From Objects and Subjects to Citizens: Group
Analysis and the Study of Maturity

Earl Hopper

It is an honour and a privilege to record my gratitude to Dr Patrick
de Maré. 1 first met Pat in 1968 when he was taking medical
responsibility for the patients treated under the auspices of the
London Centre for Psychotherapy, which was across the road from
the Group-Analytic Practice in Montagu Mansions. Approximately
twenty-five of the LCP therapists were obliged to meet with him
once a month for an hour and a half. Those therapists who were
most anxious that their patients would commit suicide would ask
Pat what to do, because they anticipated that they might have to do
more than interpret the transference. In response, Pat would look up
at the ceiling and from time to time say ‘Yes ... yes...". The rest
of us would nod in agreement. When the seminar was over, we
would feel much the wiser.

During this period of time, I read early drafts of Pat’s Per-
spectives in Group Psychotherapy (1972), and he listened to my
attempts to integrate the work of Marx, Durkheim and Freud. His
active interest enabled me to deepen my own understanding of
psychoanalysis and group analysis without having to jettison the
core of sociology, which was so important to me.

In these discussions I used the term ‘massification’ for the first
time. However, we focused on two general topics, which have
remained important to me. One was the possible relationship
between Jungian notions of the collective unconscious and
Durkheim’s concept of the ‘conscience collective’. I took the view
that both concepts were based on an unacceptable isomorphism
between living organisms and social systems to the effect that
society was not only like an organism but was an organism.
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Whereas such analogies had great descriptive value, they had very
little explanatory value, and their implications were misleading —
for example, that social systems cannot be changed in any basic
ways. For all its intellectual and ideological difficulties, I preferred
a more Marxist, left-wing approach to the study of groups and
persons.

The second topic in our discussions was the concept of the social
unconscious, not as a property of a so-called ‘group mind’, but of a
‘person’, conceptualized as a human agent who had both a body and
a society. I argued that from this point of view a psychic fact was
preceded by both organic and social facts, which were of equal
priority and equal importance. This perspective had been developed
in the work of Erich Fromm (1930, 1962) and other members of the
socio-cultural school of psychoanalysis, and in the sociology of
Norbert Elias and his colleagues in the early Frankfurt School of
sociology (Rabe, 1998). Such attempts had met with great resistance
within the academic establishment of the United Kingdom and the
United States, not to mention Germany itself, although the current
generation of students, especially in Germany, were eager to
explore the unconscious constraints of social, cultural and political
factors on personality and human relations generally. This was
evident in the links that students from Germany had begun to forge
with group analysts in London.

Although I had begun to learn about group analysis, and had
taken what was more or less the first course in the Introduction to
Group Analysis offered by the Institute of Group Analysis, Pat
introduced me more systematically to what Foulkes and Anthony
(1957) and Foulkes (1964) had written about the social uncon-
scious. Although these ideas were neither new nor very complex, I
was surprised and delighted to realize that Foulkes and his
colleagues were working with both psychoanalytical and socio-
logical ideas, and that they were forming the view that, as both an
orientation to the study of groups and as a clinical discipline, group
analysis was based on psychoanalysis and sociology, as well as
systems theory. Not only were Foulkes et al. citing this literature,
but they were really working with the ideas and data. This was
refreshing, but in the context of psychoanalysis and psychotherapy
in London at this time, it was also revolutionary.

I was very pleased indeed that Pat (de Maré, 1972: 8) acknowl-
edged our discussions in the Introduction to his first book. This
helped me feel that I had something to say about the importance of
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a sociological perspective in theoretical and clinical group analysis.
However, it took a quarter of a century before I realized how much
Pat had influenced me intellectually.

I would like to summarize here what I wrote in ‘The Social
Unconscious in Clinical Work” (Hopper, 1996).

It is necessary to develop the classical Freudian model of
maturity that emphasized the resolution of problems presented by
biologically based stages of development. In addition to the
fundamental shift of emphasis suggested by Kleinian notions about
meeting the challenges presented by the depressive position, and the
important modifications suggested by Malinowski, Jones, Richards,
Maslow, A. Parsons and Erikson, among others, it is necessary to
consider yet another theme in the critique of the traditional model of
psychological maturity, one that was first raised by Erich Fromm
(1963) in a little-known paper called ‘The Revolutionary Charac-
ter’. (I rather like the title, but I can see that some people might be
bothered by the connotations of ‘revolution’, and by the even more
disturbing fact that the book in which it was published was entitled
The Dogma of Christ.)

Fromm writes:

‘The Revolutionary Character’ is someone who is identified with humanity, and
therefore transcends the narrow limits of his own society and who is able
therefore to criticize his or any other society. He is not caught in the parochial
culture in which he happens to be born, which is nothing but an accident of time
and geography. He is able to look at his environment with the open eyes of a man
who is awake and who finds the criteria of judging the accidental and that which
is not accidental according to the norms which are in and for the human race.
(1963: 111)

By ‘revolutionary character’ Fromm really means ‘the mature
person’, rather than a character type or character disorder. He is
suggesting a stage of development in which a person can be
sufficiently detached to be able to take their social circumstances as
problematic, but sufficiently involved to be able to identify with
them and to be affected by them and, in turn, to be willing to affect
them. To reach a point whereby one can be compassionate,
sympathetic and empathetic, yet sufficiently detached to take a
situation as problematic, is really a great psychological achieve-
ment. An infant cannot do this. Human beings must strive to
achieve a sense of balance between involvement and detachment,
and such ‘balance’ indicates that a certain kind of maturity has been
reached. Fromm would say: that which is not accidental is that
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which is ‘rational’, or at least which can be explained rationally,
according to the laws of science or even of social science. The
mature person is one who has been able to transcend the limits of
their own particular background, and, therefore, to reflect upon their
circumstances, to take them as problematic and to locate them
within their historical and contemporary social context. Such a
person is able and willing to think about their own psychic life and
that of others, their own interpersonal community and that of others,
and their own identity and that of others. Such a person will be
aware of the relativity of social and personal ethics, even if ignorant
of the language needed to discuss it; and will have considered the
traditional free will/determinism problem, even if they have never
learned that the idea that we must try not only to understand reality
but also to change it, was a Marxist, revolutionary idea. The
revolutionary character will be able and willing to take the risks
involved in attempting to change the very social circumstances
within which they have come to be able to think, to make
judgements, to act and to be creative.

An essential feature of increased ‘psychic muscle’ is the ability
to withstand and even to make creative use of social resistance to
‘revolutionary’ action. The revolutionary character must be able
to make the social unconscious conscious, which complements the
traditional idea that maturity requires the substitution of ego for id.
Obviously, attacks on authority are not always an expression of
unresolved oedipal struggles, just as attempts by those in authority
to maintain the status quo are not always an expression of their
sense of responsibility and probity. We could include this idea of
the revolutionary character within ‘genital maturity’, but the
concept of a revolutionary character subsumes the concept of
genital maturity.

It seems to me that this perspective is at the heart of Pat’s
discussions of citizenship and the politics of large group processes
(de Maré, 1975, 1991), in the sense that ‘revolutionary character’,
as Fromm uses the term, and ‘maturity’, include the development of
the willingness and ability to take the roles associated with the
status of ‘citizen’. Inevitably, this will also be a group phenomenon
in that people cannot take such roles if they have not ensured that
citizenship is available, which is a political process. The willingness
and ability to take the roles of citizen and to ensure that such roles
exist within a democratic society can be facilitated through what
Foulkes (1964) termed ‘ego training in action’. Perhaps Pat’s
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perspective was also influenced by T.H. Marshall (1949) who, in an
attempt to develop Alfred Marshall’s discussion of inequality,
argued that the institutionalization of the rights of citizenship
offered a fundamental social unity which could ameliorate the
effects of those inequalities that might have to be borne in any large,
complex, modern society. Most certainly, the spirit of impersonal
fellowship as a core element in Koinonia can be understood in these
terms.

One implication of this perspective is Pat’s view that all patients,
but especially those in training to become group analysts, should
have a long-term experience of large groups. Not only might people
learn about the social psychology of large, complex social systems,
but they would also have an opportunity to resolve some of the
anxieties associated with becoming a citizen, that is, with furthering
the social psychological processes of maturation. Obviously, this
requires that training institutes form and maintain a policy to this
effect, and have the will to realize it.

Another implication of this perspective is a way of thinking about
participation in large groups, if not within groups of all sizes. For
example, as I outlined in my Foulkes Lecture (Hopper, 1997), Pierre
Turquet (1975) has argued that in large groups individuals are likely
to experience a regression to the state of a ‘singleton’, associated
with ‘group disarray’, but then progress to the state of a ‘member-
ship individual’, associated with ‘group homogeneity’. However,
maturation involves becoming an ‘individual member’ who has
‘outgrown’ singleton and membership individual statuses, although
perhaps not once and for all. In other words, the development and
maintenance of a work group requires the emergence of ‘individual
members’. This approach contrasts with Pat’s idea of a work group
based on the development and maintenance of a social system that
structures the status and roles of citizenship. Pat has a vision of a
mature work group which is able to guarantee the rights of its
participants because they are sufficiently mature to ensure that the
work group will do so.

I am indebted to Pat for helping to keep alive the possibilities of
thinking about these problems from the point of view of group
analysis. For me, this has come to involve an application of a
particular version of psychoanalysis to the study of groups, namely
one associated with the Independent tradition of British psycho-
analysis, which gives weight to the importance of traumatic
experience and to the unconscious constraints of social, cultural,
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political and economic factors. Ironically, as the actual practice of
psychoanalysis and its institutions enter their equivalent of the Dark
Ages, these particular psychoanalytical ideas will be kept alive
within a forum built and maintained by Pat and his generation of
colleagues (such as the late Jim Hume, Lionel Kreeger, the late Tom
Main, Malcolm Pines, Robin Skynner and Stuart Whiteley) and by
the next generation of group analysts (such as Harold Behr, Dennis
Brown, Liesel Hearst, Meg Sharpe and others). I have little doubt
that future generations of group analysts will maintain the forum
and develop these ideas.
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