the short-term affective
learning group may be to interpret his own

responses. He explores the here- and-now of the
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group process from the vantage point of his own
affect. Leader- centered interventions are less
traumatizing than participant-centered
interventions, and they introduce the leader as a
transitional object for group exploration. This
learning about the “not-me” object can then be
transferred to learning about the self if and when

the group member chooses to do so.

Use Techniques Other than the Psychodynamic

In brief therapy, the dynamically oriented
therapist may introduce pharmacological support or
may suggest adjunctive cognitive exercises to
widen the sphere of interventions. In the affective
learning design, the group leader’s dynamic
orientation is the primary mode for reaching
understanding, but it is by no means the only
technique. It is only one aspect of addressing the

task. The major nonpsychodynamic methods are
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the lectures and video presentations. There is a
strong didactic element to which the affective
element relates. Presenters give  specific
information, connect it to research findings, review
the professional literature, and make
recommendations on technique when consulting to
case presentations and vignettes. Group leaders
may provide short didactic comments so as to give
the inexperienced group a bridge from the familiar
tutored way of learning to our unfamiliar way of
confronting the unknown. However, the group
leaders limit their didactic contributions in the
small group so as not to create or promote a

dependency culture.

Just as brief therapists examine the unconscious
responses to a nondynamic intervention, we invite
participants to notice their own reactions to the

content and mode of presentation of the didactic
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material. We encourage them to involve their
subjectivity and learn from their sense of self so as
to improve their capacity for dealing with the self

of the patient in their clinical work.

Consider Serial Brief Courses

The brief therapist does what he can in the
agreed time frame and accepts that he may never
know how the current experience affects growth
and development in the future when he is not there
to take satisfaction in it. He also bears in mind that
brief therapy is only part of the larger process of
change, which may include the need for more brief
therapy at a later date in response to new

developmental challenges or life changes.

Similarly, the leader of the brief affective
learning group does what he can in the time

available. We accept the brief group as a limited but
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authentic experience with its own integrity. The
effective single-weekend group also functions as a
trial run for more intense involvement in the group
affective model for learning psychotherapy (see
Chapter 12). Some single-weekend participants
return for multiple, single weekends. They prefer to
learn in a series of single bursts, and they report
that their learning builds from one conference to the
next, even when the interval between each event
has been more than a year. Their serial educational
enrollment is analogous to the serial brief therapy
described by J. S. Scharff and D. E. Scharff
(1998d), Stadter (1996), and Stadter and D. Scharff
(1999). This common phenomenon of periodic
return to therapy after an extended absence has
been described by a number of authors as a
powerful use of limited resources of time and

money (Bennett 1989, Budman and Gurman 1988,
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Hoyt 1990). As in the case with serial brief therapy,
serial enrollment in our educational weekend
conferences provide a whole that is greater than the

sum of its parts.

Here is a vignette to illustrate the value of
brevity, intensity, focus— and repetition—to a

participant we will call Rudy.

In the fifth of five sessions in a single-weekend
small group, Rudy noted how much he had
learned from the weekend conference and went
on to present in detail some of the complicated
theoretical concepts that he now understood
more fully. The group members acknowledged
Rudy’s help in reaching greater understanding
of these concepts, and yet they said that they
never really got to know him despite his being
quite active in the group discussions. He and
the group discussed this impression, but he
remained baffled by this feedback.

In the next year, Rudy attended two more
conferences as a single-weekend participant. In
his second conference, one in which the topic
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was countertransference and so was highly
personal, he was surprised to receive the same
feedback from his new small group. In his third
conference, he was in a new group with the
small-group leader who had led the group he
was in during his first conference. In the first
meeting of that small group, the leader sensed
that something was different about Rudy but
couldn’t be more specific about it. In the second
meeting, Rudy told the group that this was his
third conference and that he felt he had finally
“gotten it.” In the light of feedback from both
previous groups, Rudy told this group, he had
begun to observe his clinical work more closely.
He said that he became aware that he was
“‘deep into a conceptual understanding” of his
patients but that his relationships with them
were more distant than he had previously
realized. He was troubled that this discrepancy
had been diminishing the quality and
effectiveness of his clinical work. He concluded
by saying that he felt he was now able to
connect with his patients emotionally and
relationally and so was working in a more
grounded way. Rudy was pleased when the
small-group members in this conference gave
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him the feedback that they felt him to be quite
connected with them during the weekend.

One of the women reported a similar experience
of needing repeated exposure for learning to
occur. She said that it had taken her four
weekend conferences to feel that she had really
grasped the concept of projective identification
(a slippery concept for many of us). She said
that the combination of didactic and experiential
learning, followed by time to explore and
practice what she had learned in her own
clinical setting, then reinforced by repeated
contacts with the teaching institution, had been
essential to her continuing education.

Provide the Potential for a New Ending to an Old
Experience

The unique focus on the use of self in the
learning process and the mix of experiential and
conceptual learning used in the affective learning
model leads to changes in learning behavior.
Participants learn in ways they never learned

before, and they see things about themselves that
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they never saw before. They see how their work
with patients is complicated by their similarity to
important figures who challenged, troubled,
puzzled, or restricted them in the past. They learn
how their own unconscious object relationships
resonate in current relationships with group
members as with patients. Gaining awareness of
this through therapy, supervision, and case
discussion lets them see their patients realistically,
not through the prism of their own neuroses. The
affective learn- ing group offers another avenue for
arriving at this crucial capacity to see the object
more clearly. At the same time, therapists who
participate in the learning group find out more
about their own self. This enables them to be
available in their clinical work as more than just a
projection of elements in the patient’s mind and

instead to be fully present in their own reality as
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well, bringing “something new that the patient has
not experienced before” (Guntrip 1969, p. 346).
Similarly, the leader brings to the group a strong
sense of self, a willingness to be used as an object,
and something new: the opportunity for learning
from experiencing the impact of the dual didactic
and dynamic focus of the brief format.

APPROACHING THE LEARNING TASK WITH
A NEW ATTITUDE

Here are some examples of changes in attitudes
to learning as a result of participation in brief-

format affective learning groups.

A man whose father was never home had not
been a good student and still had trouble paying
attention, but in the group he was able to remain
engaged in the work and learn the material. He
said that he was more able to learn in this group
not just because of the welcome male presence
of two older men as group leaders but also
because the group’s feelings and fantasies
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about the men as leaders and authorities could
be discussed and did not have to be held in and
so block the energy needed for learning with
these leaders.

An inexperienced therapist who gave the small
group lucid vignettes of her clinical work
surprised the group when she said that she had
not been able to describe her work in previous
seminars or even in groups specifically for
supervision. Building the group alliance and
attending to the group process made the
environment safe enough for her to try out a
new capacity.

LEARNING THINGS ABOUT THEMSELVES
NOT SEEN BEFORE

Here is an example of some personal learning

that occurred in response to the group.

Group members were surprised and irritated
when a brilliant, valued woman participant
missed a session in a cavalier way with no
regard to the impact of her absence. Even when
she was present, she appeared and
disappeared, one moment promising to talk in
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more detail about herself or her clinical work
and the next moment deflecting any requests for
information. At the end of the group, she said
that the group had helped her see what an
“‘exciting object” she was, in saying things of
value, then missing a session, and then not
following through on what she could talk about.
She felt that her experience helped her
understand the anger that she generated
among colleagues and friends in her
professional and personal life. She guessed that
this behavior of giving and withholding,
presenting and removing herself, could be
upsetting to her patients, who might either quit
in the face of it or stay unhealthily caught in the
elusive object web. There was no attempt to
explore the personal sources of this behavior,
as would probably have happened if this were a
therapy group.

As she left the conference, the woman realized
that she had gained an unanticipated bonus
from the affective learning process. She said to
her group leader, “l learned even more about
myself this weekend than | did about the
conference topics. | didn’t get what | expected,
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but, thank you, | got more than | could have
ever hoped for.”

In this case, an individual characterological
issue threatened to disrupt the group alliance, and
the group objected. The group leader was not trying
to change the woman’s character or personality
style. Interventions were directed at removing the
block to the group’s ability to get on with the task
of learning together. Individual insight often comes
as a by-product of the group process.

THE DUAL FOCUS IN INSTITUTE
ADMINISTRATION

In our approach to administrative requests, we
apply the same dual focus used in the brief-format
affective learning small group. The requests are like
presenting problems. They deserve direct attention
in and of themselves, and we address them at the

level of the didactic focus. At the same time, they
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point to underlying attitudes toward the learning
process in the group setting, and we respond with
the dynamic focus. Attention to the underlying
attitudes helps us understand the nature of the
request and informs our thinking in reaching an
administrative decision. Requests for administrative
changes usually arise from members in ongoing
groups, but they do occasionally come from those
who have enrolled for a single weekend, as the
following example describes. I will call the

participant Minna.

Minna, who was enrolled for a single weekend,
missed her first small-group session but
attended the large-group sessions before and
after the time for the small group. The dean
sought her out and inquired about her absence.
Minna said that she had come only to hear the
presentations and had not intended to attend
the small-group meetings. Working from the
didactic focus, the dean reviewed with her the
function of the small groups, emphasized their
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importance, and urged her to attend them, as all
participants are expected to do in order to
contribute to the learning of others as well as for
themselves. Turning to the dynamic focus, the
dean then raised the question of whether there
might be other factors affecting her decision to
not attend. Minna acknowledged that she
generally feels uncomfortable in discussion
groups but denied that this was a major factor in
her decision. She agreed to give the small
group a try. Her small-group leader reported that
although Minna was clearly anxious, she used
the group well and found it to be a positive
experience.

More frequently, two-year program participants
make requests for accommodation that they have
not anticipated needing at the time of their
enrollment. We respond to these requests in the
brief format. The request is made, a faculty

discussion occurs, and the dean relays the decision.

For example, a two-year program participant

might request a reduction in tuition because of
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financial hardship. Another two-year program
participant and mother of an infant might request
that she bring her baby to the conference and
breast-feed in the small group of which she is a
member. First, we consider these requests in the
light of the policies of the institute, precedents, and
the individual practical needs of the participant.
Second, we use the request as an opportunity for
additional affective learning by the faculty and
membership. Just as in therapy, the unique qualities
of each individual and their relationship to the
small group and the institution require that each
request be considered on a case-by-case basis, with
the dual focus in mind. First, let’s consider the
process of wusing the brief format of an
administrative intervention to address the request of

the new mother. I'll call her Leigh.
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The faculty agreed that naturally a nursing
mother would want to bring her infant with her
for the weekend and that of course she would
want to feed her child as necessary. At a deeper
level, she might want to be appreciated in her
role of mother and show off her wonderful baby.
However, in Leigh’s case the baby might act as
a buffer to draw attention away from the group’s
feelings about Leigh, who had been absent from
the group on previous weekends because of
issues connected with her pregnancy.

Some of us thought that many members of a
small group would support the idea of demand
feeding, tolerate the baby’s presence, or even
enjoy having the baby in the group. Others felt
that a positive outcome would depend on the
members’ life circumstances, the state of the
group, the baby’s competence or difficulty in
feeding and quieting, and the mother’s way of
dealing with the exposure of her breast.

The year before, we had had a similar situation,
and the mother found it impossible to give her
child the attention he needed and still engage in
the work of the group. The other group
members found the distraction from the task,
the mother’s conflict, and the baby’s distress all
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upsetting. The group leader reported an intense
emotional reaction that interfered with holding
the group in mind. We knew from experience
that group members and leaders could be
distracted from the learning task, and some of
them could be upset, especially women who
had not gotten over their inability to conceive.

As discussion continued on the current request
from Leigh, the faculty realized that Leigh, as a
new mother, or her baby might not be ready to
separate for the duration of a small group,
namely, for an hour at a time. If so, this might
mean that it would be better for Leigh to delay
her enroliment. The decision was made that the
dean should reply to her that the faculty
supported her wish to be with and feed her child
and that the baby would be welcome at the
large group, where the room was big enough to
give her a measure of privacy, but not at the
small group, where it would be too distracting.
Leigh did not want to miss another weekend, so
she arranged for a companion to take care of
the baby for the hour of each group. She felt
welcomed and supported by the conference and
so was able to accept the limit regarding the
small group without feeling rejected. The small-
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group members were able to deal with their
leftover anger at Leigh, express their jealousy,
share Leigh’s joy, and integrate her back into
the group.

Let’s look more closely at the process of using
the brief-format administrative intervention. In this
example, we will address the situation of the two-
year participant midway through his first year in the
program. We will call him Sam and the group

leader Mrs. Reid.

In his small group, Sam had repeatedly referred
to his difficulty of attending all the program
events because of competing personal and
professional commitments. Then he asked the
faculty to consider a formal request to miss one
of the summer institutes and part of one of the
subsequent weekends so that he would not
have to drop out of the program. Sam also
suggested a number of accommodations that
would allow him to “make up” the missed
material. The dean talked with him, established
the extent of the problem, and asked whether
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there were any other factors involved in the
request.

The dean subsequently met with a committee of
the faculty to get a broader perspective.
Together they discussed the issues from the
dual focus before the dean would get back to
the participant with possible options. The faculty
group discussed the practical implications of
such a request for the institute in terms of its
impact on the budget, on the class if the man
were to drop out, and also on his small group
were he to miss many small-group meetings
and large-group presentations. The faculty
group discussed what Sam’s request
represented dynamically for the institution as a
whole. Mrs. Reid began by referring to the small
group’s experience of Sam. She said that she
had responded to his individual dynamics in
relation to the small group with a
countertransference of feeling controlled and
worried about saying something that would
result in his leaving. She said that his comments
always had an ‘“l-have-to-have-it-my-way-or-
else” quality. She was struck that his style of
approaching the institution was like his way of
participating in the group and that he had now
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made conscious the threat of quitting. Mrs. Reid
said that Sam’s characteristic way of dealing
with these two situations suggested a sense of
entittement and an expectation of needs not
being met. In terms of the small-group
dynamics, Mrs. Reid noted Sam’s repeating
pattern of connecting with subgroups and pairs
that form around issues of competition and
specialness. She said that he seemed to have a
personal valency for these issues and a
capacity to pick them up in others.

The faculty concluded that Sam’s request for a
special scheduling arrangement might, in part,
unconsciously represent others’ individual
wishes to be special to this group leader.
Through Sam, they might be vicariously raising
the question of whether they would be missed.
The faculty wanted to work with the participant
rather than make unilateral decisions but
without encouraging individual special treatment
that would take away from the overall needs of
the group.

We did not see Sam’s request as simply an
administrative issue that could be automatically
resolved by checking the institute’s policy
guidelines. From the perspective of our dual
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focus, we reviewed his request on the
administrative/practical issues and on the
dynamic contributants. With our dynamic focus,
we attended to the four levels in the educational
system: the man’s individual dynamics, those of
his small group, the faculty, and the institution
as a whole. The faculty decided that Sam’s
requested scheduling arrangement would
unhelpfully single him out as the one with the
wish to be special and the one to be gratified.
The faculty also decided that it would be
problematic both for his small group and for the
institution as a whole.

The dean got back to Sam to say that the
faculty appreciated his practical situation and
offered a small degree of flexibility in his
attendance. However, it would be the same
level of flexibility that could be extended to other
students in similar circumstances. The dean
went on to discuss with the student the extent to
which such flexibility might address some but
not all of Sam’s pragmatic concerns. The dean
briefly explained the reasons for the decision
from both an administrative standpoint and the
standpoint of dynamics. The dean also indicated
that the faculty hoped that this would work
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adequately for Sam and that he would be able
to continue in the program. The dean also
advised further discussion of the issue of
specialness and worth in the small group. This
limit, recommendation, and method of
processing the request successfully secured the
participants’ commitment to the program and
gave a boost to the learning of the entire small

group.

The affective method teaches participants about
object relations theory and practice by applying the
principles and techniques of object relations to the
methodology of the educational setting. The
method is further enhanced by the application of
principles drawn from object relations brief
therapy. These principles of intensity, brevity, and
focus are particularly relevant to the single-
weekend group, but they are also useful for
maximizing the effectiveness of each teaching
module within an ongoing program. We have given

examples of learning in the small group and
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learning from administrative decisions to illustrate
our use of the dual focus on symptom and dynamic
and to show the use of the countertransference to
discover the dynamic elements in the here-and-now

of the group process.
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Therapeutic—but Not Therapy

AFFECTIVE LEARNING GROUPS AND
THERAPY GROUPS

Small groups using the affective learning model
may have therapeutic side effects, but they are not
therapy groups. This chapter explores the crucial
difference between therapy groups and affective
learning small groups. The therapy group has the
primary task of promoting personal healing and
relatedness. The affective learning group has the
primary task of psychoanalytic education. Despite
these differences in task, some of the interactions
and verbalizations by participants and leaders in the
affective learning small groups appear similar to

those in therapy groups, leading to the false
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impression that the learning group is really just a
therapy group in disguise. In view of the emphasis
on affect as an important component of the model,
this impression 1is understandable, but it is

mistaken.

Admittedly, some small-group participants
really do utilize the small- group experience as a
personal therapeutic experience, openly or covertly.
Nevertheless, the majority of participants are there
to learn theory and apply it to clinical practice.
However, having done just that, many participants,
especially those in ongoing groups over one or two
years, report the personal value of the group
process. True, the affective learning group may be

therapeutic, but it is not a therapy group.

If we were to examine a ten-minute segment of

an affective learning group process and compare it
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to a ten-minute segment of an actual therapy group,
it might not be clear at first which group was the
affective learning group and which was the therapy
group. This confusion can occur if only one
segment of an ongoing group is observed. Over
many segments, other dimensions emerge. The
major difference is determined by the frame for the

process, the goal, and the primary task.

First, the frame: The analytic therapy group
usually meets once or twice weekly for an
indefinite period of time. Members do not have
contact outside the group. They are asked to keep
group material confidential. In contrast, the
affective learning group meets for a short series of
sessions in a series of intensive modules over a
weekend, a year, or two years. Members are fellow
students who attend teaching events and socialize

together. Discretion is preferred, but confidentiality
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is not promised. The affective learning group is part
of a total learning matrix in which all group

experience is processed and reviewed.

Second, the goal: In the therapy group, the goal
is personal change. In the affective learning group,
the goal is the acquisition of theoretical and
technical knowledge, clinical skill, and an
improved capacity for using the self as an

instrument in clinical work.

Finally, the task: In the therapy groups, the task
is to engage in a mutual healing process of sharing
dreams, fantasies, and problems with personal
relationships to arrive at insight and recovery. The
task of the affective learning group is to integrate
intellectual and emotional understanding by
reviewing the didactic material and processing

individual and group affective responses, to learn
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the concepts by experiencing them, and then to

apply them to clinical practice.

In this chapter, we consider two questions
regarding these two types of groups: What
dynamics do they have in common? What are the

points of difference?
Similarities
Group Functioning

Both therapy groups and affective learning
groups utilize affect as a major focus of the
experience. Both ask participants to be sensitive to
inner images, affects, and physiology and to
verbalize this inner experience. Both utilize
principles of group dynamics to further learning
about self and others. Both pay attention to
boundaries and boundary violations. Both groups

aim to provide a safe, consistent, nonjudgmental
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environment that allows the group participants
freedom to explore their inner experiences of
thinking, feeling, and relating to the group. In both

settings, the ultimate goal is understanding.

Leadership

Both group therapist and the affective learning
group leader maintain an attitude of neutrality and
create a good psychological holding environment
for the individuals in the group. Both are held
ethically = responsible  for  practicing  with
competence and respect. Both relate to the group as
a whole entity. Both use the analytic theory of
individuals, groups, and systems as their base. Both
group psychotherapists who conduct therapy
groups and group leaders who facilitate learning
groups utilize techniques invented primarily by
therapists. These techniques include interpretation,

confrontation, containing the affect, and
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understanding individual and group defensive
strategies against affect. It is the shared focus on
affect that is most responsible for the resemblance
between therapy groups and affective learning

groups.

Individual Responsibility

Affective learning group participants choose
whether to enroll in the program, to use the group,
to address the issues from one perspective or
another, or to commit tentatively or fully. Patients
choose whether to enter group therapy, to work in
therapy on issues of history or here-and-now
transference, or to make personal changes.
Responsibility rests with the course participant, just
as it does with the patient in group therapy. The
leaders exercise choice and responsibility as well.
Like the group therapist, the group leader exercises

choice over whether to lead a group, how to
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intervene, and how to maintain the group as a good

environment.

Differences

Even though the affective learning group may
look and sound like a therapy group at times, it is
not a therapy group. The affective group is
distinguished from the therapy group by the

primary task, which is learning, not healing.

Primary Task

In the affective learning group, there is no
contract between the group leader and the
participant for therapeutic change. There is no
agreement on the need to ameliorate psychological
symptoms, to revise personality trait behaviors, or
to alter characterological structure. Participants in
the small affective learning group experience are

responsible for their own experience and for how
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they choose to utilize the small-group experience
for their learning. Some participants choose to
focus mainly on academic material, others on group
process, others on clinical cases, and others on
personal issues. As a collection of individuals, they
participate from their own vantage points to
develop a group mind for dealing with all those
aspects of learning. Individuals have unique points
of entry into the group learning process, from
which they emerge with a more integrated
perspective  on  theory, practice, personal

development, and group process.

Contract

A major difference is apparent when we
compare the functions of the leader and the
therapist in terms of how society views the contract
for pursuing the task. In this respect, the

responsibility of the group leader is quite different
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than the responsibility of the group therapist. The
group leader of the affective group is not held
responsible for the group participant’s personal
experience in the same way that a therapist is held

legally responsible for work with a patient.

Confidentiality

Another major difference is apparent in terms
of confidentiality. In the affective learning group,
there is no privilege. Care is taken to deal with
personal material in a discreet, sensitive, and
respectful manner, but there is no promise to keep
personal material confidential. On the contrary,
sharing of experience is expected. Small groups
convene once each weekend in a large- group
plenary review meeting to share mutual concerns
and to explore similarities and differences among
the small groups. Group members are free to

choose to what extent they reveal or discuss their
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small-group issues in the plenary. Sharing of group
information also occurs in the faculty review
meeting. There group leaders discuss how their
groups are progressing, how they are dealing with
the learning task, and how they relate to one
another and to the institution. This discussion
allows for institutional integration of the small
groups’ various interpretations of the shared
learning task. The small-group boundary is
intentionally porous to other levels of process in the
educational system, so that the institution can profit
from multiple perspectives on the learning process,
maintain the integrity of the teaching, and so fulfill
the mission of its primary task as an institution for

teaching and learning.

Focus on the Group

Affective  group leaders frame  their

interventions from the perspective of the group
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process and the reflection of the didactic material in
the group and the individuals in it rather than from
the perspective of individual dynamics. At times,
however, a focus on the individual will be required
temporarily to free the group to attend to its task.
The focus should remain on the group for which the
individual speaks. If this focus is repeatedly
diverted to one individual so that the group cannot
work, the individual is seen as being in need of
personal therapy as well or the group leader is seen
as needing consultation from the faculty group.
Because of differences in their background training
as therapists and teachers, affective group leaders
vary in their ability to hold firm to the group
learning task. By discussing their small-group
issues in the faculty review meeting, they adapt to
the culture of the institution and carry it back to the

small group.
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Some group therapists frame their interventions
with the unique dynamics of the individual in mind
and evaluate the effectiveness of their interventions
by their impact on the individual as well as on the
group as a whole. Other group therapists, however,
comment mostly on group-as-a-whole themes or
use these to make sense of the individual
contributions to the group. The group conducted by
the therapist who works from the group-as-a-whole
framework might look more like the affective
learning group at first glance. Still the work is
different because the primary task is different. The
affective learning group includes a didactic
component and furthers individual professional
learning, while the therapy group promotes

individual personal healing.
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Objectives and Evaluation

The affective group leader has three objectives:
(1) to wuse affect to elaborate on cognitive
comprehension, (2) to teach about the group
dynamics that occur, and (3) to illustrate theory
with reference to the group process. Unlike group
therapists, affective group leaders do not focus on
the therapeutic effects of their interventions. If they
happen, they are by-products. Instead, the leaders
focus on the group’s ability to work and learn. They
evaluate their effectiveness by observing the
growth of the group’s ability to learn from
experience, understand the concepts, and apply
them to clinical work. The participant evaluates the
leader’s effectiveness at the end of each module in
a written evaluation form. When these are collated,
the leaders get more information on how to
improve their ability to facilitate the task of

learning from experience.
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The Didactic and Affective Components

Affective learning group leaders look for
opportunities to use theoretical constructs that have
been presented in the conference to inform their
interpretive comments. Not that they distort the
process by rigid adherence to a presenter’s
ideology; rather, they simply notice when the
concepts are being illustrated by group process or
individual development and then point them out to
the group so that the group members can see the
theory in action. During the weekend on separation
anxiety, for example, interventions furthered
understanding when they addressed the affective
experience of loss and anxiety in terms of the
absence of group members, the imminent end of the
conference, and envy of couples whose individual

insecurities were buffered by the partners’ being
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together. A specific example from an actual small

group illustrates this point.

A participant described the following dream to

the other members in the small group.

“Two people get in a car to begin a trip. | feel
sad that they are leaving. | want to go with
them, but that is not an option for me. It's hard
to accept that relationships have to end.”

The group responded to the dream with various
associations. One member connected the
manifest content of the two getting into the car
to the loss of the presenter and his wife, who
would be departing the next day. A man linked
the image of them as a couple to the parents
that the child has to leave behind in order to go
his own way. A woman thought of the couple as
representing the group that she would be
leaving. The group leader noted that the dream
brought into focus the group members’
awareness that they were to meet only five
times over the weekend, that soon they would
have to part whether or not they had made the
trip into the areas to be explored, and that they
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had feelings of grief about the impending loss
and separation.

This intervention relates the individual’s dream
to the frame of the group, to the group process, and
to separation anxiety, which was the overall theme
of the weekend conference. The leader’s job is to
relate the experience, including the inner life of the
individual, to the theory base of the weekend
conference, to other relevant aspects of theory, and
to the group affective experience that embodies the
theory. Always the goal is to understand the
theoretical ideas intellectually and emotionally so

as to apply them in clinical work.

Interpretations of the Integrative Task

Affective learning groups have many options
for addressing the task. The group can deal with the
presentation to the large group primarily in an

academic and intellectual manner, discussing the
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theory and relating it to other theories. The group
can relate to the presentation by responding to the
style and personality of the presenter, the clinical
case material presented, or the larger group’s
reactions and process. Small-group members can
present material from their own cases and utilize
the experience as a form of group consultation.
They can generate issues for discussion directly
from their own personal experiences in the present
during the conference or indirectly from memories
stirred by something that they felt that weekend.
The small-group integrative task allows for
flexibility of focus and depth of experience,
depending on the needs and wishes of the particular
participants. The interventions of the group leader
follow the direction of the group, always within the
orienting mandate to integrate the theoretical and

affective components of the learning process.
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Inevitably, some group members may
experience the group as approximating a
therapeutic experience from time to time. They
experience it as a vehicle for their own individual
growth as they work through personal issues while
simultaneously achieving the group task of
integrating the didactic material at both cognitive

and affective levels.

An example from a different weekend when the
topic was hysteria shows the group going back and
forth between the concepts presented, their
resonance with personal material, the group process

that illustrates them, and their clinical application.

The presenter had described his view of the
hysteric’'s need to repress certain aspects of
sexuality and sexual development. He said that
the hysteric acts as if sexuality had been
banished first from the family and second from
the inner life of the individual, never to be
thought or spoken again. In the third of its five
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sessions, the group had created a safe enough
space to begin to share some personal
reminiscences on sexual development,
sometimes in support of the presenter’s
concept, sometimes refuting it.

As the group discussion progressed, one female
participant, whom | will call Alice, related how,
during one of the coffee breaks earlier in the
weekend, she had reached out and adjusted the
male coleader’s name tag, which was hanging
upside down. She reported that she immediately
felt both excited and shameful about making
what she considered an intimate gesture. Alice
defined her action as a boundary violation. From
then on, she vowed to keep her distance from
the male and female coleaders. She further said
that she was afraid that the male coleader
would tell the female coleader and that the
female coleader would then be angry and
become retaliatory toward her.

The group worked with this in a variety of ways.
The first response was from another female
member. She described her own longings to be
close to a male figure, but she couldn’t express
them because she was afraid that her intentions
would be misunderstood. Group members
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discussed feeling uncomfortable about sexual
feelings in their personal lives, in work with
patients, and in the small group. The female
coleader connected the group’s anxiety and
need for the group to not speak about sexual
excitement as a group reflection on the
presenter’s remarks on the hysteric’'s need to
repress sexual feelings for fear of retaliation.
The group discussed the insight that therapists
who are unwilling to deal with their own sexual
issues are likely to block their patients’
communications—and even their recall-of sexual
experiences. The group members moved on to
discuss their longing as children for parents,
both mother and father, who would be sensitive
to sexual needs and development.

The group works through its hysterical
dissociation from the topic of sexuality, confronts
fears and longings, and so becomes a safe

environment for dealing with sexual issues.
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Dealing with Sensitive Affective Material

In this atmosphere, another group member,
whom I will call Bernadette, shared the following

painful experience.

“This is difficult for me to say,” Bernadette began
hesitantly. “I've  had a number of
psychotherapists and never brought this topic
up with any of them. When | was an infant, my
father abandoned the family. My mother and
other family members treated him as if he never
existed. Nevertheless, he still existed inside me
in my feelings and fantasies. | always felt that
things would have been so different if he had
been in my life. My longing for him never
subsided. As an adult | searched and searched
for him, and | finally found him. | was so thrilled
to see him and to find that he was responsive to
me. At the same time, he felt like a stranger to
me, and our reunion generated intense sexual
feelings that threatened to get out of control. |
felt so ashamed of this, | never told anyone
before.”

The group was supportive of Bernadette and
compassionate toward her longing and her
shame. A few group members agreed that
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Bernadette had taken a big step toward getting
over this by speaking about it in the group, but
they expressed astonishment that this important
topic had not surfaced in any of her therapies.
Bernadette replied that hearing the
presentation, participating in the group
discussion, and most of all being in the group
had helped her see why it had been so difficult
to share the material with her individual
therapists. She said that the group had assisted
her in exploring an extremely difficult issue. She
could now think about it instead of pushing it out
of her mind.

At first, the discussion of crossing boundaries
by touching the leader’s name tag leads to an
anxious response in each group participant that
causes repression of sexual material, in parallel to
the presenter’s theory about the dynamics of the
hysteric. But the validity of the concept, in
conjunction with the group’s holding power and
safety in numbers, provides a context for

Bernadette’s revelation. Bernadette expresses the
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feeling that the group had a therapeutic effect on
her, but this is a personal by-product of the group’s
attention to the primary task of learning about
hysteria. The affective learning group addresses the
content of the didactic material in a powerful

learning paradigm.

CONCLUSION

Students are incapable of feeling nothing about
the material they are learning (Salzberger-
Wittenberg et al. 1983). They are also incapable of
feeling nothing about themselves while they are
learning. At a minimum, they “perceive either
positive, neutral or negative feelings about
themselves with relation to the subject matter
presented” (Sonnier 1989, p. xi). How they feel
about themselves influences what they learn and
what they wish to learn in the future. All learning

from others takes place in an affective matrix.
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Feelings may block or enhance our learning of any
subject. When the subject under study is the self
and the object, the feelings of ourselves and others
can tell us what we need to know. Because the
affective learning experience involves
understanding and working with emotions as its
central, organizing principle, it is easy to
understand why there may be confusion regarding
the difference between an affective learning group
and a psychotherapy group. The key to unlocking
the meaning of the concepts and integrating them in
an enduring way is turned by our ability to resonate

emotionally with the material being presented.

All effective learning must include an affective
component. Affective learning may be therapeutic,
but it is not psychotherapy. The goal remains the
understanding of the theoretical ideas and the

application of these ideas to clinical technique,
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including the use of the self in the therapeutic

encounter.
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The Group Unconscious and the Individual
Dream

Cognitive learning alone is insufficient for the
development of clinical competence at holding and
containing primitive object relationship sets. As
small-group leaders, we offer a training experience
that elicits and examines the personal resonances
that hinder comprehension. No written prescription
is given to tell participants how to learn the
concepts. Instead, we provide participants an over-
the-counter accessibility to learning from
experience using their own selves. Participants’
free associations, incomplete thinking processes,

transference, and countertransference generate an
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emotional appreciation of the concepts being

taught.

Traditional training focuses on the intrapsychic
dimension of the patient. Traditional supervision
encourages the clinician to analyze the transference
without involving the self of the analyst, as if the
observing, emoting, and mentating functions could
be hermetically sealed. The personal treatment
component in the analytic dyad is kept totally
separate from the training program. While we agree
that confidentiality is required for treatment, we
think that the divorce of emotionality from
cognitive apperception leads to a split in the mind
of the therapist. What is needed is a model that
brings together the therapist’s affect and cognition
so as to lead to integrated understanding of the
patient’s  experience and the therapeutic

relationship. Those who are used to the traditional
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approach for acquiring knowledge find it
disconcerting to engage in the process of learning

about self and object that we are about to describe.

The innovative affective learning model
consists of a unique, cohesive, psychoanalytic
teaching—learning structure of gestalt proportions.
This structure is systemic in scope rather than
linear, emotional as well as intellectual,
encompassing personal and professional aspects of
the group members as they interact with peers and
faculty in pursuit of the integrative task of the
group affective learning model. The structure
consists of a group matrix of various sizes from
small to large in which to experience theory in
action. It is to the small-group element of the total
conference experience that we address our remarks,

based on our experience as small-group leaders.
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The small-group task is to integrate the
concepts presented at the weekend conference with
the group members’ personal resonances and
clinical experiences. In the course of carrying out
the group learning task, participants experience
feelings about and associations to aspects of the
group leaders’ personalities, the learning issues of
other group members, the topic of the conference,
and the administration. Associations might include
ideas, recollections, fantasies, dreams, kinesthetic
experiences, and so on. These are then subject to
process and review. Themes emerge that further
elaborate the concepts under discussion.

COMPOSITION AND THEMES OF THE
SMALL GROUP

This example comes from our work as two male
coleaders of a single weekend small group. At the

weekend conference in which this small group took
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place, the featured presenters, identified both as
analysts and as husband and wife, provided
material on separation anxiety, emotional vertigo,
and the impact of dreams in psychoanalysis. With a
panel, they discussed the application of chaos
theory to psychoanalysis. Conference participants
had read about vertigo and separation anxiety prior
to the weekend (D. Quinodoz 1994, J.-M.
Quinodoz 1991), but chaos theory was new to them

(D. Scharff 1998, 2000).

The small group met for five one-hour sessions
during this weekend conference only. The group
consisted of five members—one man and four
women—who had signed up for only this weekend
and two faculty coleaders, both of us men, one of
whom was senior in terms of experience with the
institution. All of them had attended at least one

other weekend event, and one of the women was
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quite experienced in using the affective learning
model. Three professions were represented: clinical
social work, clinical psychology, and mental health

counseling.

We will call the male participant Steve and the
women Evelyn, Molly, Paige, and Susan. We will
refer to ourselves as Dr. Black (the experienced
coleader) and Dr. White (an experienced participant

but new to leading the group).

Dynamics typical of a family had emerged in
our small group, including longings expressed for
closeness to the parental and the marital couple and
competition with siblings. These themes had been
stirred by the presentations on separation anxiety
and were heightened by the approach of the end of
the weekend conference. Finally, one of the

presenters gave a paper on dreams that accompany
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movement to a new phase in analysis. After this
presentation, at the final group session, a woman
reported a dream. This dream from an individual
emerged as the final common pathway for
understanding combined individual, group, and
conference experiences and unconscious group
themes and transferences. In this chapter, we hope
to show a group dimensionality to Freud’s concept
of the dream as the royal road to the unconscious of
the individual and Fairbairn’s (1944) idea that
dreams are “essentially ‘shorts’ [ film clips] of inner

reality (rather than wish-fulfillments)” (p. 105).

The topic of separation anxiety was particularly
relevant in the last meeting of the group, when the
dream to be described was introduced into the
group. The group members attended to the
regressive and progressive aspects of separation

anxiety and applied their understanding to issues
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arising when patients end analysis. Dealing with
this analytic topic highlighted the participants’
separation anxiety about ending the small group,
leaving the conference home, and feeling dead in
their own environments that are less supportive to
in-depth psychotherapy. Several important group
transferences emerged and set the stage for the
experience concerning the dream presented in the
final meeting.

GROUP STRUCTURE AND THE CONTEXT
FOR THE DREAM

At first, the group arranged itself in two
subgroups: four women sitting together (all
participants) and three men (one participant and the
two coleaders). This seating pattern illustrated the
group’s use of the seating arrangements to defend
against 1initial anxiety by developing comfort

through gender affiliation, in contrast to the seating
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arrangement in the previous session, in which there
was a more natural distribution of male—female
seating following the accomplishment of comfort

with heterosexual pairings.

From the first group meeting, unconscious and
conscious group processes reflected personal and
professional conference learning experiences. We
helped uncover and amplify these processes. Our
functioning in other roles during the weekend had
further effects on the group process: Dr. White
chaired the final presentation by the male analyst on
dreams, and Dr. Black was in the chair for the
woman analyst’s presentation on the varieties of
emotional vertigo that accompany separation
anxiety. Dr. Black was also chairing the plenary
session for all weekend-only participants. Working
together in the group as coleaders and then

separately in our conference chair roles, Dr. White
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being paired with the male presenter and Dr. Black
with the female presenter, we provided differing
models of couples that amplified the group’s
responses to the presenters as a couple. Later we
will see these effects on the group’s attempts at
integrating cognitive data, individual affective

responses, and conference experience.

The Group at Work

From the start, it was unusually difficult for the
small group to coalesce in relation to the
working task. Instead, the group was taken up
with Paige and her negative attitude to Dr.
Black. Paige harbored aggressive feelings
toward him left over from a previous weekend
conference group that he had led. He had noted
then that she had found it difficult to use the
group as a transitional space. Her vendetta
against him persisted and set the stage for the
group task over the present weekend.
Disavowing of any impact the topic might have
on her personally and disinterested in the
leader’s new role, Paige clung to the conviction
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that Dr. Black could not assist her toward a
useful professional experience. At the same
time, she was an emotional lightning rod for
group affect. Her stance challenged the group
members and the leader to show her the way to
symbolic thinking and affective expressiveness.
In this way, she both embodied and denied
unmet longings for a caring holding environment
and insensitivity to her impact on the group.

In contrast, Paige was comfortable with Dr.
White and identified with him as a peer since
she had enjoyed participating with him in a
previous group before he was appointed to the
faculty. She maintained a positive peer
identification with him and created a split
between “good” and “bad” men in the coleading
couple. She knew from experience that Dr.
Black was not attuned to her needs. She was
outraged to be placed in his group once again,
but oddly she had not requested a different
group assignment ahead of time. She had grave
reservations about the possibility of learning
anything at all, even in other settings during the
weekend, because the readings, particularly
those on chaos theory by the codirectors of the
institute, were “no good.”
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Paige complained that the presenter’s clinical
cases and the conference themes dredged up
uncontained aspects of her dreaded issues that
she preferred to deal with in therapy, except that
her therapist was disappointing, too. Her attack
on Dr. Black for being distant, uncaring, and
intellectually over her head silenced the other
members. At the same time, they were wanting
to get on with the task, and instead they were
struggling with the impact of conference themes
on their own internal worlds and clinical work
without the benefit of group participation.

Containment was not assured. Could Dr. Black
bear being the “bad” coleader and manage to
survive the attack on the conference, the leadership,
and himself? Would he become defensive, giving
reasons, apologies, or inauthentic reparative
statements to soothe the offended member and
protect the group from demoralization and the

destruction of any good experience?
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We felt frustrated that this group was not
getting down to business. We felt that the group
would remain immune to our interventions and
would persist in the group defense of substituting
an individual’s resistance for a group collaboration
on understanding the issues of separation anxiety.
Dr. Black said later to Dr. White that he felt like
telling Paige that her rejection of what he had to
offer was a projection of her fears of abandonment,
but he did not because he did not want to single out
Paige or act out his retaliatory feelings. Instead, he

took up the deep silence that followed.

Dr. Black broke the silence to say that he
sensed anxiety about how the coleaders could
remain effective containers under such an
attack. Another member, Steve, who sat
between the coleaders, responded by renewing
the attack. Steve said that he had been listening
to a tape of Otto Kernberg in his car on the drive
to the conference that morning. After hearing
the morning presentation, he also felt doubtful
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that the male copresenter would offer him much;
his manner was so intellectual, so subdued, so
less than phallic, so wimpy, and so unlike the
erudite and ebullient Kernberg.

Interestingly, this member talked very little in
the group sessions and was himself subdued.
Perhaps he had joined with the initial attack on one
of the leaders, the conference directors, and the
conference male presenter, whom he described as
“less than phallic,” to contain his fears of Paige
turning her humiliating attack on him and also to
express his disdain for “wimpy” males, like
himself, who perhaps could not well defend
themselves openly. Silence was the childhood
compromise.

Paige and Steve focused on their low
expectations for being fed theoretically and
affectively, in contrast to other members, who
anticipated intellectual stimulation and

attunement. Evelyn, Molly, and Susan
expressed interest, hope, and curiosity in
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relation to the husband-and-wife team of
presenters. The wife appeared to the group to
be more nurturing and lively than the man.
Perhaps in an attempt to repair the damage
done by criticizing the male presenter’s style,
the group moved on to discuss his main
theoretical points.

Before the discussion was fully under way,
Evelyn remembered that as a child, at age 5,
she was waiting for the bus to arrive to take her
to her first day-camp experience. She held her
father’s hand tightly, and when the bus driver
came to get her, she stuck her tongue out at her
mother. Obviously, she spared her father, as
though separation fears related only to her
mother, and the anger she felt was unusual
since she was satisfied with her good childhood.
Silence once again ended the session.

Thinking about Paige, Dr. Black formed the
hypothesis that she was hanging on to him so
as to keep him and her connected, perhaps
because in this one-weekend-only group she
felt herself to be under the threat of premature
separation. Thinking of Evelyn, he thought that
her retelling of her spiteful nursery school
separation from her mother “stuck” it to the
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woman whose complaints threatened to destroy
the potential of her having a good group
experience now by wishing to reunite in fantasy
with her father in a “new” nursery school
experience this weekend.

To understand the group dynamics fully, we
have to take into consideration the group’s
behavior at lunches and coffee breaks.
Members giggled about having excluded the
two leaders from their group luncheon process.
On occasion, they did invite either of us to join
the group for lunch, but we declined, remaining
in role as faculty. The group understood why the
faculty could not attend their lunches and
imagined that we envied the members’
pleasure. Susan said that if they told us what
happened at lunch, they would have to modify it
to hide the truth from us. We worked together to
show them that they were hiding from one
another, too. Dr. Black said that the group
members took flight from the working task by
enjoying their social task and
compartmentalizing these extra group
experiences the moment they entered the group
sessions with leaders present. Dr. White said
that outside experience was being used to
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fragment the group’s already compromised
processing efforts.

In response to their comments, Molly admitted
that she was identifying with her group therapy
clients in fighting the analytic model and using
lunch to avoid her vulnerability. She now felt that
lunch was a place to digest food but not
concepts. Keeping the leaders out of the erotic,
dependency-gratifying lunch culture avoided
having to deal in the group with longing for
connection. These feelings were stimulated by
thinking about the topic of separation and by
being in a small group that held the promise of
an intimate encounter from which they would
soon have to separate. Their feelings of
aloneness and longing were exacerbated by
feelings of exclusion in relation to the faculty
members who had the security of being part of a
couple, not only us as a coleading couple, but
also the husband-and-wife copresenters and the
institute codirectors.

Dealing with the group’s resistance to the
working frame, Dr. Black said he thought that
the group had a fantasy that men in authority
cannot be counted on to be fully present in the
group and are more likely to be there in a way
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that intrudes on and hurts the group. Therefore,
the group had reconfigured itself as a family of
siblings who can share, but this had not allowed
a full experience in the group. At first, Steve, the
man who preferred Kernberg, and Paige, who
had agreed about expecting little from Dr. Black
and the group, were united in feeling that Dr.
Black’'s comment trivialized their experience. Dr.
Black still appeared to be the “bad” object, while
Dr. White was the “good” object, even though
their capacity to collaborate had slightly
improved.

Then a shift occurred. Paige differentiated
herself from Steve. She now said that Dr.
Black’'s comments about flight made her see
that she had been monopolizing the group by
talking too much. Dr. White, in keeping with
being the good object, reassured her by saying
that the group had required her to be the
group’s voice. She, however, countered that the
group did not want that to occur as much as she
did. Dr. White, the “good” leader, now made a
move that led to his slipping from his pedestal.
Some group members had not yet arrived, but
to protect the privacy of the group, Dr. White
decided to close the door. Since it could be
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opened only from inside, he told the group that
he would be attentive to late knocks on the door.
By keeping to the frame as a good leader
protecting the group, he nevertheless seemed
bad in Paige’s view. When a tardy member had
to knock for entry, she accused him of locking a
member out, and his fall from grace was
complete. Dr. Black showed her how she had
been disappointed in the leaders as a couple
from which she felt excluded and so had to
make one of them bad and one of them good.
Now that the projection had switched, perhaps
she was ready to tolerate her ambivalence
about them as a couple. Feeling that her
perceptions had damaged the group, Paige now
wept, overwhelmed with quilt. The “good”
coleader became not so good, and the “bad”
coleader became “good” enough.

We now move on to present the group
integrative process at termination, illustrated by the

dream.
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The Moment Before the Dream

Molly, a veteran of many conferences, had not
said much despite being an experienced group
member. She now introduced a dream on the
last day of this weekend conference. She had
previously maintained in a half-serious tone that
she had felt “jammed” by the group process and
especially by our comments on it. She knew that
when she pushed herself to work with her
thoughts and emotions, the result was
rewarding, professionally and personally. So
she pushed herself over this block and worked
with her experience, her anxieties about her
competence, and her vulnerability about
whether the group would accept her and her
dream.

Molly had not wanted to dream, but she did
anyway as she usually does on the final day of
a conference. She had not wanted to report her
dream, given how turbulent the group
experience had been, but knowing that it might
be of benefit to the group, she did anyway. She
felt anxious and uncertain as to how it would be
received. Everyone wanted to hear it, especially
the member who was guilty for hurting Dr. Black
and the group. Group boundaries and
subgroupings had been difficult throughout the
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weekend but were worked through in the final
session.

The Dream

Molly said, “The first part of the dream was
short. | was going to a restaurant to meet some
friends. When | arrived, they were not there yet,
and two waiters did not want to serve me. |
continued waiting for the others to arrive.

“The second part of the dream was longer.
There were seven trees, at first bunched in two
groups of four and three. Then they were all in a
lineup of seven. One tree was different than the
others. It had a bush growing out of it. A woman
landscaper was gently trying to remove the
bush so as to transplant it to a place nearby to
make a lineup of eight. | was anxious that the
little bush not be torn out by the woman tending
it.

“‘As the little bush was transplanted, | saw
underneath it a fissure with fire in it. This
reminded me of the film Journey to the Center
of the Earth. | rushed to the fissure and started
to place earth over it, not because the fire was
dangerous but because | had to smooth the
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surface out. | went on throwing more dirt over it
and working with it to make it flat and eventually
cover the fissure. | didn’t fear the cauldron
below: | just wanted to smoothe the earth on top
to make the setting of the bush uniform with that
of the seven trees. | really felt better for making
the effort.”

Analysis of a dream in a group setting is not
focused on the individual wunconscious that
produces the dream. Dreams symbolize and refer to
whole- group issues as well as to individual
experiences. The group unconscious is displayed as

the group members give their associations.

Surprisingly, Paige broke down and cried,
saying that the group experience had
transformed her. In this group, she had
expected the two leaders to be as unresponsive
as the waiters in Molly’s dream, but she had
found Dr. Black to be sturdy and kind, as was
Dr. White. Both of them were able to contain the
feelings of love and hate in the group as it tried
to work on separation anxiety. She said that she
had felt safely held in a loving and nurturing
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group experience. Evelyn suggested that the
seven trees in the dream represented the group
being lined up in a different manner than the
clumping of four female members and three
male members in the opening session. She
pointed out the final seating arrangement with
male—female equal distribution and regarded it
as a sign that work had been accomplished in
bringing alive the hope for a generative couple.
Dr. White commented that dreams are a gift to
the group and are elicited by the group process.

The theme of destroying and repairing loving
feelings then emerged. Susan, who usually
placed herself between Paige, the angry
woman, and Dr. Black, the “bad” coleader, had
chosen a different seat in the final session. Now
she sat to the left side of Dr. Black, leaving him
next to the formerly angry Paige. She went on to
say that she had seen Dr. Black sitting at the
conference with three seats vacant next to him.
She wanted to sit next to him, but she was in
the company of two other members, including
Paige, who might be hurt if she indicated a
desire for such closeness to him rather than her.
She silenced her need and instead manipulated
things so that she had the two other members,
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both female, sit next to him while she took the
farthest seat. She now realized that choosing
the group over her own desires played into her
fears of abandonment, and so she gave up the
protective function in relation to the warring
couple.

Susan felt guilty for not revealing that she was
angry at Dr. White for not coming to the aid of
Dr. Black when he was being seen as a “bad”
leader and so allowing himself to remain the
“‘good” guy. This was her own issue, too! She
laughed with pleasure at being able to admit to
her warm feelings toward the coleaders. The
“‘bad” (but gradually allowed to become good
enough) coleader, Dr. Black, commented that
for this member to deny her needs had not been
respectful or beneficial to the other woman.
Talking to Paige, who had been angry with him
until now, he said that with so much passion for
rage, the passion for loving must be very deep.
Paige replied that his observation was accurate,
but she felt unable to talk about the origins of
this now.

To Evelyn, the number 8, composed of two
perfectly intertwining circles, signified the
generative state of the current group. Susan
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thought of the threat of destruction to the
growing bush from deep within the earth as a
metaphor for the anxiety of being separated
from the mother—infant dyad. She noted that in
this dream there was no man, which raised the
anxious question of where the father was. Was
he unconcerned, or was he dead? Mother Earth
could be hateful and devouring or fertile and life
affirming. The presence of the father could
influence which she would be. Evelyn concluded
that the group process had underscored hate
and longing, limits and disappointments. Dr.
White said that it had demonstrated male and
female splits due to projections about the
couple—female giving life, male representing
loss of potency and death.

Then the group again addressed the portion of
the dream set in the restaurant with the
reluctant waiters. Molly associated to the social
lunch times and thought that this part of the
dream referred to the unconscious expectation
that the two male coleaders would not serve the
members’ needs. Playing with concepts from
chaos theory, Dr. Black said that he had been a
strange attractor for fatally flawed parts of the
self, while Dr. White had been a strange

freepsychotherapybooks.org 369
theipi.org



attractor for the good object, to keep alive the
hope that the couple could survive, albeit in a
“neutered” form.

A Coleading Problem

The group’s use of the restaurant portion of the
dream illuminated the split between the leaders and
its effect on the group. A paralysis had occurred in
the group because we did not manage to heal the
split between us for some time, and so we could not
maximize our collective process. We had the
illusion that we were working together, even
though our working alliance was under siege and
we were polarized as the “good” and “bad” object.
We felt that we were tolerating and containing the
group process as long as we did not need each
other’s active assistance. We both wished to protect
ourselves from the group’s aggression in order not
to join the group contagion. As individuals, our

affective and conceptual impressions were colored
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by the group’s valency for polarizing us. For some
time, we could not get out of the clump of trees
long enough to see the wood or tend the bush. We
thought that attacks on the ability to think had

occurred in order to prevent traumatic separation.

The dream helped us heal this split before the
end of the group. At this final session, lively group
discussion of the dream led to the culmination of
the group’s tensions and creative pursuits. The
group conveyed gratitude, relief, understanding of
fragmentation, and reparation as responses to the

theme of powerful separation anxieties.

The Silent Male Group Member Speaks

With ten minutes remaining until the close of the
five-session group, the only male weekend
member spoke up. He was Steve, the one who
idealized Otto Kernberg and anticipated
dissatisfaction with the senior group leader.
Having said little other than that, he now
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explained why he had remained silent. He had
been holding on to an experience nine years
ago with the codirector when she was leading a
large-group discussion. After he made a
comment at that time, she said something that
he took as criticism, and he felt silenced. This
unconscious memory returned to him when he
encountered her again this weekend during the
plenary that Dr. Black had chaired. He now
recounted that his mother was always
humiliating him. He expressed shame as he
spoke of the transference from his mother to the
female codirector and how protection from his
father had been absent when he was growing
up. He had not expected much of Dr. Black
either, who, however, had shown that he could
chair the plenary discussion effectively. At this
late date, there was hardly time to work with
these projections in the group, but there was
some relief that he could give voice to them, if
only at the close of the weekend.

Thinking back over Steve’s previously silent
rage and helplessness, we realized that his

unexpressed wish for a male’s protection and his
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negative expectation of the group and of the male
group leader joined with a personal narrative. Steve
had clung even more tenaciously than Paige to a
bad object experience to avoid being alone, and he
had therefore been unable to explore new object
experiences until late in the life of the group. Steve
and Paige had been paired in a destructive male—
female couple, each of them bound to at least one

other destructive male—female couple.

The question remains: For what aspect of the
group unconscious was the woman speaking, and
why was it given voice by the man so late? The
group is over, the members have separated from the
task and from one another, and the answer cannot
now be found. But that realization takes us full
circle to an appreciation of separation anxiety. It is
not only about the fear of losing attachment to the

secure and knowledgeable object. It is
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fundamentally about the fear of the unknown and

the death of the self.

In our report of this final group session, we
hope we have conveyed the group’s use of a dream
as the royal road to understanding the group
unconscious. Learning is enhanced by immersion in
theory and by the process and review of its impact
on the student and the study group. As carriers and
translators of this process and in keeping with our
faith in unconscious communication and the value
of countertransference, we emphasize the value of
affect, ego, object, and the interpersonal field as
essential to thinking. As a way of reaching all these
areas, dream work is a useful component of the

group affective learning model.
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COLEADER REFLECTIONS

The male presenter featured at the weekend
conference had brought a stark message for sober
reflection. He said that in every beginning there is
the shadow of an ending, that separation is an ever-
present matter to be faced, and that we should come
to accept the idea of our own deaths. This comment
created considerable anxiety at first. The group
responded in a primitive, paranoid-schizoid way of
functioning with splitting into good and bad,
substituting the individual for the couple and the
group, and destroying the group leaders’
interventions. Then the group moved into a more
integrative, depressive mode with a capacity for
concern, sharing, reparation, and tolerance of
ambivalence. We think that our containment in the
small group and in the plenary secured this effect.

The group was enabled to develop a modified view
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of us as a couple after they saw us through the eyes

of others in the plenary.

The plenary was attended by other weekend-
only small groups like this one and by one- and
two-year groups for more advanced participants
who carry the culture. In his role as chair of the
plenary, Dr. Black seemed sensitive and useful to
plenary participants, including faculty members and
an institute codirector. Dr. White was also seen as a
reliable faculty member. In that setting, the “bad”
small-group coleader was accepted as ‘“good
enough.” Experience in the plenary expanded the
small group’s perception of the reliability and
sensitivity of the coleading couple. The small group
also learned when others spoke more freely in the
open atmosphere of the larger group about anxieties
aroused by separation anxiety, the topic of the

weekend. Steve’s ashamed silence and other small-
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group silences were humanized and normalized
when other groups in the plenary more easily
shared their experiences of nameless dread and
death anxiety. This larger meeting carries a culture
of process and review in the service of integration.
It functioned as an alternative, less closed-in space
for learning that then carried over into the small
group. Its ameliorative effect, bolstered by the
dream, was manifest later in our final session that

followed the

A final example of splitting was seen when Dr.
Black chaired the large-group session in which the
wife of the presenting couple spoke on her topic:
emotional vertigo. During discussion from the
floor, comments on her presentation came from
only her side of the room. Two halves of the field
were split, as if one side represented life and the

wife’s engaging style and the other the absence of
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her husband, and therefore death. Although Dr.
Black in his role as the Chair was aware of this
intellectually, it was as though a state of paralysis
occurred in him. The presenter’s aliveness was
being preserved in lively discussion, and he did not
ask for comments from the silent ones, as though
any mention of the “dead” audience would cause a
trauma. He allowed the pattern of discussion to
proceed as though it was better to let the dead
remain so or to allow them to resurrect themselves

on their own.

What emerged after the session was over was
that Dr. Black had become “dead” to the conference
dynamics. He was in a state of denial of his own
oedipal rivalry for the alive and accessible mother,
who was also the erotic, desirable wife, therefore
his unwillingness to bring “alive” the deadness of

half the audience. By not commenting on it, he
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could leave the husband out. Then again, he wanted
to protect the husband from the unconscious attack

that might have surfaced and offended him.

Returning to his group, Dr. Black found himself
preoccupied with analyzing his recent chairing
experience. He felt that he understood it sufficiently
and now wanted to shut it out. That is the moment
when Dr. White closed the door of the group, fell
from grace as the “good” leader, and so contributed
to the undoing of the splits that were undermining

the small-group task.

POSTCONFERENCE WORKING THROUGH

Unresolved anxiety lingered and accompanied
the “bad” leader home from the conference. As
previously mentioned, as coleaders we had
difficulty assisting each other. Our energies were

caught up in containing group persecutory feelings
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bordering on trauma. We were too preoccupied
with our individual functioning to think of
ourselves as a team. Our energy was taken up with
staying alive under attack by the group. We used
the precious little time that we had—-among
attending conference events and faculty meetings,
preparing for chairing responsibilities, catching
lunch, and resting—to review our coleading. Several
extragroup situations offered opportunities to
process our coleading experiences, none of them
successfully, because we were too overwhelmed to
avail ourselves of limited time. This omission was
both a response and a contributant to the group’s
substitution of an individual attack on one of us in

place of joining as a group in the learning task.

Ours was not the only small group experiencing
stress in relation to the material on separation

anxiety, and we were not the only small-group
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leaders in need of consultation at the faculty review
meeting. Twice we had to defer discussion of our
group at times when we were relying on getting
help. Anxious to make the best use of the limited
time available to us for consultation from the
faculty, we took notes after the group to prepare for
giving a concise account at the faculty review
meeting, but we each did so separately. This took
away from time that we could have spent
conferring with each other. We did not even make
time to compare notes. The impact of the group’s
splitting processes in interaction with our own
dynamics prevented us from adjusting as a pair to
the relative lack of attention from the faculty group

and the conference director.

There was an additional complication. Each of
us was independently collecting material to

contribute to the collaborative writing task that the
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faculty had agreed on in preparation for creating
this book. Anxiety about this added task
compounded the considerable anxiety generated by
the conference themes. Faculty review meetings—a
precious source of grounding, collegial thinking,
and support for the work of the small groups—
seemed less supportive than usual as the institution
rose to the challenge of preparing for the
publication as well. The faculty usually had plenty
of time to discuss countertransference—transference
phenomena reported by the small-group leaders,
but now we also had to deal with the relevance of
the material for publication, how to focus it, and
whether we could meet the deadline. Anxiety
arising from this complexity was acknowledged but

not fully addressed within the conference boundary.

The customary discussion of the group process

and review of countertransferences at and between
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faculty meetings focused mainly on the difficult
task of tolerating and containing the splitting of us
into “good” and “bad” objects. Given the
circumstances and time constraints, we reviewed
the salient points as well as we could. We relied on
grace, goodwill, and friendship to manage our
emotions and maintain our collaboration under
threat until the next small-group session. The
writing of this chapter provided us a further
opportunity for collaboration, process, and review—
a benefit of the writing task that offset the

disadvantages we had experienced.

The experience of the group’s issues remained
troubling to Dr. Black, who had borne the brunt of
the group’s negative feeling. Having been separated
from Dr. White and denied their preference for a
supportive dyad by splitting in the group, by

multitasking in the conference, and by geographical
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separation after the conference ended, Dr. Black
felt a resurgence of abandonment anxiety on the
long journey home. The writing of this chapter was
an act of reunion (by fax and email) for Dr. Black
and Dr. White with each other as coleaders (and
now as writing colleagues) and with the codirectors
(now as coauthors and editors). In this way, we
could complete our task together. Having finished
this chapter, we felt better connected to the
weekend experience and better able to criticize the
constraints that the institution imposed on our
work. Typical of our participation as faculty using
the affective learning model, we were encouraged
to express the good and the bad in the panorama of

experience.
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11
Affective Learning in the
Small Group

In Chapter 8, students describe learning theory,
observing infants, presenting clinical cases, and
processing their reactions in the small group, in the
plenary, in the informal time, and in the large
group. Their reflections on understanding concepts
from personal exploration paves the way for
Chapter 9, an elaboration of the theory of affective
learning in the small group with many illustrative
vignettes. In Chapters 10 and 11, small-group
leaders describe their groups at work on concepts,
group history, and current dynamics. In Chapter 12,
an international student describes his experience of

various affective learning groups in a style that is
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delightfully accessible even to the inexperienced or
reluctant student. Written for the advanced student
or potential group leader, Chapter 13 offers a
complex, multi-level, sustained examination of a
week-long small group as it responds to didactic
material from many presenters on contemporary

object relations theory and practice.
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Reflections by Students

This chapter is opened by a first-year student
and closed by a returning graduate. Both describe
learning from their own object relations stirred in
association to observing mother—infant
relationships during a summer institute immersion
in infant observation and attachment research. In
the second piece, a reluctant graduate comments on
her emotional constriction, analyzes her unexpected
emotional response to graduation, and ends with
hope for a better outcome. The third contribution is
written by a student who supervises graduate
students. It conceptualizes the institution’s
preparation of the student as teacher. Then a

graduate looks back over the intellectual and
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emotional aspects of her learning experience. The
last piece, written by a returning graduate on the
mother—infant  relationship, demonstrates the
integration of cognition and affect in the learning

process.

These accounts naturally reflect the writers’
individuality and the nature of the small group in
which they studied. The authors arrive at their own
unique points of balance between learning from self
and other, from intellect and emotion. Their
reflections—affective, cognitive, and integrative—
represent their unique positions along the
continuum of learning from experience at this
moment in their growth. In each account, affective
and cognitive components can be found with

varying degrees of subjectivity and objectivity.
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THE MOTHER AS A DESIRED OBJECT

When I began the two-year program, my
introductory experience was in the ten-day summer
institute “Infant Observation, Containment and
Countertransference.” During each day, we moved
back and forth, from a primarily didactic large-
group experience to our small group of six women
group members and a faculty leader. I was
immediately struck by the rapid and gratifying
bonding that occurred among the small-group
members. | genuinely felt a kindred personal and
professional spirit with these women. They were
bright, articulate, and accomplished, and, after all,
we had been brought together by similar clinical
and theoretical interests. We all talked about the
rich didactic material and ways in which it evoked
an affective connection with the infant parts of
ourselves. I began to feel anxious about the

powerful affective focus of the group. I felt that we
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were using emotion to resist linking our didactic
experience to clinical material. But I also knew that
I often flee from uncomfortable feelings into
intellectual areas. I began to feel hazy and unclear
in my thinking. Were we off task? What was our

task?

Over the first couple of days, I was aware of
actively managing my competitive and envious
wishes, particularly in the small group. We did
speak of the wish to be thought of as smart or
singled out in some way-but in measured tones. We
were all careful to express mutual admiration.
During one meeting, I was jolted and disturbed by
the sudden and intrusive image of each of my small
group members as a hungry wolf, each trying to
elbow the others out as we tore and gnawed at the
body of a dead deer, the group leader. Other times I

had the experience of myself as an unfeeling rock,
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swept over by a powerful warm tide of loving,
admiring, sisterly exchange. I was able to
participate, but I also felt I had to work hard to

conceal an internal experience of separateness.

The panel of presenters all offered rich, riveting
material, which left us well fed and yet wanting
more. I felt envious of their knowledge and
experience. Several people commented that except
for one appearance as a presenter, the female
codirector of the institution had kept an
uncharacteristically low profile. In addition, they
noted that there was only one other female
presenter. Questions were raised about the possible
connection between there being a primarily male
faculty and an entirely female student group. The
questions seemed to indicate anxiety about whether
the patriarchal institution could adequately meet the

needs of its female youth and whether female
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faculty had been killed off along with the male

students.

The woman presenter spoke about the impact of
early trauma on attachment and its clinical
implications. She talked about the interplay
between dynamically internalized responses on the
one hand and neurophysiological reactions on the
other. I was excited by the material and found
myself working to integrate her ideas with older
ones, such as repetition compulsion and
identification with the aggressor. Her manner was
soft, motherly, and self-effacing, particularly in

contrast to the confident male presenters.

As she spoke, I began to have fantasies of
engaging this presenter as a supervisor. I even got
so far as to imagine that her schedule was full but

that she would make an exception for me as a
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special case. I later learned that several of my
colleagues had had similar fantasies; one of them
actually did approach her to ask about supervision
despite a 2,000-mile distance between their home
cities. I felt that I got something special from her
when she told me that the responsiveness of my
face had been helpful to her during one
presentation. Then I felt anxious about my
neediness for individual  connection and
recognition. Was it evident to all? I chastised
myself for still, after many years of analysis, having
to work so hard to manage regressive feelings of

sibling competition.

Before this wonderful woman presenter began
her final presentation, the chair, a man, announced
that because of glitches in the presenter’s flight
arrangements, she would have to leave the

conference without delay following her talk. This
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meant that she would not be part of discussions
later in the day. We were all disappointed. The chair
also announced that, in this her final talk, the
presenter would show a series of drawings by
traumatized children and discuss them from her
theoretical perspective on attachment. Instead of
following her intentions as stated by the chair, the
woman responded to our questions. We were
gratified by her willingness to follow our line of
interest at the expense of her own agenda. With our
encouragement, she got off on a fascinating
sidetrack. I was lulled into forgetting that my
interest as a child therapist was to see all the
drawings and hear her discuss them in terms of

understanding trauma.

Suddenly, the chair interrupted. It had become
clear to him that because of being delightfully

engaged with us, the presenter was not getting to
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the drawings and that the presentation had lost its
focus. He asked her to stay on task. There was a
lightly humorous and teasing exchange between
them  about her  “scattiness” and  his
“compulsiveness,” but she cheerfully complied
with his request in the time remaining. A child
therapist myself, I felt glad that I got to see some of

the drawings.

Later, in small group, I felt blindsided by one
woman’s rage at the chair. She perceived him as
having “manhandled” the female presenter.
Moreover, she suggested that he had done it out of
envy or a neurotic need for control. The group had
experienced her soft-edged style as maternal and
responsive, while his was felt as hard-edged and
paternalistic. The contrast between hard and soft,
male and female objects, became a theme in

subsequent group meetings. In the large group, this
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same woman gathered widespread support for the
idea that the chair was refusing to accept personal
responsibility for the damage he had done. The
theme of his paternalistic attitude and the group’s
disillusionment resurfaced several times during

subsequent small- and large-group meetings.

At the next large-group session, another woman
faculty member showed a video clip of a family
therapy session featuring an ambivalent and
grieving mother of three small children. I found
myself feeling irrationally angry at the mother on
the video, whom I perceived as being unavailable,
unfeeling, and self-involved. I even blurted out an
impassioned comment: “She hates her children!”
Clearly, this was going beyond the evidence on the
video. It came from resonance with my personal
experience, and it left me feeling exposed and

embarrassed.
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In the closing plenary, the woman student who
raised the issue of her anger at the male chair now
referred to a groupwide anger at him. She
complained that he had interrupted a beautiful
mirroring of the group’s needs by the responsive
woman presenter. She thought that he had behaved
in an angry and competitive way toward her. She
added that he had refused to recognize the need for
an apology and that he had even prevented her from
apologizing to the departing presenter for his
rudeness by again being rude in insisting that the
presenter be free to leave without delay to catch her
plane. The student was furious at the way he
behaved. Most of all, she was disappointed in his
failure to own up to it and in his refusal to confirm
her view of the damage he had done in his role as

chair.
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This student seemed to me to be acting as if the
chair were the group’s father, who had
overwhelmed its mother, rendered her powerless,
and made her unavailable to her children. He had
further molested the children through his
unwillingness to acknowledge the trauma and take
responsibility for it. While I felt myself at times
compelled by this transference idea, I was more
aware of a feeling of relief at having been rescued
from a mother—who did not set limits on our needs
and who avoided our anger and disappointment—by

a powerful father who contained rage in her stead.

The woman student and [ had different
transferential points of entry, both containing the
idea of the loss of the mother as the desired object.
Her group and mine had different experiences, but
both focused on what each group did not receive in

terms of mothering. There was no conscious
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experience of the institution as holding us at that
time, and I did not appreciate it until I thought more

about it later.

During the plenary discussion, it became clearer
to me that the chair, representing the institution,
had become the container for our paranoid—schizoid
projections. Some saw him as frustrating, while I
felt more idealizing toward him. I thought about my
own vitriolic response to the mother in the video.
The video of her, and indeed most of the mother—
infant material, had been evocative for me of
abandonment, which had been echoed by the
suddenness of the departure of the wonderful
woman. I thought about my experience in the small
group—a setting that seems to me to be like a
mother in its capacity to gaze intently on
individuals and to contain affect. There I had felt

adrift and vigilantly aware of destructive and
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competitive feelings, just as I had during the

presentation on early trauma.

I emerged from the summer institute with a new
understanding of the findings from infant
observation of normal infants, infant attachment
research, and studies of traumatized infants. More
than that, I came away with an enhanced
intellectual and affective awareness of the ways in
which infantile experience drives later relating and
determines the idiosyncratic transference reactions
each patient—and each person—has to a given object.
It became clear to me that the structure of teaching
and learning, both in the large institutional group
and in the small integrative group, evokes
paranoid—schizoid responses and facilitates the
move toward depressive concern for the object. |
could also see how difficult it had been for me to

make use of the small group as a place to integrate
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cognitive and affective experience because of my
inclination to see the group and its male leader (the
dead deer in my fantasy) as an ineffective, weak,
and abandoning mother. I had come to this institute
feeling well prepared to acknowledge and stay in
charge of my transference vulnerabilities. I soon
learned that blocks to my learning still operated out
of my awareness. There will be time and occasion

to work on them as the small group proceeds.

LETTING GO AND HOLDING ON

I’ve been in this group for two years, and it may
be time for me to let go. The large group has been
discussing separation anxiety, but our small group
just feels it. How do I find the words to describe for
you to read what I feel and think? My small group
is filled with wounded souls, all asking that
question, all bravely carrying on. We are all afraid

of engagement, and we isolate ourselves from one
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another. Only the leader provides a touchstone, a
boundary, and a connecting link to the larger
faculty group. Time provides a frame for our small
group, and our small group encircles us. In space,
we become a circle within a circle, a tether holding
us to the institution so we can’t become lost. We

know where we are.

I’'m telling the group about losing my mother.
My loss and the lack of space feel incredibly
painful. The persona I use for presenting my issues
is getting stripped away, and my interior psychic

structure is slowly exposed. Enough.

As I said before, I'm not the only one. Another
woman covers her wounds with a shell of
harshness. Her shrill rebuke stings me. Her body
shaking with rage terrifies me. [ lose my center, and

I feel only the shape of the chair against my body.
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So I push myself out of that place. I become Mrs.
Mom; I know how to serve up the comfort food.
Then my own rage breaks through at her for
making me feel that way. I am shocked when I say
I’d like to kill her. I’'m not the only one. I’m not the

only one who’s frightened of rage.

Now I know it’s my own rage that scares me. I
am revealed both to myself and others. As I put it
into words for the group, and now for you, I begin
to acknowledge the loss I mentioned earlier. I can
reflect, and later, often much later, perhaps weeks

or months, I’ll have turned the page.

Now it’s the last weekend of the year, and we’re
studying the unconscious of the individual and the
institution. After the lecture, during the coffee
break, a phrase reverberates in my head:

autistic/contiguous position (Ogden 1989). My

freepsychotherapybooks.org 403
theipi.org



associations start flying. I think of Live Company
(Alvarez 1993). I think of bone chilling, a suck of
air from the gut, my insides searing red-raw. I think
of moves, too numerous to mention, all of them
with little preface, little preparation. I think of the

body disconnected from the head.

Suddenly, I'm drawn to the external world as
the director greets me. He says, “Congratulations!
Graduating tomorrow!” “What?” I say. “I can’t. I
haven’t paid.” “We talked about that,” he said. “We
know you’re good for the money. You’'re
graduating.” 1 can’t take it in. It’s as if 1 didn’t

expect this. I’'m not in a position to go.

My family always moved, never of choice,
always saying good-bye. It’s the leitmotif of my
life. “We’re moving, we’ve been transferred.”

Okay, keep the strongbox of valuable papers at
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hand! Ready to go on the Long March! To avoid a

problem, seek an adventure!

Thus, “graduating tomorrow” resonates deep. I
feel disconnected, aware of my new skin. I plunge
from here into small-group process. I can barely
speak. From the depths of fear, I say, “I am
graduating.” Their faces turn toward me. I want to
disappear, not be seen. “Graduating? What’s the
problem with that?” At first they don’t get it. But
they stick with it. The voices of the other group
members and the leader function as a container for

my attempt to put words to feeling.

I’'m not magnifying my experience out of
proportion when I say that uprooting is my theme.
My personal life included frequent moves of our
entire household, usually with little notice. As the

daughter of a naval officer and as a late child of the
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1960s, I was always on the move. Staying put is
new to me. So is belonging to a collegial group of
people who work at allowing feelings to be
processed and transformed. “You are graduating”

equals “You are moving.” I don’t want to go.

We grappled together in the group, turn by turn,
with associations and feeling states. What one
couldn’t do, the other could, as we jointly worked
in group process. So, I learned, graduating was an
unwanted repetition of the past in some respects,
but it needn’t mean the end. There’s more to come,
more group work to do, and more to learn. The
connections are strong, the work goes on, the group

contains, and integration is achieved.

POOR INDEED, IF ONLY SANE

It was the first day of my first summer institute

at the beginning of the two-year program, and my
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small group began with zest. Within the first week,
it came to a teeth-grinding halt when a woman I’ll
call Beth stopped participating in the small group.
We found her, however, at large-group meetings,
and we asked her why she was avoiding us. Beth
reported feeling disliked, perplexed by the small-
group process, and too threatened to join us. She
withdrew from the two-year program before the
first week was up. We were devastated and
confounded. We searched grimly through the debris
of our time with Beth, leaving nothing out, as if
searching for something essential but unknown. It
was like staring into a kaleidoscope; there was a
pattern of something, but it would not stay fixed.
The something that would not stay fixed was the
effect of the severing of the connection. But we did
not understand that yet. The course had only just

begun; we had had only one lecture on Fairbairn’s
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theory of human motivation based on the need for

relationship.

In the large group, we began discussing
Melanie Klein’s theory of the most primitive
anxiety of the paranoid—schizoid position as a fear
of annihilation from within the personality (Klein
1975). In order to survive, she said, we project this
psychotic fear into the external object as a
defensive tactic. Through a combination of
processes by which psychotic anxieties are held,
digested, and modified, infants learn to integrate
(Anderson 1992, Bion 1967). When this does not
happen well, the ego makes excessive use of

projective identification for its defense.

In small group, defense was in full array. We
were fighting our monsters and fighting with each

other! Without knowing much about Bion, we had
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changed from a task-oriented working group to an
illusion-oriented basic assumption group. My
personal illusion was of the pairing type: “If only I
were with my truer mother as my group leader, I
could be more my self.” I had become strangely
blank, stupid, sleepy, dopey, grumpy, and other
gnomic states. What was happening? [ will be
positive, I decided, and just carry on. Small-group
life was reminding me of the familiar fairy tale
“The Three Little Pigs and the Big Bad Wolf.”
Except that in my story the characters were the
seven small- group wolves, the big bad pig, and one
lonely excluded pure white lamb (moi). Our group
leader was frequently cast in the role of the big bad

pig. I’ll call her Louise.

Louise kept challenging us to explore the
impact of the loss of our group member Beth. She

probed the notion that we were missing something
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if we tried to control, get rid of, or short-circuit
conflicts we were having over her departure. Beth
left the group angry, we feared, and this worry
continually emerged, ghostly and malevolent, in

our group process.

Meanwhile, in the large group, we were being
immersed in Kleinian theory. Klein emphasized the
importance of envy and unconscious hatred in the
psychotic mental organization. Then we turned to
Freud. In his case histories, Freud wrote of a
wounded self whose hate is withheld and rerouted.
We learned how Dora’s repressed rage had
hardened into a chronic attitude of hatred that had
deformed her character. We read of Freud’s
technique that required Dora to renounce her
distorted perceptions in favor of his more objective
scrutiny. Dora left Freud. Beth left us. Back in the

small group, I was thinking that Louise was some
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kind of Mrs. Mac“Beth”, neurotically obsessed
with washing away every last speck of emotional
dirt in us. She wondered constantly about split- off,

repressed, and returning emotional baggage.

In the large group, we moved on to tackle
Winnicott. We used his ideas to make a big shift in
conceptualizing the self. Psychoanalysis, for
Winnicott, is aimed at finding reality connected to
desire rather than using a functional capacity to
comply with and adapt to reality. Sanity alone is not
enough. “The false self,” says Winnicott, “however
well set up, lacks something and that something is
the essential central element of creative originality”
(1960,p. 152). That called to me. I both shrank
from its possibilities and rushed headlong into

them.
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I quit being so positive in the small group. I
wanted to stop the focus on the fearful, hateful, and
envious affects among us. I wanted to discuss
lectures, papers, and clinical case material.
Something in the small group was anesthetizing my
mind. I wrote a note to myself: “I am losing my
mind here; [ am scared of something, and I feel like
I’m going to pieces.” Were these thoughts about
madness bearing witness to some psychic damage

in me?

A guest presenter arrived from London and led
us in discussions of serious, criminal pathology. He
told chilling clinical stories of how, in subtle and
undetected ways, an underlying psychotic position
can color everyday responses and even structure a
whole life. He showed us that the power of Freud
and Klein’s vision had to be appreciated in work

with psychosis. The psychotic often experiences
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himself as caught in a struggle with competing gods
or demons. The only defensive solution is to put the
pain of that elsewhere, or nowhere. An ideal reality
is then made up as a substitute for real living. This
is mental mutilation, diametrically opposed to

making life truly full.

I heard this with a heavy heart. I wanted an
idealized small group, a perfectly safe and sanitized
one where people were attuned and reasonable, and
I wanted an idealized group mother. Louise was
always examining our affects, wondering whether
an impulse had shifted direction and changed its
valence, as when love is expressed as hate.
Occasionally, the small group entered a state of
perfect attunement. It was blissful. In a short while,
that state of bliss became bland. Discomfort broke
out again. The objectively preferred attunement

with one another in a perfect reality—like the
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objective interpretation that was promoted as the
curative agent in the world of classical theory—
became an instrument that only led us back to the
original problem. We needed our subjectivities,
wrought in pleasure, pain, disagreement, and

disgruntlement, for hatching as true selves in the

group.

As a psychotherapist, I must hold dread and
mental mutilation in mind while my patients
struggle with those issues. To do that, I must risk
being more subjective. Freud was suspicious of the
imagination. He linked it with immaturity and
infantilism. His classical analytic method was
aimed toward the rational experience of the
capacity to work and love. In our times,
psychoanalytic thinkers write over and over again
about the capacity to play, to be authentic, and to

achieve creative personal expression. To do that,

freepsychotherapybooks.org 414
theipi.org



we have to take risks and explore the boundaries of
the known world. That can make us feel frightened
or even crazy. That means I must stop hanging on
to rational discussion. I, too, will have to go a little

crazy to get to a more authentic sense of my self.

Elizabeth Spillius (1988) said that in the
modern use of transference— countertransference,
the therapist is less concerned about making the
right interpretation and more concerned about
whether she has communicated understanding to
the patient in a way that connects. Bion (1970)
asked the therapist to open herself to the material
without memory and desire. He made it clear to me
that much hard work, patience, and revisualization
of the therapist’s sense of self is necessary in order
to remain open. He encouraged therapists to enter a
state of unintegration that the poet Keats called

negative capability, a formless state of not reaching
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for the facts, so that we can tolerate the unthought

known with our patients (Bollas 1987).

We have studied the work of Klein, Bion, and
other Kleinians; Fairbairn, Winnicott, Bollas, and
others from the British Independent Group; as well
as Kohut, Grotstein, Searles, David and Jill Scharff,
Mitchell, and Ogden from the United States. From
this remarkable integration, we have learned that
the essence of psychoanalysis has been
reconceptualized. There has been a shift in
emphasis from the analysis of instincts and conflict
in the intrapsychic dimension to the analysis of the

therapeutic relationship as the curative factor.

I try to remain open. I try to experience the
subjective. 1 stay in touch with the kernels of
psychosis in me (Milner 1987). I acknowledge and

work on my holocaustic rage, insidious self-
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poisoning, ghastly emptiness, desperate inability to
keep up with my sensitivities, giving of myself over
to ghosts and spirits, crippling myself with shyness,
hellish torment, and self-deadening. I have to work
with the unintegration and reintegration of my self.
Feeling cast out is the most dreadful anxiety for
me; it can still make me mindless and blow my
sense of self to bits. Paradoxically, I achieve
connection by going deeper into that dread. This is
also true for those patients who complain of an
endless array of aloneness. In the face of being
together in this aloneness, our shame for being left
alone connects us to awareness in which we find

meaning and intimacy.

On the day of my graduation from the two-year
program, I wrote myself a message on the last
white pad: “If I am crazy, I make myself more so

by leaving it aside, or leaving the group like Beth
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chose to do. If I do not follow the craziness, I
remain unborn. If I can have an attitude large
enough and open enough to encompass it, I can
learn from it and use it as my partner in personal
evolution and in psychotherapeutic partnership with
my patients. I can afford to be a little ill in order to
learn, understand more, and help more. I am poor

indeed, if only sane.”

THE STUDENT AS TEACHER

I am an advanced student who at the same time
teaches graduate students. In my view, one of the
most important principles of affective learning is
that students are also teachers. We all learn together
from our experience. The experience of presenting
as faculty or as student is another opportunity to
explore the process of teaching and learning. When
I was invited as a student to present a case at a

conference, 1 felt valued by the institution.
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Participating actively as a teacher in the program
gave me a more mature sense of identity and
autonomy and at the same time strengthened my
links to the institution. This led me to think more

about the student presenter role.

To present well, the student has to organize the
material of her patient’s family and personal
history, the history of the transference, and the
process of a clinical session and integrate all that
with  theory. This is good practice for
conceptualizing her work and for teaching object
relations theory in the back- home environment.
The time boundary puts pressure on her to convey
enough information in the given time space so that
the membership of the conference can understand
the problems that patient and therapist are dealing
with. This is good practice for making efficient use

of each clinical or teaching session.

freepsychotherapybooks.org
theipi.org



To maximize the value of the experience of
presenting to the membership, the presenter is
offered consultation from a member of the faculty
before the case is presented. This professional
mentoring interchange provides containment for the
presenter’s anxiety. For this to be helpful, the
student presenter must have developed the
necessary confidence in the good nature of the
institution, similar to the good-enough experience
that the infant requires from the mother (Winnicott
1960). When good containment is provided, the
presenter also gets in touch with the limitations
encountered in the consultant, in the institution, and
in herself. At times the institution can function as a
block if the presenter tries to fit some imagined
ideal to please the object instead of presenting her
work naturally to suit herself. The containing

function of the faculty mentor who helps her
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prepare may be thwarted if presenter and mentor
are unaware of projections that the presenter is

carrying on behalf of the group.

Some presenters who are not yet experienced as
therapists worry about what will happen. In
disclosing the intimacies of the patient, they might
feel uncomfortably exhibitionistic. They may feel
protective of the patient and not realize that they
are really protecting themselves. They worry that
they will show that they, or their trusted
supervisors, have the wrong idea. Then they might
feel professionally naked or ashamed. During
discussion after the formal presentation, other
students and faculty members feel free to comment
and disagree. If their work is criticized, presenters
may feel incompetent. The task of presenting raises
primitive fears of aggression and rejection, of

failure, and of success.
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Being conscious of affect as well as cognition
allows learning to take place (Schore 1994). Being
able to express their anxieties and think about them
with the mentors gives student presenters the
opportunity to contain their anxiety. The institute
provides the psychological space for this
metabolizing process to take place. It is only then
that the themes of the clinical situation being

presented can be fully thinkable (Bion 1967).

What is learned in the discussion is brought into
future sessions with the patient. This permeability
in the system nourishes the work. Back at work as
therapists, presenters feel the support of the
institution in their sessions. The institution provides
space for growth and development using
preparation for the case presentation and large-
group discussion as another medium for the

student’s growth.
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RESONANCE WITH SELF AND OBJECTS

I have graduated from the two-year program,
and I keep coming back because I find the affective
learning model useful. The focus on object relations
and the framework used in the program helped me
think about my own internal objects—my
experiences of them, how I am shaped by them, and
how I developed my internal world—as I was
learning about the various theories. The large- and
small-group  work provided an excellent
opportunity to experience my own internal objects
at work. The topics of anxiety, primitive
annihilation anxiety, and separation anxiety became
fodder for learning as these concepts were studied
and experienced in relationships with others in the
program. Over time | was able to use the material
to understand the internal world in myself as well

as in my patients. Breaks in the continuity of the
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small group were opportunities to think about
breaks in treatment. Time frames, parameters, and
boundaries were explored from the point of view of
the therapist and the patient. The attention to detail
and to the unconscious helped integrate the
experience through the thoughtfulness of the group
both in the small- and the large- group process. My
fantasies, feelings, thoughts, and dreams have all
been a part of my learning process as much as the
materials I have read, the lectures, the clinical

supervision, and the case presentations.

Responses to Winnicott’s Spatula Game

After seeing a video of an interviewer using
Winnicott’s spatula game with an infant, I found
myself thinking about my use of the object and my
use of the small group. In the small group, I found
myself looking, checking others out, feeling my

responses inside, and checking in with the group
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again. Like an infant picking up the spatula, I'd
pick up my thought about the presentation or my
experience in the group. I'd try to read the process
of the group, perhaps experience fears of rejection
and inadequacy, and check out my responses to the
group leader. Then, like the infant throwing away
the spatula, I’d get impatient with others and with
myself. Fearful that my use of the group would be
destructive, I’d withdraw momentarily, then pick up
again. My attempts to use the group were awkward
and tentative at first, but my confidence grew as
time went on. The faculty made it clear that they
realized all of us would be feeling such anxieties.
They valued our experiences and provided us
opportunities to have them and use them. This
institutional philosophy facilitated our learning

from the outside in and from the inside out.
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Responses to Infant Observation

Gathering together the bits and pieces of the
patient’s self in a session and bundling them
together to make a thought requires tolerance for
the unknown. We want to hold the bits and pieces
in mind without foreclosing, without pushing
pieces in or out. To do this we construct a container
within ourselves, capable of moving in and out and
also of holding without contaminating the self, as
we wait for the bits and pieces to be transformed

into a thought that we can communicate.

Infant observation requires us to attend closely
to the baby and the mother. We have to make
observations without doing anything else. We have
to delay our response until we are alone and free to
write up the experience. This observational task
asks us to tolerate anxiety. Gathering experience
without premature discharge is practice for the

therapist in building a container. Further thoughts
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about our observations occur when the large and
small groups join in discussing our reports, rather
like a therapist processing a clinical experience in a

supervision or consultation.

In preparing for the infant observation, I began
thinking about my own most primitive anxieties as
I remembered them in the small group. I felt
extremely anxious attending the group for the first
time, like an infant joining her family—fragmented
and unrelated to the others. Meeting faculty for the
first time, I had to deal with anxieties about failing
them, displeasing them, being inadequate, and
feeling lost or abandoned. I thought about what it
must have been like for me to be an infant and what
my mother was dealing with. I thought about her
attitudes toward me over the years, my feelings and
thoughts about her, and the process of our

relationship.
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Just before waking one morning, the words pas
de deux came to mind. This is a term for the dance
of the leading man and the leading lady in which
they both dance together, then each does a solo, and
then they dance together again. The dream alluded
to my mother because she loves ballet. I had been
thinking about the infant observation as a duet, both
mother and baby dancing together. As Winnicott
said, there is no baby, only a mother and a baby.
Pas de deux brings to mind a more complicated
picture: Both mother and baby dance together with
their shared anxieties and projections as well as
each dancing solo with their private anxieties and
fears. The mother dances her fears and bows to her
fear of inadequacy as a mother alone as well as
with her infant. The solo dance of the infant
features his attempts to contain his own fears about

survival. His fears of abandonment or inability to
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contain his mother’s anxieties occur along with the
dance with the mother. The week’s discussion and
lectures included recent infant research that
indicates that babies read affective cues in their
mother’s faces, turning toward or away from what
they see there. They dance together in visual and

bodily exchanges.

I arranged to observe an infant boy and his
mother. I had some idea of my own anxieties about
their interaction based on my image of the dance of
my internal mother and baby, together and alone. |
wondered how I could tolerate them. I was still
afraid that I might not be able to handle the anxiety
of the infant I was observing. As it turned out, the
baby was without the mother for the bulk of the
time. The mother of my infant was busy and left
him for an hour. I had thought for sure I would see

more of the mother with her baby, but indeed she
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did not appear until the end of our time, which in
fact I extended for ten minutes, not wanting to
leave him alone until she came. I’ve done this with
patients too, at times with the same thoughts, as if I
were the mother and could not leave them in a

vulnerable state.

Within the hour spent with this baby, I saw him
experience need and discomfort. I saw him make
attempts to soothe himself and delay his despair
when it appeared to be mounting too high. I felt
myself reaching out to him from inside, thinking
about him, trying to help him in my imagination. I
was relieved when the wave of his anxiety and
displeasure subsided. Then there was a lull, and he
had some moments of rest. He never was in such
distress that I felt I had to get his mother to come
for him because he could soothe himself. When his

mother came, she stood before him in his rocking
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seat and spoke softly to him. The interaction was
brief but connected and genuine. She gave him time
to read her face. He seemed reassured, and without

much fuss, he fell asleep.

This experience of observing—without rescuing
or interpreting, just sitting with the emotions,
thinking, and being available-helped me think
about the function of containment in my role as a
therapist. I thought about how I'd gone over the
time limit with my infant, and I asked myself,
“What motivates me to do that with patients?” Not
only the fear that I would damage them but the
anxiety that I would have to face their aggressive

needs.

Containment

So, I learned that what I have to contain in a

session may seem intolerable. Now I was in an
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environment where this could be discussed and

processed by many minds together.

Further small-group work on containment
produced a dream that included a garden with a
fence around it, located down the road from my
mother, in a place of envy. Again, I thought about
my internal good and bad objects, the competition
and envy with my sisters, and my experiences of
rivalry in the small group. I thought of the ways in
which I experienced myself in my family as
containing without speaking or speaking and being
devalued. I had been thinking of a container as a
pot, a metal or clay pot, with a lid. Now here it was
as a fence. A fence kept things out and also kept
things in while allowing some exchange between
inner and outer. The fence in my dream contained a
garden. Now my image of my container allowed

exchange and could grow things in it.
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I had the opportunity to think about what stops
me from containing. What prevents me from
preserving the container is my anxiety that what is
contained is too destructive for me or for the
patient. My wish to discharge anxiety, to evacuate
and expel it, or close myself off and jump away
from it was identified, particularly in supervision. It
was clear to me that I felt I could not stay with the
containing process in a session. The more I could
identify the pressures of my own internal process,
the more I could use my countertransference
experiences in sessions to build my capacity to
contain. Applying Bion’s concepts of thinking and
reverie, I learned to hold the raw unintegrated beta
elements and allow the alpha integrative function
time to grow, time for me to give meaning to

experience (Bion 1962, 1970).
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Countertransference

I have continued to work on my
conceptualization of the containment function—-how
it works, what it feels like, how to protect myself
from toxic material contained for a patient, and
how the experience of containment changes with
different  patients. This  countertransference
experience helps me think about and identify the

transference process.

My mind now has a more reliable context into
which my countertransference experiences fit. I'm
building my awareness of patients’ presentation of
their internal worlds, what they put into me as the
therapist, and perhaps what they refuse to take
back. I'm still thinking about what it takes to
contain the patient’s experiences and give them

back in a more manageable form.
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Fleshing out Theoretical Concepts

The movement between experience and
thought, between inner process and interaction with
others, formed the basis for my conceptualization
of Klein’s (1946) paranoid/schizoid and depressive
positions and Bion’s beta and alpha function
(1970). I learned how to nurture the construction of
alpha function in myself. I could see in myself the
process of picking up bits and fragments, holding
them, bundling them together, and making sense of
them. But I struggled with Bion’s idea of selected
fact. It feels as if I know the experience of it from
my clinical work, but I still don’t quite see how a
selected fact occurs to us. I have a better
understanding of Bion’s complicated grid because a
dream image came along to help me with that one

(Bion 1965).

I dreamed of a group of therapists dancing at

night around a bonfire, which was built of many
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upright logs bundled together. The dream said to
me that holding together the bits and fragments of
the self and its objects is like collecting sticks of
many sizes and shapes, allowing the possibility for
them to cohere as a thought and then perhaps as a
realization that has the warmth and aliveness of

fire.
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The Affective Learning Small Group

THINKING ABOUT THE SMALL GROUP

The small group’s central function is to be a
container for the emotional and cognitive
experiences of the members as they interact with
the program being presented in the large group. The
small group’s containing function enables the
processing and integration of those experiences by
individual members. The small group is a smaller,
more manageable venue within which members can
deal adequately with inner and outer experience. As
we lead a group, the framework for our orientation
is Bion’s (1962) theory of thought and thinking.
Bion described the value of Ilearning from

experience and notation, in which an experience
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that occurs in the group is noted and described and

becomes an object of group thinking.

The small group creates a paradoxical state of
psychic reality in which the individual member
works with three levels simultaneously: the
individual as an individual, as a member of the
small group, and as a component of the larger,
institutional collective. Unraveling the overlap and
displacement of issues is one of the most difficult
tasks faced in the small group. This complexity
gives the group several levels from which to exert
its powerful impact on the learning process. Group
members’ individual statements may represent not
only what any individual thinks at a particular
moment but also, through the processes of
projective and introjective identification, ideas,

desires, and fantasies encountered by or generated
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in the small group, the large group, or the

institution as a whole.

We value the small group’s potential for access
to deep levels of psychic experience that the group
itself can learn to see and understand. The
institutional culture promotes free discussion,
which fosters a degree of regression and
disinhibition, comparable to what we think of in
analysis as “regression in the service of the ego.”
Members are encouraged to say what comes into
their minds—thoughts, sensations, emotions, and
daydreams. Thus, there is sanction for studying in a
state of reduced resistance. The presence of others
provides objects for the projection of unconscious
fantasy. At the same time, the presence of others
provides a reality check. Members place into the
fabric or narrative of the group their unconscious

hopes and fears. The group has the ability to
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suspend external aspects of reality testing and to
substitute group agreement as the measure of what
is real. This promotes the visualization and notation
of the unconscious processes that power the group’s
experience. In allowing this metabolizing of
individual fantasies, the group acts as a container, a
detoxifying and metabolizing function that gives

new meaning to experience.

We work with the premise that the central
theme of each conference will be manifested in the
totality of the small-group experience. This creates
a continuous subtext that is available for study
throughout the weekend. The didactic theme of the
conference is only one element addressed in the
small group. It quickly becomes evident that the
emotional and fantasy elaboration of the theme,
evoked in and through each individual, compels the

deepest learning. This is emphasized when the
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small group is ongoing. Then the group’s history
and momentum transcend the theme of any one

weekend conference.

When in role as small-group leaders, we use
two approaches for dealing with the group
experience: group-as-a-whole observations and
individual responses. First, we make group-as-a-
whole observations to identify fantasies and
patterns, to engage the group in the review of its
dynamic process, and to track unconscious themes
that reflect the basic assumptions of the group
(Bion 1961). These comments reflect the way the
group acts “as if’ it were a single, psychic entity.
Fornari (1966) refers to this property of the group

as a fictive entity and a mystical body.

For example, an individual may express fear

and weakness. If the group coalesces to deal with
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that person’s fear and weakness to the exclusion of
discussing the concepts to be studied, the group is
ignoring other individuals’ fears and feelings of
weakness. As a whole, the group is denying these
qualities in itself, as if they belonged only to the
individual who speaks of them. In that case, the
group is using splitting, repression, and projective
identification of one individual as weak to defend
against shared anxiety about the group’s adequacy
to deal with its complex task. The leader comments
on this behavior in terms of the group as a whole to
relieve the individual of this role burden and to

return the group to its task.

In addition, we respond directly to individual
members. Individual responses are made either by
group members or by the leader. These resemble
responses made in a therapy group. Conflicted

impulses, memories, fantasies, or inner object
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systems may be identified when they are displayed
in the individual member’s style of dealing with the
small and large groups. These are transference
phenomena and they may call for an individual
interpretation not for the purpose of creating
personality change but to illustrate a concept. For
example, a leader might point out to an individual
member, “Your rage and anger at the presenter’s
authoritarian style reminds me of the feelings of
hate you felt toward your father for the way he
treated you when he received your report card. This
is an illustration of how transference affects the

learning process.”

To widen the field of participation, the group
leader might then ask whether others in the group
have similar and different responses to the
presenter’s style. In therapy, these responses to a

person could be understood in terms of the group
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members’ individual transferences. In the learning
group, they are used to make clear the group’s
previous use of the individual to represent group
conflict or desire. If the feeling is not shared, the
group may simply move beyond this idiosyncratic
response. To take it a step further, the leader may
feel that what is needed is a group-as-a-whole
interpretation of the group’s use of this individual
to speak for group discontent with the small-group
leader himself—an example of displacement of the
group transference to him onto the presenter. The
combining of group-as-a-whole with individual
interpretation provides multiple vertices from
which to study the psychic continuum. The group
observes the ways in which the individual and the
collective group become objects for each other.
Individual and group as a whole collaborate to use

each other as objects with which to encounter and
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work out the basic issues and themes of human
existence. At the same time, the group focuses on
the key issue of the forces that favor learning and

those that oppose it.

Bion (1961) called these the group’s basic
assumption states, or subgroup formations that
coalesce around members’ shared valencies to deal
with the anxiety of working together in a group
with a task leader. These take three main forms—
each shaped by (1) dependent needs, (2) wishes to
fight against authority or slip away from the job at
hand, or (3) preferences to create an exciting couple
relationship with the hope of creating a savior
because the sub-group formation seems better than
the current reality of a multiperson group. These
basic assumption states both support and subvert
the group’s ability to do its work. In the case of the

affective learning small group, these subgroupings
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are both interferences with the integrative task and
objects of study that provide material for the

integrative work task.

Structurally, the group has multiple work egos
with which to approach the task of the group.
Fantasies, emotions, and ideas that might be
terrifying for a single individual to articulate seem
to emerge more easily in the group. The presence of
the other members enables the group to note and
describe a phenomenon encountered in the group.
The phenomenon itself becomes an object of
thinking. When a group member denies the
meaning of a communication, the commonsense
perception of meaning by the other members leads
to a state of shared understanding that can be
persuasive. Even if the evident meaning is denied
by the speaker, it is noted by the others and can

then be held in a state of potential availability,
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waiting for the speaking member to claim it from
the container of the group. Although we know that
affect can spread through contagion, as it often
does in groups and organizations, the presence of
multiple self-observing work egos helps establish a
strong container, which in turn leads to greater

potential for group learning and growth.

The concept of developmental stages is another
lens through which to view the group. For example,
a group is sometimes preoccupied with feeling full
or empty. This awareness of internal contents refers
to having been able to take in the group experience
or not. At the narcissistic stage of development,
feeling full or empty may define who is complete
and thus good and who is partial and thus bad. At
the preoedipal level, we usually think that this
question reflects concerns over attachment: who has

or does not have the breast or the conditions for life
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itself. At the oedipal level, it signifies who has won
and who has lost, who is powerful and productive,
or who 1is insignificant and wormlike. The full-
empty paradigm subsumes minimal existence on
the one hand and the expansion of the self on the

other.

Hatred of vulnerability and neediness feeds the
resistance to taking in experience and knowledge,
but it also provides the spur for continuing learning.
As students and teachers, we need to accept that
vulnerability (and some measure of shame
associated with it) in order to work with our
anxieties if we are to be able to learn. Said
differently, the group struggles with dependency
issues versus defensive and envious fantasies of a
false independence based on spurious, magical
knowledge. This is an expression of the pain of

separation anxiety due to separation from an
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idealized but defensive state of being “in the
know.” This degree of separation is required in
order to learn. The more we know about ourselves,
the more separate, distinct, and vulnerable we
become. When we experience desire to learn and to
become knowedgeable, we face the fear of oedipal
triumph or exclusion from those who are in the
know. The group often creates a pairing and
magnifies its value to gratify and displace this
longing and fear and to project into the rest of the
group the painful feeling of smallness and oedipal

exclusion.

We see Fairbairn’s idea of the individual
endopsychic situation displayed in the group
process. The group members may project the
antilibidinal ego outside themselves into a leader
whom they perceive as attacking the needy-hungry-

ignorant infant/student aspect of themselves. We
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see Klein’s idea of envious idealization of the good
object. False idealization of the faculty leads to a
corresponding denigration of those in the student
role. The group may project that ignorant part of
themselves into an individual group member and
attack it there. Applying Klein’s terms for
individual psychology to the group, we note that
when splitting of good and bad experience,
projection of good and bad objects, and envious
attacks abound, the group is functioning in a
paranoid-schizoid position . When good and bad
aspects can be appreciated as aspects of the whole
group object about which ambivalence and concern
can be felt, we find the group operating in the
depressive position. Shame predominates in the
struggle with the sense of failure and vulnerability

in the paranoid-schizoid position, while guilt and
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wishes to make up for failures characterize the

depressive position.

The group as a whole mirrors the feelings and
fantasies of the members and gives them back to
the members without inducing the experience of
shock, shame, or guilt. The extrusion of one
member’s internal persecutor has the consequence
of making the institution itself seem saturated with
aggressors who wish that a needy member would
take her neediness elsewhere. There is no growth
without dependency, but there is no dependency
without injury. This point highlights the narcissistic
injury implicit in acknowledging one’s need to

learn.

The group works within two realities. It is a
fictive presence, in essence a re-creation of the

body of the mother that enables each member to
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enter a transitional space in which to refind the
missing part-object mother through the object of
the group. Simultaneously, it is an actual, external
event that provides each member with an
opportunity for experience, competence, and
mastery of the social environment. The group also
studies the elements that interfere with play,
imagination, and creativity in the transitional space

embodied by the group.

Examples of Small Groups at Work

With this theory as a background to which each
of us brings our own variations, we approach our
small groups. By the time we start work with the
group, we have to let go of the theory. Following
Bion’s advice, we let go of our memory of how a
group has been and our desire for how it should be.
We let go of our wish for it to fulfill our

expectations. We open ourselves to what is there.
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We learn anew from each unique small-group

experience.

A few of us will now present examples from
our work—as group leader in an institute on object
relations family therapy, as cochair of an institute
on object relations couple therapy, and as small-
group leaders in conferences on object relations
theory and practice. We show how a group gets
going, deals with its hatred of vulnerability, tries to
get dependency needs met, and hopes to become a
transitional space. We then present a group dealing
with envy and idealization of the male and
reparation to the female. This group moves between
the paranoid-schizoid position to the depressive
position. We demonstrate the importance of
boundaries in emphasizing the entity of the group
as the place for reflection. Our next examples show

how an individual defends against envy or
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expresses it on behalf of the group to allow the
group to avoid recognition of hatred of
vulnerability and how two groups deal with envy of
the couple relationship and oedipal exclusion.
Finally, one of us presents three sessions that show
a group’s struggle to study the concept of
separation anxiety, which requires facing members’
actual separation anxiety as they try to separate
from old ideas and from the end of the group.

GROUP FORMATION AND HATRED OF
VULNERABILITY

I was one of two small-group leaders in an
institute on family therapy. An opening lecture
introduced the topics of object relations theory and
family therapy technique. The presenter showed a
video of a cotherapy team working with a military
family with female children. The video illustrated

projective identification in a marriage, the
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substitution of the individual for the group, and the
transmission of sexual trauma to the next
generation. It also illustrated therapeutic technique
for establishing a holding environment in which the
family could feel safe to enter the psychological
space, interpreting their repetitive defensive
patterns, and following the affect so that the family
could share their pain. Questions and comments
followed. The small group then met to address its

integrative task.

The group had six members: Jeanne-Marie,
Lillian, Rose, Klaus, and Irv. Lynette was
enrolled but had to be absent for at least the
first meeting. Her chair was left empty. |
announced that Lynette could not attend
because of a medical emergency. The group
appeared to ignore this information and went on
to respond to the presentation. Some members
agreed that they couldn’t stand the weak,
emotional, inhibited behavior of the mother in
the video. Referring to the family therapy
videotape, Jeanne-Marie expressed irritation at
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the behavior of the male cotherapist, whom she
experienced as insistent and intruding on the

young girl.

| felt that the same might be felt about me if |
pushed too hard. The group seemed like a
female body into which | would be intruding.

Lillian observed that the therapist had waited for
quite some time to see whether the girl could
find the words for her distress. | thought that if |
continued to wait, the group might then
experience my eventual intervention as more
intrusive. As | was thinking this, the group
members wondered how long a therapist should
sit with painful feelings. Then they fell silent, as
if to see how long | would sit and wait. There
was agreement that the group felt worried and
pushed by the time frame, and there was some
worry about further absences or
disappearances. A long silence followed.

| said that the group could not proceed because
the members were not sure what they would get
from the group and from me. They responded
by raising questions. Should they present
cases, or should they use the group any way
they wanted? If they shared of themselves,

freepsychotherapybooks.org 456
theipi.org



would they receive criticism? Would they
experience shame if they strayed too far from
reality? Could they play with ideas in this group?

Jeanne-Marie recognized that her own military
family background had caused her to project too
much of herself into her perceptions of the
family on the videotape. Klaus claimed that his
poor English made it hard to communicate. |
acknowledged that Klaus’s English made it
harder for him but that he was not the only one
having difficulty speaking what was on his mind.
Irv said that he was afraid of being too cognitive,
and he realized that he was trying to sit on his
anxiety. His comments stimulated an intellectual
discussion on types of leadership. There was
then a long pause.

The group focused on the empty chair. My
explanation of the iliness of an enrolled member
had done nothing to alleviate anxiety about who
or what the chair represented. The group
developed a fantasy about the absent member
as a woman who is articulate and who would
have been able to lead the group. | said that it
was easier for the group to find a leader outside
the group than to think of taking individual
responsibility for their own learning in the group,
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including learning about the impact on a group
of an individual's absence. Lillian wondered
whether the group would run past the time
barrier, as if hoping that more time would mean
more learning. On realizing that the time would
not be extended, the group fell silent again.
Rose said wistfully that she had been thinking of
how this group might compare to other groups.

| thought about the people in the other small
group and wondered how my colleague was
doing. | said that this woman’s comment pointed
to a group wide fantasy that some other small
group would be able to do the job that they were
finding difficult and that some other small-group
leader than | might teach them how to learn
instead of waiting for them to learn from
experience.

This process is typical of a group in its first
session. The members sound both anxious and
excited as they explore whether the group can
become a transitional space for play with ideas and
experience to enrich their learning, much as a

family might feel in the opening session of therapy.
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A subgroup formation attempts to discuss the
videotape but runs aground when questions of
therapeutic technique reflect the group contextual
transference to the small-group leader as intrusive
into the body of the group. The members test out
the frame, the expectations, and the role of the
leader. They develop a fantasy about the missing
member as a savior. They hint at a fantasy about
another group, another leader—a flight to a new
object. The group has shown pairing and flight
basic assumption functioning. The group leader
uses his countertransference to interpret the
invocation of a savior and the flight to a new object
as defenses against the fear of the unknown and the

unstructured experience.
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PARANOID-SCHIZOID AND DEPRESSIVE
POSITIONS

I was a small-group leader beginning a two-
year group during an institute on object relations
theory and practice. Each of the small-group
leaders took a turn presenting theory to the large
group. Just before the small-group meeting to be
described, I presented a lecture on Klein’s concepts

of the paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions

and the death instinct as the driving force of

projective identification and on Bion’s concepts of

linking and containment.

The small group consisted of five women and a
male leader, me. The group complimented me
on my skill as a presenter. They found my
examples helpful in understanding the concepts,
and they proved it by sharing many examples of
splitting, linking, and containing from their own
clinical work. Only one critical comment on a
small point was made and quickly dropped. In
general, it was a wildly positive response, totally
divorced from the tense atmosphere the day
before, when a huge altercation had occurred. |
commented that the group was idealizing me so
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as to keep at bay the possibility of a resurgence
of aggression and hurt that might not be
contained. | said that this was a group
demonstration of idealization as a defense
against the paranoid-schizoid position.

The group members then dealt with the
remaining anger and hurt left over from the
previous meeting, in which two of the women
had been in furious disagreement. One of the
two women said that she felt that her intense
feelings were not wanted by the group. The
other said that she felt cut dead whenever she
disagreed with an idea that the other woman
expressed. The emotional tenor of the group
was tense. The two women entered into a
debate about which was more valuable—thinking
independently or expressing feelings. They
were becoming emotionally heated and
miscuing on what the other said.

Provisionally, | read this debate between the
women as a battle for control as to who would
set the tone and who would adjust to whom. But
| had not yet understood what was happening
sufficiently so that the group could move on.
After a silence, | understood it on a different
plane. | said that the group response to learning
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about object relations theory and the mother-
infant relationship had been to repeat an
aggressive, poorly modulated female pairing.

One of the women whose emotionality often
moved the group discussion from the intellectual
to the emotional level noted that as the group
became emotional, she felt unusually numb or
dead. This felt odd to her. Listening to the
intense disagreement in the group about how
things should be, she found herself thinking
mostly about the force of the death instinct in
the mother—infant relationship. She commented
that she too had an intense need for control
ever since she had been unable to control the
illness that led to her mother’s death. She
worried that her thoughtlessness as a young girl
had contributed to her mother’'s pain. She
wished that she had been able to be more fully
present to deal with their shared distress at the
end of her mother’s life. She wished that she
could have done more for her. Having
experienced her own deadness, this woman
concluded by speaking from a depressive
position of concern for damage done to the
maternal object and wishes to make reparation.
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Her comment defused the tension. The two
women who had been arguing turned to the two
group members who had been silent, and
attempted to get them to join in. This was their
plea to the group to broaden the field of
participation and relieve them of the burden of
enacting a projective identification about the
nature of a female-female relationship. One of
the silent women spoke. She said that she was
listening and thinking about iliness and death in
her family. The other began to cry and
eventually explained that she did not ever want
to feel pressured to talk. These two women set
clear boundaries on their participation at this
time and did not join in the fray.

The first two women lead the group in the
paranoid-schizoid ways of relating that are full of
aggression and misunderstanding. I am being
idealized as a defense against competition, anger,
and rage among the women for what I have. I point
out the women’s envy of me for my capacity to
integrate intellect and emotion in my admired

examples and in my group leading. The third
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woman expresses defenses against death anxiety
and damage to the object. She also demonstrates
reparation. She embodies the depressive position
for the group. The other two women are identified
as elusive objects about whom anxiety is felt. In not
participating, the relatively silent women take part
in driving the group process that is filled with
anxiety about the mother—infant relationship stirred
by the concepts. Their silence promotes the creation
and maintenance of the angry female- female
pairing to cover over the women’s longings to

possess the mother.

By the close of the group, I began to wonder if
the all-female competition was for possession of
me, the only male, and that the women’s envy was
of my uncontested position as the only desirable

member of my desired gender in the group.
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BOUNDARIES AND THE GROUP AS AN
ENTITY

| was leading a small group of one-weekend-
only participants. We were in the second of five
sessions of the small group. In the first session,
the group members felt that | had paired with a
particular student to teach about a concept.
Now, in the second session, they complained
about that pairing and said that they envied it. At
the end of the second session, a woman
member attempted to give me a hug. | declined.
In the third meeting, the group explored how
envy of the pair is driven by the loss of self-
esteem when one does not feel acknowledged
or affirmed or cannot make a pairing oneself.

My maintaining the boundary in not offering a
hug leaves the woman with a feeling of loss, and
this deprivation motivates her to speak about her
experience. Not accepting the hug is necessary to
maintain the group as an entity identified with
reflection, not action. This allows the individual

members to learn about envy of the couple.
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INDIVIDUAL AND GROUP DEFENSES
AGAINST ENVY

| was leading a small group in its second year of
meetings. In the previous academic year, a
presenter had used the word worm to describe
the underbelly of the narcissist whose
grandiosity masks a deep and abiding sense of
unworthiness. This year, a man | will call Winton
said to the small group, “I have such a tough
time learning, maybe | have a learning disorder.
| feel like such a worm.”

At the individual level, Winton might be using his
previous learning to express a current dilemma
about his ability and his sense of self. He might
be retreating to an old mechanism of self-
denigration. He might be invoking a memory of
an earlier conference experience to fend off the
pressures of envy and competition in the
present.

At the group level, Winton might be speaking for
a groupwide learning disorder evoked in
response to envy of the imagined brilliance or
real perceptivity of the small-group leader.
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How can the group face the defensive
idealization that protects the membership from its
hatred of vulnerability, and its rage and anxiety
over feeling so needy and helpless in the face of
complex psychological experience? Letting a
flawed but “good enough” object provide
sustenance offers the opportunity of finding one’s
true self, but this requires acknowledgment of
ambivalence toward a whole object. This difficult
work must be paid for by bearing the loneliness of
separateness and the fear of abandonment by, and
destruction of, the object. In Klein’s terms,
autonomy and independence are achieved by
integrating split-off objects and moving into the
depressive position, where one takes ownership of
the self and becomes responsible for all psychic

acts, both aggressive and creative. Reparation
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makes responsibility bearable by reconstituting the

damaged object and mitigating guilt and shame.

COUPLES AND OEDIPAL EXCLUSION

I was the chair of an institute on couple therapy,
a weeklong module that uses a multichannel,
cognitive-affective model. It consists of readings,
lectures on psychoanalytic concepts and family
dynamics, clinical illustration using video and
process notes, a median discussion group, small
groups, and plenary review meetings. As the chair
of this institute, I was in a position to study the
work of a couple of small groups without having

the responsibility of leading either group.

The small-group task is an integrative
cognitive—affective one in which the participant
reviews the concepts of intimacy, unconscious

communication, and sexuality presented in readings
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and lectures; discusses dynamics and clinical issues
shown on videotape; and examines the emotional
response to the material presented. As each
participant takes up the integrative task of the
group, a group process develops in which the
concepts that are being discussed emerge in the
interpersonal dimension, where they can be viewed
and examined in vivo. The group leader provides a
safe psychological space, interprets defenses
against learning, uses the group process to illustrate
the didactic material, and encourages group
members to apply their learning to their own
clinical experience. I will draw examples from the
process of the two small groups that met to discuss
various presentations during this institute on couple
therapy. I will call them Small Group 1 and Small
Group 2.
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The first presentation was on the use of
transference and countertransference in assessment
for couple therapy. The woman presenter used a
video showing a couple working with her and a
male cotherapist. The video showed a woman who
was overfunctioning and overburdened. She was
angry and contemptuous of the man, who,
according to her, was underfunctioning. She was
afraid that she would get trapped in a boring
marriage with him. He simply adored her, no matter

what.

Small Group 1

Group 1 produced a pairing between the leader
and the only other male member of the group.
Competitive yet fruitful, their exchange led to a
lively discussion about segments of the tape. A
woman group member talked of feeling
overwhelmed by the level of the woman’s
aggression toward her partner and the
therapists. She related her difficulty in dealing
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with this aggression to her difficulty in moving
from the ease of doing individual therapy to the
strain of couple therapy. The group then
struggled with the impact of seeing the
cotherapists working together on the video.

The group members asked the leader to do
some teaching about the use of cotherapy. They
claimed that, if the presenter were present, she
would teach the group. From this, he detected
that the group members were anxious about
whether a couple can be vital and productive—
the patient couple on the video, the cotherapy
couple on the video, the couples that might form
in the group, and the couple created between
the group leader and me, the chair of the
institute. The group leader acceded to the
group’s request, and he went on to teach about
the internal couple. In response to his taking
care of their dependent needs and creating a
couple in his discussion, the group became
entirely silent.

Group 1 behaves independently in intellectual

discussion and then emotionally becomes like a
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dependent child needing to have the couple

relationship explained.

Small Group 2

In group 2, there was no discussion of the
presentation at all, according to the group
leader, but there was a pairing. A woman group
member presented her own clinical experience
of feeling hopeless when dealing with a couple
where the wife is afraid of being buried alive.
Here was an interesting association to the
couple on the video, in which the woman was
afraid of being trapped in a boring marriage.
(The presentation was being referred to after
all!)

The leader broadened the field of participation
by asking whether the rest of the group wanted
to leave the feeling of hopelessness as her
issue or whether others also felt that way. The
individual helplessness and hopelessness
began to be shared by others in the group.
Another group member said she would feel less
anxious if it was possible to do cotherapy in
private practice. Of all the group members, she
seemed to be the one to wrestle with the
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concept of transference and
countertransference.

The leader noted that the first woman had
enacted the group feeling of being overwhelmed
by the presentation, while the other seemed to
be asking whether the more private “practice”
area of the small-group room could allow for the
group to co-work on the issues. He said that the
group had created a nervous couple to stand for
its ambivalence and anxiety about beginning to
study the couple relationship.

The second presentation featured a child-

focused couple.

The Next Meeting of Small Group 2

The group discussed the case for fifteen
minutes. A woman member then said that
loyalty to her family of origin and her country
interfered with her being a good couple with her
husband. Her family had a transgenerational
history of women being accused of leaving the
native land, so she found it hard to deal
professionally with an accused mother or with a
depressed father who was accusing his
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daughters of leaving him. She could not
separate being a professional from being a wife
and mother.

Another woman said that her issues resonated
with that theme. She thought that she had a
couple inside her that was full of anger about
sacrifice. Other women complained that they
have too much to do and too many obligations
to their children. They asked how can it ever be
understood that they have to make their
choices. Some of these women had been
powerful contributors to the large-group
discussion of the didactic material, but then in
the small group they came across as secondary
and vulnerable to sacrifice.

Others in the group were crying. The group
seemed to experience itself as the oedipal child
being abandoned. The leader himself felt bored,
distracted, and frustrated. He commented that
he might be picking up the frustration of the
maternal role. The women did not accept that
interpretation. It seemed more likely that he was
filled with the discomfort of the excluded oedipal
child.
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These three group sessions were chosen to
show how, when the couple relationship is being
studied, the group may identify with the couple or
with the child who does not have access to the
couple relationship. This phenomenon is amplified
in the small groups. Group 1 created a male-male
couple, had a lively intellectual discussion, related
to the difficulty of dealing with a couple, and then
listened like a mute child to the leader’s description
of the internal couple. Group 2 felt overwhelmed
by the didactic material, like a child, and went on in
the next session to talk about the child-centered
couple relationship and to experience grief about
the abandonment of family members by women

who form new couples with husbands and children.

To be effective as couple therapists, we have to
confront our own exclusion from the pair and our

anxiety about intruding on their relationship. We
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have to confront in ourselves the unresolved
anxiety of the curious child who should not be
privy to parental intimacy. The group can help us
resolve this conflict by giving us a space in which
to externalize the conflict, rework it with the help of

the group, and then reinternalize it.

STUDYING AND DEALING WITH
SEPARATION ANXIETY

| was the small-group leader of an ongoing
group. The three group meetings that | will
describe occurred during a weekend conference
on separation anxiety that included lectures on
chaos theory and dreams. After the presentation
on chaos theory, a woman spoke in an excited,
pleased fashion about fractals and strange
attractors. Another woman who had told the
group already that her father was a know-it-all
was furious about the pleasure expressed
because she believed it covered over the
ignorance and uncertainty that most members
of the conference felt about the new concepts of
chaos theory and their application to
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psychoanalysis. She felt that people actually
were in the dark and were too afraid to admit it.

The woman’s reaction usefully widens
awareness of the range of responses and the level of
misunderstanding. At the same time, her reaction
expresses rage against the intellectual challenge of
a new paradigm that upsets the group’s equilibrium.
Each large-group presentation seems to “crack up”
the internal balance, exposing the members to new
anxieties. The threat of confusing new suggestions
pushes the group backward over the edge into a
paranoid- schizoid mode of thinking and relating.

A highly trained woman small-group member
used the past tense to talk about her problems
in dealing with group emotional issues. She
said, “l used to feel so confused about the
process.” A less senior student confronted her
about the way she was distancing herself from
current difficulties in understanding complex

material. The first woman defended herself, and
an argument ensued.
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Differences in training, experience, and
professional status between these two members
leads to an argument that sharpens the group’s
awareness of the polarity between authenticity and

false-self relating.

The group members spoke about the confusion
between need and aggression. They discussed
how this confusion leads to fantasies of
destruction of the object. They developed the
hypothesis that if the object that they want to
annihilate is also needed, that object is felt to be
treacherous. | showed the group that it had
quickly moved into this intellectual mode of
discussing destroying the object as a defense
against the dawning awareness that the object
was about to disappear by its own agency—there
was only one more small-group session in the
weekend. The members became more aware of
their feelings that there was so much to learn
and so little time.

Separation anxiety saturates the group and now

becomes not just the intellectual topic for study but
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also an affect with impact beyond the group’s
ability to fend it off. Now it gains power to infuse
the study of separation and chaos with the
collective sense of loss experienced when new
theories impinge on old ideas and when known

people and places have to be left behind.

After a presentation on dreams as a signal of an
imminent turn for the better in treatment, the group

continued.

A man was first confronted and then protected
by the group. He talked about how injured he
had felt when the group felt that he had to be
protected from anticipated hurt. He remembered
the trauma of being protected as a child from
knowing that his mother was sick and in the
hospital. He was not told the facts and remained
deeply distressed by the continual uncertainty
about the seriousness of mother’s condition.
The group was supportive and empathic.

| saw a parallel process. | thought that this
man’s personal memory might be speaking for
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group-level concerns. He might be asking in
effect, “Is the group sick or well? Has it been
injured or helped? What has been my role in its
fate? Is the group an ill or ineffective mother?” |
could think this, but | could not say it. | was
captured within my own feelings of upset about
the uncertain outcome of the currently terminal
illness of a family member, and so | was
vulnerable to resonating with the group’s
feelings of loss at its impending end. | could not
contain my sadness and think with the group at
the same time.

There are times like this when a group leader
contains anxiety in silent reflection in parallel to the
manifest content of the group without usurping its
path. Perhaps this is one of them. I cannot be
certain. At that moment I became the “disabled,
sick” mother—sick with the shared illness of
anticipated separation. I wish I could have spoken
of it directly at the time, but in embodying it and

surviving for the next weekend and the next group,
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I became able to contain the message, even without

expressing it verbally.

It takes enormous energy and courage to deal
with the manifestations of separation anxiety.
During this conference on separation anxiety, the
group seems to have made headway in evolving a
containing structure that allows for the emergence
of unusually powerful, infantile and childhood
dynamics. Split-off, repressed, and projected
aspects of the membership are identified, contained,
and reintegrated. The group’s emotional vocabulary
enlarges with the help of the large-group
presentations. The group’s enhanced capacity to
deal with a variety of anxieties facilitates its efforts
to feel, think, and integrate.

A woman talked about her competence as if it
were a false-self attribute. She continued to

view her level of wisdom as childish. Other
group members confronted her with the
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nastiness of her self-deprecating remarks
against herself.

The group confronts this woman with her
submission to the power of her inner bad object.
Her critical superego (the “internal saboteur” in
Fairbairn’s terms) is a harsh, persecuting inner
object. The part of her self that is attached to this
internal saboteur suppresses her attempts to be
more real, direct, relaxed, and alive and punishes
her. In other words, it is hard for her to be separate
and distinct from the self-object merger that
characterizes such internal confusion. Again, the
compelling nature of the group’s connection to her
remarks leads to a personal insight.

The support of the group was crucial as it
withessed and commented on the way the
woman deprecated herself. Speaking for a
moment at the individual level, | remarked, “You

seem to be getting close to putting aside some
of the limitations you’ve been taught in favor of
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more spontaneous and true aspects of
yourself.”

A man broke into her moment of insight, saying
that he hadn’t had such benefit from the group.
He was envious of her moment with the group.
He said he now realized that he had disguised
his hungry and aggressive aspects. He hadn't
owned them and reintegrated them, as the
woman was being helped to do.

He said, “I've not been able to find my potency.
It's been hidden behind my mask of being a
loser.”

The group was kind to him, and we all sensed
the generative power of this moment.

At the individual level, I see that this man’s ego
ideal insisted on repressing these unacceptable parts
of the self. At the group level, I see him speaking
for the group’s tendency to denigrate its own
potency as 