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The Impact of the Post-Totalitarian Social
Context on the Group Matrix
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The analytic group matrix, while mirroring the post-War, post-
Communist and post-totalitarian context, offers an opportunity for
the mourning process, but also for creating the new. In the struggle
between the completely lost hope and the effort of finding any hope,
it can be a place for finding the germs of hope through the empathic
human exchange. For two decades the author has followed the
impact of the social field on the dynamics of analytic groups in
Belgrade (small, median and large, institutional and private set-
tings) during the difficult socio-political period of totalitarianism,
war and bombing, disintegration of Yugoslavia, revolution and
the periods after. In this article she focuses on the specific aspects
of the social mirroring in her groups during the actual post-
totalitarian period.
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Introduction

In this article, I shall emphasize the importance of the holding
and containing environment of the analytic groups in times of
uncertainty and chaos as a means and opportunity for healthy
psychic growth, as well as group tendencies towards regressive
transformation into various kinds of ‘psychic retreats’ as a
refuge from the unbearable reality. I shall describe some new
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paradoxical forms of persecutory phenomena, some aspects of
communication through malignant projective identification
(especially with borderline and other difficult patients) and the
dangerous collusion of the similar destructive parts in the
group matrix and in the social context.
Social mirroring in groups or the group, being a microcosmic

reflection of a wider phenomena, is an interesting area for inves-
tigation, not only from a scientific and philosophical aspect, but
also its practical source for clinicians and therapists. In my
opinion, in some historical and political periods it becomes
especially important.
In our country, ex-Yugoslavia, we have had to endure such a

traumatic and chaotic period, that, unfortunately, we have
been able to see how the impact from the social field to the
group matrix can be strong, even seriously pathological. In this
article I am sharing some of these experiences during the actual
post-totalitarian period of our society.
For about two decades I have been following this impact on

analytic groups in Belgrade in institutional as well as in private
settings, both in-patient and out-patient groups, small, median
and large. These two decades have been a time of totalitarianism
in our country, of war and bombing, the disintegration of Yugo-
slavia, economic and cultural sanctions with the excommunica-
tion from all world organizations, thousands of refugees all
over the country, revolution and other extreme events.

Catastrophic Phenomena

Catastrophic phenomena were not only on the level of fear and
fantasy, but also at the very center of our reality (political reality,
national reality, institutional reality, cultural reality, moral
reality, existential reality, and, of course, psychological reality).
Sometimes it seemed as if the whole mental space had been over-
whelmed with destructiveness and psychotic phenomena, inside
and out, without any space for thinking and containing. We
had to learn to cope with these catastrophic realities, both as
therapists and as humans. We had to learn to bear the unbearable
and, putting it in Bionian words, we had to learn from the most
difficult experience and sometimes to learn under fire in the very
concrete meaning of it. The activation of more primitive defenses,
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including psychotic defenses in individuals, groups and institu-
tions, was obvious and often discussed among clinicians.
‘Psychic retreats’ with creation of complex pathological orga-

nizations, as described by Joseph (1982), Rosenfeld (1987),
Segal (1972), and Steiner (1993) were more widespread than
usual and we could also detect them in ourselves. In looking
for a secure-enough land to lean on, we have deeply experienced
the value of our psychoanalytic knowledge and of sharing our
transference and countertransference problems with colleagues
and supervisors.

One Example of the Absurdity of the Situation

Because of the political sanctions, our training course in group
analysis was to have been interrupted halfway through. However,
our trainer from the London Institute for Group Analysis refused
to break the setting of the course. So, our group had to find a
private house quite outside the legal mental health institutions,
so that we could complete the course.
Air traffic had also been banned, and our teacher, although

over 70 years old, had bravely come by himself, driving his
own car all the way from London to Belgrade, arriving punctu-
ally at each session. You may imagine how deeply we were
moved and on what level we might have internalized the matrix
and the manuals.
So, we had to face barriers and isolation on various levels with

all their consequences. Things happened that had previously been
completely unbelievable to us! As mentioned, some psycho-
analytic concepts were of special value for understanding the
processes, such as Joseph’s ‘Addiction to Near-Death’ (1982),
Meltzer’s ‘Claustrum’ concept (1992), Nitsun’s ‘Anti-Group’
(1996), Rosenfeld’s ‘Destructive Narcissism’ (1987), and Steiner’s
‘Psychic Retreats’ (1993). These gave us the courage to go into
mental areas which were frighteningly dark, as well as preserving
optimal distance. We were aware that certain distortions in our
understanding, certain kinds of insensitivity and collusion with
pathology, certain ‘retreats’ from reality, were unavoidable. We
had to try to cope with all those distortions including the very
dangerous mechanism of ‘turning the blind eye’ (Steiner, 1985)
to the truth.
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Healing

Fortunately, the totalitarian regime is now behind us and our
social context is in the process of healing. There is relief on one
hand, but also paradoxical difficulties in giving up the old
mechanism on the other. We are reminded of Segal’s comment
(1972) about pathological organizations – which, although
created to escape the catastrophe, tend themselves to become
chronic catastrophes. So, in time, tranquility actually became a
dangerous addiction!
The question is – how to break the vicious circle? Does the ana-

lytic group have the power to be a tool for that? In my experience,
it does give a chance for that deeply established network of reac-
tionary forces to become more visible and treatable. I shall give
some examples.

A Large In-Patient Group

A very important experience was a large in-patient group of
about 50 members in the Day Hospital of the Institute for
Psychiatry, University Clinical Center of Serbia, in the Ward
for non-psychotic disorders. This had been run on group-analytic
principles three times a week by a conductor and two co-
conductors for many years. During the war years in Yugoslavia
most patients on the ward had been traumatized in some way.
The group was heterogeneous in terms of nationality and reli-
gion, including refugees from different parts of the country.
This group became one of the most important tools in the treat-
ment, as well as in our learning process. Social mirroring was
evident all the time. We may call it ‘social tragedy mirroring’.
The group matrix was dominantly in the paranoid-schizoid
frame, with silences often being extremely long and containing
various frozen states of anti-emotion and anti-thought.
We had to wait for the group’s capacity for sharing anything

to emerge and follow the flux of the group process. There was
hostility towards the leader’s position, followed by anxiety,
guilt and pseudo-depressive states. For the real depressive
position to appear we had to wait for a very long time. After
the revolution, it was characteristic for new forms of resistance
to emerge, abandoning infantile life positions and taking adult
responsibilities.
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The Median Group in a Private Setting

Another example in which the social mirroring was quite visible
is a median group in a private setting which started in 1999,
immediately after the end of the bombing, with 14 difficult
patients and two conductors and which is still ongoing.
At first glance, starting that group seemed like enclosing a ‘sick

ground’ without a chance of making it into a garden. Rather,
the situation was one of disturbed patients living in an unhealthy
context. On such grounds, we expected that it would take a very
long time for anything healthy to start growing, but we were sur-
prised how fast it did. The group was like an extremely hungry
and frightened child grasping firmly at the group as the nurturing
object. Before long, a specific symbiosis was created: nurturing
symbiosis between the group members among themselves and
another kind of symbiosis with us. We felt idealized and kept
at a secure distance, children thankful to their parents for just
providing them with the basic conditions for survival in a danger-
ous world.
We questioned that idealized situation, thus:

1. Was it a necessary primal symbiosis with an idealized object
providing a good-enough holding environment for psychic
growth, which should last long enough?

2. Did the group-as-a-whole become a kind of ‘psychic retreat’ as
an escape from the painful reality providing narcissistic and
masochistic gratifications for the members?

3. Was the group a self-nurturing narcissistic object with the
therapist experienced as a threat for pushing the members to
get in touch with reality, with the idealization of the therapists
as a manoeuvre of keeping distance?

On the other hand, it was also obvious that this idyllic position
was not perfect. Specifically, from the very beginning, particles
of the pathological social field emerged into the group matrix.
Many group members had deviant perverse intrapsychic forms.
Characteristic ways of dealing with those persecutory elements
were sarcastic jokes, witty group fantasies, caricatures of politi-
cians, sketches with political roles – we supposed as a need to
articulate anxieties and hopes.
There were also rapid changes to omnipotent manic states, e.g.

‘We are exclusive. We are having fun unlike those miserable,
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unhappy people outside’. So the intensive splitting was evident in
projecting misery, despair and evil on to the outer world and then
quickly changing to a silent, lifeless atmosphere. Oscillations
between the opposite states were with high amplitude, diminish-
ing with time.
We questioned the meaning of this specific humour, thus:

1. Was it an urge to keep the idyllic situation long enough, by
projecting all the bad aspects of the self and objects outside?

2. Was it an effort to transform the cruel external reality into
harmless toys as a creative play through which the group
was struggling to metabolize particles of the horrifying reality
as raw beta elements into alpha-elements?

3. Was it a tendency to deny the dominance of the totalitarian
political reality and use the group as a ‘psychic retreat’ of an
omnipotent manic kind?

4. Was it a form of a collusion of the similar sadistic, perverse
elements of the social and of the individual, the dominance
of those forces over healthier forces? Namely, sometimes it
looked like some kind of a perverse pseudo-acceptance of
reality?

For many years, this group has been oscillating predominantly
in the paranoid-schizoid frame. Not until 2004 did it come slowly
towards the depressive position more often. The balance between
Thanatos and Eros is also finally in favor of the latter. This is
understandable, in view of the dominantly borderline pathology
of the members as well as the median size of the group. On the
other hand, these circumstances also made the social mirroring
more visible.
In my opinion, insight into the actual cultural assumptions

through the median and the large group enabled us to become
more sensitive towards the members in small groups, too.
We shall now take a brief look at some case vignettes, each

with very concrete social links.

Vignette 1
A depressive women of 35 joined a small group. She had had a few traumas in a
short time, among others her father, a general in the ex-Yugoslav army had just
received a summons for the court in The Hague. After a while she became quite
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open in sharing her problems with the group. In spite of her depression she was
very decisive in her intension to help her father face his responsibilities. She was
actively engaged with the lawyers and she went together with her father several
times to The Hague including the last time, when he was remanded in jail. The
group could follow her feelings through the whole process. She was brave in
coping with the reality and angry at any signs of blindness for ex-regime and
war crimes. Not until the end of the court proceedings could the healing of
her deep narcissistic and human wounds start. Paradoxically, the retreats from
reality into autistic spaces became visible in the next period. Together with
this women the other members of the group had the opportunity to work
through their own various social feelings of loss, of horror, of guilt, as well as
mirror among themselves the tendencies to refuge from the painful truth.

Vignette 2
A female student of law comes to a once-a-week small group from a little
Bosnian town near Srebrenica. She has a severe obsessive-compulsive disorder
with horrible morbid sexual pictures of herself, which isolate her from people.
It started at 13 when the hell of the civil war was burning around her home.
In the group she was feeling rather isolated for a long period, but had slowly
began to share her dreams with the others. In her long dreams there were
thousands of soldiers from various sides and herself running between them in
panic trying to help, then scenes with her close Muslim friends, her teacher
and her dear Muslim nanny, followed by scenes of herself taking care of many
babies. The dreams became both the distance and the bridges towards the
group and slowly the isolation was dissolving together with empathic sharing
of her deep fears and sorrow.

Vignette 3
Amale member of a small group from its start five years ago, is also a student of
art history and a refugee from Croatia. When his stepmother brought him to
therapy, at first glance he seemed to be a schizophrenic from his expressionless
and anorexic outlook. From initially very poor contact, slowly he become cap-
able of communicating, often with very lucid observations and silent empathy.
Although he had been experienced as a foundation part of the group, somehow
he had been always just partly existing. Then, very recently, he suddenly shouted:
‘You all never see me really. I am like a ghost here, I am not really in life. Please,
don’t let me stay in that mental concentration camp any more!’ and he started to
cry loudly for the first time. He said that he never cried, even after his mother’s
death as a small boy. The group contained the pain and felt strong empathy and
relief. After so many years it was a turning point in his therapy. Finally, he had
made contact to his frozen heart, but at the same time to some of his trans-
generational contents. Never before had he talked about the stories he was listen-
ing to as a little boy about concentration camps, where both his grandfathers, his
grandmother, his two uncles and his aunt had been. It became clear that he had
had a strong unconscious identification with those internal objects for many

400 Group Analysis 40(3)



years and that finally he had become capable of freeing and separating his own
self from them.

Vignette 4
A male of 34, pacifist and extremely anti-totalitarian, told the group about the
murder of his mother that had happened the day before. For three years he
would often speak about their bad relationship, but never about her name, an
important person in the establishment of the regime of Milosević. He shouted
his retaliation plans. Fortunately, the group had the capacity to contain his
murderous feelings, turn them towards the mourning process, and work through
similar feelings in others, as well.

Summary

The war and totalitarianism are behind us, but the consequences
of the terror are going to last for decades and through genera-
tions. So, focusing on the post-totalitarian group matrix, we
can say that right after the revolution we encountered relief,
but also confusion, emptiness and fear of the new. There were
long periods of static unproductive group situations. We had to
wait for the hidden contents to emerge and try to preserve open-
ness towards those areas of the group life that could still not be
thought about. Sometimes years of patience and balancing
were needed for the separation from the evil objects to start
and for the frozen human souls slowly to thaw. The lifeless situa-
tions were partly a mourning process for lost bad objects with
their organizational function.
We just have to keep in mind that for a long time the aggressive

part of the social self dominated sadistically over the healthier
part, which was hopelessly paralyzed in a process that had
really become an addiction. The pull towards life and sanity
had been split and projected somewhere, evading guilt feelings
and pain. We had to find them somehow and return back to con-
tact. With the positive social changes, the collusion between the
outer and the inner bad objects had been partly cut; hostages
free, but still in a state of addiction.
Often there was an urge for instant solutions – such as the push

towards us to replace the totalitarian leaders. It was important
not to act-out those projections in any way.
Most difficult for treatment were those areas in which the

reality was simultaneously accepted and disowned, turning to
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lies and perversions, such as in the ‘tricky’ political humor.
I emphasize the importance of the differentiation between those
manoeuvres having an adaptive function in surviving the
trauma and those going beyond that function into ‘service per-
version’. In both cases, reaching insight into the domination of
the bad objects was not enough: collusion had to be exposed,
too. I see that point as a chance to move towards taking respon-
sibility for truth. Of course, a special balance was important for
coping with the negative therapeutic reactions.
Another characteristic of group transference is the expectation,

sometimes even pressure, on the therapist to define the new
values. If we were to act out in that way, I think that we would
rob the group matrix of its creative potential for exploring the
new reality, especially in a society which is still existing some-
where in the ‘no-place’.
I admit that there were moments when we were on the edge of

losing all our faith in humanity. We experienced the internal con-
tact with our good objects, including the matrix of our training
course, with the trust and understanding we had received through
it, as a model for creating bridges in spite of their absence, for
bearing the unbearable, for thinking the unthinkable, for rebirth
of meaning in our selves and in a human group. The holding
power of the good-enough matrix enables the encounter with
the internal ‘evil eye’ without refuge into blindness. It opens a
path for the transformation of the internal and external evil.
Bearing in mind our experience of the complex flux of chaos
and order, we continue our search for a valid link between
matrix and manuals.
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