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Large Group: A Brief Historical and
Personal Account

DOMINICK GRUNDY, PH.D., CGP, FAGPA

ABSTRACT

Large Group (LG) developed in a postwar period searching for answers about the effects
of group membership on the individual. If individuals perpetrating evil in World War
II were “banal,” a group effect was suspected of eliciting their extreme brutality.
Following Bion’s ideas, group psychoanalysis explored this using free association in
a public setting. Later generations systematized his ideas out of context. They sought to
professionalize and extend his and other psychoanalytic group theories yet they still
worried that the group effect was regressive. After the Cold War, faith in democracy
increased and likewise optimism about the effect of group on the individual.
Sociotherapy and therapeutic community could furnish the social context missing in
individual psychotherapy. LG could also examine relationships between inside and
outside — individual mind and social structure. More recently, however, concern about
negative group effects has returned. LG theorists have drawn from relational psycho-
analysis, a model based on the intimacy of the individual session. However, personal
encounter with “the other” is ideal in a small group setting where members feel they
belong. What LG offers is understanding the experience of being in a crowd.
Meanwhile, LG is popular at group therapy conferences, but we do not know what
draws attendees. If leaders and members harbor different aspirations, they may not
work constructively together. It would be helpful to understand what participants seek
and how setting and format interact. This article begins with a naive account of
exposure to a crowd and then LG.

Dominick Grundy has a private practice in New York City, NY, and is former editor of
International Journal of Group Psychotherapy.
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In the groups in which I am the psychiatrist I am the obvious person, by
virtue of my position, in whom to vest a right to establish rules of
procedure. I take advantage of this position to establish no rules of
procedure and to put forward no agenda. (Bion, 1961, p. 77)

LOST IN A CROWD

My first experience (1958) of a large — huge — group was the crowd
of protesters in Trafalgar Square, London, before the walk to
a nuclear power plant in Aldermaston, a village some 50 miles away.
Canetti (1962/1984) writes of a crowd’s “direction, which is common
to all its members [and] strengthens the feeling of equality” (p. 29).
Aldermaston was the physical direction, but a safer world was the goal.
This became an historic event in the European protest movement
against nuclear power and the threat of accidental apocalypse.

I never forgot the feeling of drifting in a sea of thousands in the
shadow of Admiral Nelson and four noble lions guarding his 170-foot
column. The lions were the work of the Victorian artist, Sir Edwin
Landseer, my greatgrandfather’s godfather, through whom I had
acquired my middle name, Edwin. The only familiar faces were
those of speakers for the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament
(CND) whose pictures I had seen in the newspapers: well-known
politicians like Michael Foot whose nephew Paul I knew at my public
school because we were on the boxing team. He later wrote scathing
articles about this staid 400-year-old institution. Paul had seemed to
me content there, but too passive in the ring. He apparently saved up
his pugilism for political writing. At the Aldermaston march Bertrand
Russell, the pacifist philosopher, appeared and later I learned about
the presence of Benjamin Britten, Doris Lessing, and E. M. Forster.
Such celebrities, I thought, must have a solid sense of identity; on the
other hand, I experienced a painful dissolution of self. Discussing
Trotter’s herd instinct, Freud (1921) said, “The individual feels
‘incomplete’ if he is alone” (p. 63). Where, I wondered, could one
feel more incomplete than in a crowd? Although I have never aspired
to large group (LG) leadership, this was a paradox I determined to
understand better.
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Writers on LG (e.g., Kreeger, 1975) describe such experiences as
threats to identity, threats of annihilation, loss of boundaries, narcis-
sistic blows, all different from the experience of a small group where
we are known. For example, I would have been a “singleton”
(Turquet, 1975) unable or unwilling “to join in and so go through
a necessary change of state” (p. 94) to that of individual member, or
else someone opting for “MeNess,” a counterdependent position
(Lavie, 2004; Lawrence, Bain, & Gould, 1996). These writers would
also have pointed out that a cause held the crowd together; it formed
to oppose rather than self-examine. Despite this difference, I believe
the subjective threat posed by being afloat in a mass of people is key to
the attraction and the danger of LG.

Large Group Experience as a Professional: A Naive Example

In my first LG experience during a professional conference in the
United States, no cause served to bring us together. America had had
its revolution back in 1776 and purged itself of foreign oppression, yet
here we were in a vast hotel whose conference rooms had aristocratic
names like Versailles Suite or Baronial Ballroom, illustrating the
psychoanalytic idea that repressed desires return in altered form.
I had arrived early and found a man arranging about 100 chairs. He
started in the center and moved in a spiral, each chair slightly askew.
As people sat they reshuffled the chairs to align them with neighbors
or those in front. It saddened me to see his hard work undone so
casually, but I thought this might just be the point — I knew Tibetan
monks destroyed exquisite sand paintings to demonstrate life’s tran-
sience. Quite a crowd had arrived; meanwhile, a brisk woman took the
seat next to mine and half-sat on my briefcase, which I held awk-
wardly. The chairs man said something short, impersonal, and not
quite audible. There was silence for several awful minutes, broken by
the hotel staff in partitioned-off adjoining rooms calling out in
Spanish and cracking jokes. “They know how to live,” I thought,
“whereas we have nothing to do here.” Gradually voices, some inaud-
ible or thickly accented, spoke of their anxieties. Someone said some-
thing about what had gone wrong in Berlin, another about a dog
alone at home, and another about a painful divorce. A common
rejoinder was, “So glad you said that.” The woman beside me asked



120 GRUNDY

in a snappish British accent, “What is our work?” a question no one
answered. (I did not realize she might be dropping a hint to the
leader by referring to Bion’s “work group” [1961, pp. 143-146]).
Her badge read Agazarian, an Armenian name I had seen in journals
and which I associated with Turkish genocide. Was she trying to get
things on track before a disaster? I had not yet read her work on
groups as hierarchic interactions of levels and predictable growth
stages (Agazarian & Peters, 1981). Doing so would probably not
have dispelled my confusion.

In this LG, one topic crystallized, a problem in the host organiza-
tion’s corridors of power. Agazarian’s group isomorphy principle might
have applied (Agazarian, 2001; Gantt & Agazarian, 2004): Disturbance
at a higher level was reflected in a lower. What I did note then was
dependence of the group on its leader who, some alleged, wanted to
take over the whole conference program at which the organization’s
board of directors had balked. Was this to be his last appearance? An
attending board member in the group confirmed that there must be
diversity of theoretical orientation represented at the conference. Our
group leader grew testy: This board member was subverting the task of
the group by referring to activities “not in the room.”

Looking back, I can see that the leader was repelling a challenge
threatening to the group. However, at the time I wondered, “What
task? What is in the room?” I continued to have thoughts about the
egalitarian ideals of the American Revolution and their subversion,
but they hardly seemed relevant. After exactly 90 minutes, the leader
said the group was over and thanks for coming. The overall melan-
choly recalled for me the sinners in Dante’s hell bewailing their lot in
terza rima, except here the response was, “I send you a special hug.”
The group in the Inferno understood the rules, but to me little was
clear. I felt guilty for having nothing to say in the LG. I had failed the
ultimate trial of modern life, to find your voice in a mass society
without hierarchic distinctions and where no one knew you.
Anonymity must surely be the basis of the experiment.

I imagined that the experiment of kicking away the props of your
social persona should — if you stayed afloat mentally — support self-
realization. I saw this as in line with other ideas of the mid-20th
century such as existentialist notions of humans as, at bottom, nothing
essential, only an identity that they chose for themselves (Sartre,
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1938/2013). I thought the clinical LG must be a self-administered
homeopathy to experience the weakening of socialization, timely
while people were still trying to comprehend how such brutality had
swept through mankind in recent World Wars. To enhance this
experiment with chaos, no leader was offered with whom to identify:
no Mahatma Gandhi, Sigmund Freud, Nelson Mandela, Martin
Luther King, or Pied Piper of Woodstock. Apparently, the genius
behind all of this was Wilfred Bion—an Englishman born in the Raj
at the end of the 19th century (i.e., upper-class man perched atop
a racial volcano). He had endured battle fatigue — post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD) — in World War I as an aggressive and highly
capable tank commander. He had returned shocked by human
destructiveness and enraged at the top brass because they could not
think and did not care. After barely managing at a university, he wrote
himself back to stability with a war journal ostensibly for his parents
(Bion, 1997). In World War II, he was commissioned to work with
traumatized soldiers and went to Northfield Hospital in England
accompanied by his psychoanalyst, John Rickman (Harrison, 2000).

Experiences in Groups

Bion’s foundational work on a psychoanalytic approach to leading
groups, Experiences in Groups (1961), has been treated as a textbook.
I believe it should be read as a set of essays on the effects of group
participation based on his experiences. His examples refer to small
groups, but discussions of Bion tend to elide large with small (e.g.,
Banet & Hayden, 1977; Rice, 1969) as if there were no difference.
What is the effect on the individual of participation in group? Partly
because perpetrators of evil were “banal” (Arendt, 1963,/2006), many
suspected the group effect of responsibility for brutal behavior in World
War II. Anonymous participation in a crowd could legitimize hate and
violence, as had been suggested by LeBon (1896/1952) among others.
An assumption about the value of anonymity in group had also guided
postwar public opinion experiments, called the group discussion method
by the Frankfurt School (Pollock & Adorno, 2011). These experiments
began with the assumption that subjects would be more open in an
informal setting with strangers about their hidden loyalties to the
defeated Reich. Undirected discussion would bring these angry
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preoccupations to the surface, just as today online chat rooms may foster
hateful anonymous opinions (Post, 2015). Bion followed this nondirec-
tive tradition, but also saw in group behavior a desire to preserve and
defend the group, even to the point of denying reality. Man, according
to Bion, was a group animal, albeit often at war with his own “group-
ishness” (p. 131), a conflict denied, as we will see, by later generations
when groups were more popular. Although the book’s date was 1961,
much of its material was written closer to his personally influential war
years and the period at Northfield with Rickman; there had been a gap
in publication time (Hinshelwood, 2008; Lipgar, 2003; Schlapobersky,
2016) during which he had been influenced by Melanie Klein’s ideas
about projection (Klein, 1946,/2012).

It is my view that pre-Klein Bion assumed that unfettered discussion
in an anonymous setting could, like Greek tragedy, lead to discovery
and catharsis of antisocial feeling and help forestall antisocial acts. It
was a homeopathic learning experience for its members, one that
appeared to countenance evil but sought to contain it in words (i.e.,
through insight). Conflict between social codes and human desires
was at the time a foundational psychoanalytic assumption; Freud’s
Civilization and Its Discontents (1930), written between the two World
Wars, is a classic expression. With “no rules of procedure, no agenda,”
the leader was not just applying the “evenly hovering attention” of
classical psychoanalysis in an unconventional setting. He or she was
performing an experiment to reveal disconcerting truths about latent
human tendencies in the group setting — the group effect — especially
aggression and regression. Groups could be dangerous.

The Need for Order

Confusingly, it was Bion’s three basic assumptions — dependency,
fight/flight, pairing — that received most attention in subsequent
group practice. These could be extracted and applied elsewhere by
leaders eager to systematize a developing field. Converting Bion’s
hypotheses into academic données, later writers have doubled the
original trinity, most recently Bennett Roth’s Genocide (2018). Others
have applied modified basic assumptions to the culture permeating
groups, for example, the social unconscious (Hopper, 2003, 2019;
Hopper & Weinberg, 2011). Basic assumptions also seem to have
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sparked models of group stages such as Bennis and Shepard (1956),
Tuckman (1965), and Agazarian and Peters (1981) (although Bion
does not describe them as stages).

This desire for order and system was not only to help professionalize
the field, but also to assert control over groups still viewed as potentially
destructive (e.g., Kernberg, 2003). Bion’s text was caught up in this
trend. These supplementary extensions of his basic assumptions assert
greater predictability in group behavior, especially LG behavior, than
he had envisaged. Bion’s “Group Mentality” (pp. 50-57) is a safer
diagnostic generalization about an ongoing small group, where mem-
bers are present to each other and even silence has an impact. He
wittily observes that “there is no way an individual in a group can do
nothing — not even by doing nothing” (p. 118), something untrue of
LG where individual members may be silent without effect.

Bion’s ideal group leader does not overtly lead, a method that had
originated in experiments with other group therapists at Northfield
Hospital during World War II. His nondirective technique, allegedly
effective with traumatized soldiers, did not recommend him to British
military authorities expecting “results,” and he was fired. During one
melancholy session, Bion recalls earlier examples of group resistance:

I have recent memories of a group in which my exclusion had been
openly advocated. ... A reaction as mild as this is quite reassuring, but
I cannot forget that when I first attempted to put such methods into
operation the experiment was terminated by removal in fact from my
post. (pp. 34-35)

Universality or Personal Style?

If the goal is to expose what the mind conceals from itself, an active
leader, whether as a director, an advocate, or a healer representing what
he acidly calls “a miniature theocracy” (p. 56), may distract. Such as it s,
“cure” results from submitting to personal experience of the group
effect. Bion ironically notes that members were often too defensive for
this: “The only cure of which I could speak with certainty was related ...
to my own —a belief that groups would take kindly to my efforts” (p. 29).

In weighing Bion’s general thesis about the pressures on group
leaders and members, we should not overlook Bion’s leadership style
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as a contributing factor. The leader who convenes a group but then
seems to do nothing — no procedure, no agenda — is to a groupish
animal acting provocatively. (That was his agenda.) It has been hard for
students to resist reading into his personal style universal laws of group
dynamics. For one thing, Bion supplies scant contextual information
about setting, population, or outcome, and it is not clear if or how self-
study was explained in situ. “Judged by the ordinary standards of social
intercourse,” he says dryly, “the performance of the group is almost
devoid of intellectual content” (p. 39). He registers melancholy or even
dismay, but never pleasure or success. Brief vignettes have a comic bite.
His characterizations are intermittent and acerbic, suggesting that he
did not build on what group members said. Here, he differed from his
contemporary, S. H. Foulkes, a psychoanalytic group therapist who had
also worked at Northfield Hospital. For Foulkes, member contributions
were ongoing free associations “meaningful when decoded and put
into the appropriate context” (Group dynamic processes, 1968/1990,
p- 180). Their meaning is not the issue for Bion. His theoretical edifice
is founded on the negative; group member incoherence “proves” his
ideas. Unfortunately, two of the most original contributors to psycho-
analytic group therapy, Foulkes and Bion, did not acknowledge each
other, a split that has had consequences to this day. Later in his career,
Bion’s skepticism about system and order only increased (Ogden,
2004a). In 1976, in a group supervision setting in Los Angeles, he
looked back at the basic assumptions as “crude constructions, general-
izations” (1978/1994, p. 291). He added that he was “sick and tired of
hearing psycho-analytic theories — if they don’t remind me of real life
they are no use to me” (p. 291): this from a former president of the
British Psychoanalytical Society! The first Bion developed his work on
groups still shocked by the behavior of human beings in the horror and
chaos of war. The second was confronted with a professional world that
he thought had retreated into defensive abstraction and rigidity. “We
learn these theories — Freud’s, Jung’s, Klein’s — and try to get them
absolutely rigid so as to avoid having to do any more thinking. But we
cannot ... help the process of development if we start by being mentally
fossilized” (p. 249). Bion’s anger at the officer class in World War II
seemed to have been transferred to the leaders in the field of psycho-
analysis, especially in the UK.
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Trust the Group

Group theories tend to mirror implicit assumptions about society,
especially democracy. Early classical psychoanalysis had viewed the
group effect as somewhat dangerous, what Nitsun (1996) calls “the
psychoanalytic tradition of group psychology ... a view of groups as
a product of primitive intrapsychic phenomena that render the group
a highly disturbed and disturbing container” (p. 12). However,
despite Cold War anxieties, post-World War II generations felt more
optimistic, prosperous, and safe within Pax Americana than contem-
poraries of Bion and Foulkes who had witnessed horror and had
employed group theory to combat social mobilization of aggression.
Indirectly, group theory reflected this. Those interested in dynamics
of societies began turning attention away from biological aspects of
human nature as well as aggression and regression; speaking very
generally, problems were thought to originate in poor alignment of
the social system, including the family, with the individual. The 1960s
saw an explosion of personal psychotherapies of all types (DeLeon,
Kenkel, & Garcia-Shelton, 2011). Now, man and society were no
longer in an inherently conflictual relationship. Groups were an
opportunity for untrammeled dialogue to support self-realization
and expand social ties. In this view, mental health and fulfillment of
egalitarian ideals pointed in the same direction, including the search
for personal happiness (Dworkin, 2012). No doubt this was somewhat
naive, but groups were essentially good.

Sociotherapy

LG is not so much psychotherapy as it is sociotherapy (Weinberg,
2008, p. 246). Sociotherapy uses group to treat the individual in
a social context (Edelson, 1970; Whiteley, 1975). Since development
of the self is strongly influenced by groups, especially families, this
reintroduction restores something missing in the individual session.
With regard to LG, if all members belong to one organization or
community, sociotherapy breaches departmental silos and heals splits
through democratic dialogue across hierarchic levels. Although asso-
ciated today with rehabilitation for long-term problems, therapeutic
community as originally described by Main (1983) and Jones (1973)
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was therapy for a whole organization, for example, a hospital. Doctors,
nurses, administrators, and patients could hear and give uncensored
feedback; empowered by LG, patients could take a more active role in
their treatment. Sociotherapy reflects ideas about the whole group or
community being healthier than the sum of its individual parts
because, according to Foulkes, a group constituted a collective norm
that could correct individual deviations (Schlapobersky, 2016, p. 455).
An example would be community-based groups, some ranging from
25 to 40 members, designed to elicit feelings about loss and social
fragmentation in the Bahamas in which members tell their stories in
public and receive community support through their narratives
(Abernethy, Allen, & Carroll, 2018).

Sociotherapy may also explore “downward” how the individual
(microcosm) has internalized aspects of society (macrocosm), thus
developing awareness of the social frame in which members are
embedded. This would make LG what Weinberg and Schneider
(2003) call “an important tool in understanding social interactive
processes ... within society” (p. 17). In this approach, mind is as
much social as individual, one of what Foulkes called “transpersonal
processes” (My philosophy, 1968/1990, p. 278). “Mind is essentially
like a language, a large group phenomenon” (De Maré, Thompson, &
Piper, 1991, p. 64). The group members’ task is to reflect on group
enactments indicating how they have unconsciously identified with
those in power; that is, their participation in a social unconscious
(Hopper, 2018). For example, at a group therapy conference
I recently attended, a workshop member said he wanted a better
understanding of his “inner Trump” (the recently elected
U.S. president). He thought his hatred was obsessive and concealed
something he needed to recognize about himself. This would have
fulfilled the goal of exploring how aggressive feelings (internal) inter-
act with social forces (external). However, the group said no: “We are
sick of hearing feelings about Trump.” Responding to this pressure,
the workshop leader sided with the majority and an opportunity was
lost to explore unconscious identification with hated powerful figures.

Exploration of how prevailing cultural values become interna-
lized played a role in De Maré’s concept of sociotherapy, koinonia,
a system of steps in which frustration and hate precipitate self-
awareness (1991, p. 160). However, his discursive argument, that
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of a polymath with an impressive range, assumed a stable commu-
nity with meetings over a considerable period: “We have found that
it can take more than ten years to create a culture in which
people ... talk to each other without violation” (p. 94). It also
assumed a charismatic figure able to attract followers sailing
under the flag of that figure. “He [De Maré] was open, personal
and available to the group. On the one hand, the group was
enormously dependent on him. ... On the other hand, he
reminded us he was just another member” (Shields, 2001, pp.
207-208). This is the awkward paradox of Bion’s “miniature theoc-
racy”’; the dominant leader fulfills egalitarian ideals by authorizing
others to turn a blind eye to his or her dominance. To the extent
they depend on the leader, they may be distracted from study of
the porous boundary between inside and outside, psyche and social
structure. Furthermore, volunteers for LG sociotherapy may be the
more socially responsible members of an organization and not
representative of the whole. An ambitious program like this would
probably not work in a few 90-minute meetings, the typical format
in group therapy conferences today.

The Relational Turn

Characteristic of LG is the problem of self-observation and frustration.
The old method of “no rules of procedure, no agenda” was intended to
provoke excitement while strengthening self-observation to survive the
regressive undertow of an emotional group mentality. However, the lack
of boundaries and agenda may cause group members to become fru-
strated and unable to self-sstudy. Conditions stirring up the heated inter-
actions from which self-observation may profit are exactly the ones in
which it may become difficult.

Perhaps with this in mind, some 21st-century LG writers looked to the
intimate culture of the therapist-patient dyad, often called “the relational
turn” in psychoanalysis (for a useful introduction to this literature, see
Goldman, 2019). Ironically, ideas about individual treatment in
a relational field had been anticipated by group theories such as
J. L. Moreno’s sociometry (Hale, 2009; Moreno, 1953/1978), M. and
W. Barranger’s dynamic field in 1961 (Baranger & Baranger, 1961-62/
2008), and by Foulkes and Anthony (1957/1965) arguing for individual



128 GRUNDY

treatment in a multiperson context. However, relational psychoanalysis
and group psychoanalysis remained strangers, despite exceptions such as
Billow (2003), Buchele (2018), and Grossmark (2015, 2018). Even
though LG can be considered to be essentially a stepchild of psycho-
analysis, psychoanalytic training today unfortunately excludes group
theory or practice.

An example of this relational turn is Rizzolo (2012) arguing effec-
tively against the Bion/Klein version of splitting and projection, which
they believe characteristic of group dynamics (Aguayo, 2009). Rizzolo
contends that projective identification is a two-way, not a one-way
dynamic, as Bion and Klein had proposed:

By imagining that a part of himself [sic] is contained in the other, that is,
the “not-I,” the projector can experience this aspect of himself in a way
that was previously unavailable to him. The recipient colludes in the
process to elicit aspects of self that could only be reached through this
temporary merger state. (Rizzolo, p. 355)

This “temporary merger state” of intersubjectivity is echoed in other
recent statements about LG as we will see. It represents what (ideally)
transpires between individual analyst and patient working to negotiate
a third, or transitional, space between them (Ogden, 20004b). However,
itis hard to see how what Rizzolo calls “mutual subjugation” works in LG
whose members have different perspectives, expectations, and needs,
and where there is typically no time for the therapeutic “working
through” characteristic of individual or small group psychotherapy.
What characterizes LG, as Weinberg and Schneider (2003) note, is
exactly the absence of the intersubjective element (p. 20). It is difficult
to predict what participation will mean to the individual experiencing
the group effect in such an unbounded event. Transferring to it lan-
guage appropriate to relational psychoanalysis ignores an unpredictable
setting where experience of self is initially restricted rather than, as in the
bipersonal field, expanded. Nevertheless, writers of this persuasion,
influenced by such psychoanalysts as Kohut, Stolorow, Atwood,
Brandchaft, Orange, and Lichtenberg (Segalla, 2015, p. 255), conceived
LG as a setting for personal encounter. These important psychoanalysts
had guided the rebellion against the traditional view of human nature
held by classical Freudians in the United States, but they were not
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interested in group therapy. Although their thinking was in tune with
positive feelings about democracy and egalitarianism, tensions in the
social surround were not registered.

I am suggesting that interpretations based in more traditional theories ...
create an atmosphere permeated by the more negative aspects of human
engagement. I am further suggesting that by not giving sufficient recog-
nition to the positive efforts at engagement in the complicated setting of
the LG, we are doing a disservice to the members who ... continue to
make efforts to cross boundaries in a manner that conveys an ardent
desire to truly know the other. (Segalla, 2015, p. 249)

Segalla and others are to be commended for seeking to establish
a praxis that encourages “cross[ing] boundaries” in an America now
riven by social tensions. However, the rhetorical opposition of “posi-
tive” and “negative” here oversimplifies the question of how this can
be done. LG was established with a positive goal to plumb negative
aspects of human engagement, including attacks on the group and
the leader — for example, “I [Bion] have tested this situation several
times by letting it go very far, even too far for safety” (1961, p. 125).
A relational stance that favors affiliative behavior is positive, but
should it discourage expression of latent hostile aggression (de
Maré’s frustration and hate, for instance), it could also prove to be
negative. In the background lies a familiar debate. Classical analysts
accused revisionist colleagues of ignoring aggression while the latter
accused Freudians of ignoring relational needs of the self. (A thor-
ough discussion of these issues appears in a critique by Mills, 2005).
But is this debate between those with “ardent desire to truly know
the other” and followers of “more traditional theories” relevant to
LG? Personal encounter in “traditional” groups must have occurred
too, but the aggression versus relational needs debate was always too
categorical. Each side may be right at times; what matters is not
which is ascendant — Mars or Venus — but the loss through ignoring
the counterargument. For instance, might interventions that pull for
“positive engagement” unintentionally foster conditions for a false
group self (i.e., shamed compliance)? If so, there would be no
boundaries to cross and the baby would be thrown out with the
bathwater.
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Can Groups Be Trusted?

To restate the question raised at the beginning: What is the effect on
the individual of being in a group? Sociotherapy suggests the effect
was always positive. I argue that this reflected confidence in demo-
cratic processes that would curtail the authoritarianism of top-down
models of organizations and, in our profession, oppressive behavior
by group leaders. I also argue that we no longer share this confidence.
The people’s name can be used to sweep away lawful institutions;
dictatorship may oppress, but strongman leaders are often popular;
ostensibly free public discourse may be controlled by unelected elites;
group members can band together and evade topics that cause dis-
comfort. Recent events worldwide suggest grounds for worry about
democratic institutions (Habermas, 1962/1989; Levitsky & Ziblatt,
2018; Snegovaya & Berman, 2019). If the trauma of the 20th century
in the West was that of mass slaughter, the trauma of the 21st century
could turn out to be worldwide collapse of democratic safeguards.
Since models of LG are, I believe, indirectly linked to wider social
currents, especially feelings about democracy, it makes sense that we
are starting to see LG presented as a moral heuristic to control
untrustworthy elements of the popular will.

An example would be sociotherapy by an organization to educate its
members to observe constructive, communal dialogue optimally “guided
by an ethos of inclusion and tolerance” (Dluhy et al., 2019, p. 295). This
particular model avoids the problem of dependency on a charismatic
figure by using a well-designed, respectful team approach. The goal is
“affiliation within a learning community” (p. 288), and this community —
the American Group Psychotherapy Association (AGPA) —is assumed to
mirror society so that “a civic opportunity begins to emerge—that of
relating to one another as citizens of a globalized world” (p. 295).
Minority voices are encouraged so as to support their professional iden-
tity, to mitigate cultural trauma, and to educate dominant subgroup
members in relating to nondominant ones, all worthy goals that reflect
current concerns about deep divisions in our society. The leaders wish to
combat what we call populism and de Tocqueville called “tyranny of the
majority” in his classic study of democracy in America (1835/2000).
Linked to this, they wish to combat classical psychoanalysis instantiated
in “interpretations from a knowing position of authority” (p. 296).
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Educating a “learning community” to be inclusive and tolerant is a fine
goal, but today large populations are reacting against being “citizens of
a globalized world,” something connoting rule by an invisible techno-
cratic class for whom nation, ethnicity, and community are irrelevant
(Strenger, 2013). In practice, the drive for the harmony of affiliation,
inclusion, and safety, however well intentioned, may mean bracketing
the rough energy of the typical LG as just noise, even though this is the
motor of the action. The original goal was to draw from the depths —
good and evil — in hopes of containing the latter. Overemphasizing
“safety” through anxiety about violations could result in foreclosing
authentic engagement and disallowing the ruptures or breakdowns in
communication presaging forward movement (Carr & Sandmeyer,
2018). The answer to the question about group effect is determined
before the individual member can come to it on his or her own.

Large Group Today

Those describing LG are typically its leaders, but what about its members?
What do they seek? I have not seen calls for research into this. As most LG
events are at conferences such as those of the International Association for
Group Psychotherapy and Group Processes (IAGP), Group Analysis (GA),
Group Relations Conferences (GRC), as well as AGPA and its affiliates, it
would also be worth studying how setting has influenced format. Although
longer versions presumably exist, it is the shorter versions (often 90 min-
utes) that are popular, something that presumably mediates the group
effect. The style of leadership typically reflects the theoretical roots of the
organization, although IAGP experiments with “different theoretical
approaches with leaders with varying theories conducting them”
(Richard Beck, President IAGP, personal communication, October 15,
2019). It would be well worth comparing the effects of different
approaches to LG.

In a small group, leaders can set benchmarks of progress for mem-
bers to work with, but in the typical LG, energy comes from below and
this makes top-down preparation difficult. Being plunged into
a setting like LG has an effect due to relative anonymity, probably
measurable in the nervous system. Even if some know each other, the
experience of being in a large space with, at times, 100 people may
threaten personal identity. In the absence of research, my hypothesis
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is that anonymity offers a different safety (i.e., license to lay aside the
professional mask and take a break from a structured conference
program), analogous to my earlier speculation about kicking away
the props of your social persona in a process of self-discovery.
Participants may want to dip into the unknown and test themselves
in a setting with scant rules or roles, where chance is almost king. “You
can even say something totally outrageous, like you support Donald
Trump,” one member told me. This may sound frivolous to those who
propose a more deontic function for LG, even though something may
be learned from being “totally outrageous.”

Related to anonymity is insignificance, being at the mercy of larger
forces, a feeling commonly expressed in groups with reference to
holders of privilege, toxic masculinity, government power, U.S.
Border Patrol, Homeland Security, and Google — is it listening? These
threatening agents are outside the group and beyond our control, but
it might be more threatening to refer to the dangers within it such as
personal fear of criticism, of authority, of feeling excluded, of rage or
vulnerability, of having nothing to say. I recall going to the zoo as
a child and watching a large gorilla through the bars. Next to the
cage was a mirror, and under the image of your face were the words:
“You are looking at the most dangerous animal in the world.” Stare at
the dangerous gorilla and you missed the message. If LG has anything
as simple as a message, it is that we can all be dangerous, or perceived
as dangerous, and in the company of relatively unaffiliated strangers we
have a chance to examine this experience rather than project malign
intentions onto the world at large.

In one 90-minute LG I recently attended, there were statements
about such topics as prerogatives and drawbacks of old age, ambiva-
lence about discussing race and whether this should include Jews, sex
(a senior member had said “use me,” perhaps thinking of Winnicott’s
“use of the object” (1971), but a younger woman thought this was
sexual innuendo), in-groups and out-groups, and gender — “do we
want to go there?” There is nothing surprising here; with all due
respect to the contributors, these are collective thoughts in wide
authorless circulation that may even offer opportunities for subtle
aggression to support egalitarianism and justice. The energy lies in
how members position themselves around them, younger ones finding
a voice to turn the tables on more established ones, for example.
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Members seemed to distinguish themselves existentially rather than
coalesce around a cause. Arguments served as handholds for individual
members to clamber out of anonymity. Anger, attack, sadism, should
they occur, are a way to launch. (This should never apply to the
leader.) In this sense De Maré was right; even frustration and hate
may propel, if not thinking, at least speaking up and joining in. This is
relational too; it may fail the standard of knowing the other — an
attractive if somewhat indefinite concept — but we begin by seeing
what we have to say, if anything, in response to others we may not know.

Conclusion

Covert attitudes toward democracy have colored the shifts in overt
group theory, especially theory about LG. Theory has often failed to
focus on the essential group-effect question, which is personal: What is
the effect on me of being in a large crowd of fellow human beings? Bion
alleged that our emergent response to this is deep, not trivial. We
always have some kind of relationship to the group, even in cases
where we might prefer not to. However, Bion’s reputation became
associated with certainties about how we defend ourselves uncon-
sciously against the experience — through projection, splitting, and so-
called basic assumptions. In more confident times, the value of a large
group or crowd was deemed to lie in its power to effect change, such
as the Aldermaston march, and in theory the individual gained
strength by sharing its benevolent power. Today “populism,” as it is
sometimes called, makes us nervous; group power may not be so
benevolent after all. In the ups and downs of this history, the group-
effect question became lost and perhaps it still is lost. LG is the best
setting in which participants can find answers for themselves if they
care to ask. And we all should.
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