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“Totalitarianism is never content to rule by external means, namely, through the state and a 

machinery of violence; thanks to its peculiar ideology and the role assigned to it in this apparatus 

of coercion, totalitarianism has discovered a means of dominating and terrorizing human beings 

from within.” 

 Arendt (1951) 

“..we are dealing with the zero-level of subjectivity, with the formal conversion of the pure 

externality (its brutal destructive intrusion) into the pure internality of the ‘autistic’ subject 

detached from external reality, disengaged, reduced to the persisting core deprived of its 

substance…If one wants to get an idea of the elementary, zero-level, form of subjectivity, one 

has to look at autistic monsters.” 

Žižek (2008-9) 

Totalitarian Matrices  

          Totalitarianism as a psycho-social phenomena involves in its essence continuous striving 

for the totality of rule over persons, groups, whole societies, regions and even wider, defeating 

people’s freedom of thoughts, feelings and actions, even of fantasies, dreams and creative 

imagination, submitting them all under one ideology without questioning. Art, science, everyday 

lives and all communication are to be put under control by any means. Resistance is to be 

annihilated and punished, while unified, purified and happily obedient people become idealized 

through all-encompassing propaganda. Many frightening phenomena occur in these paradigms. 

Human minds and communities can be invaded with terror, dissolving usual boundaries between 



 

the private and the public spaces, blurring the distinction between good and evil, truth and 

falsehood, reality and delusion—in short, abolishing the capacity for human judgment. 

Totalitarianism can be traced back throughout the history of humankind up to the present day, 

and, unfortunately, it will continue in the future. It was coined as a term linked to Mussolini’s 

Party which idealized a fascist utopia, and since then it has been widely used in social-political 

sciences, usually connected to a state system-as-a-whole. In this chapter, it will be considered in 

its wider meaning, including a variety of human sub-systems which possess these properties. 

         Interestingly, the psychoanalytic movement was born and developed in the wake of and 

parallel with the so-called Age of Totalitarianism (Pick&Ffytche, 2016), representing rather 

opposite paradigms. In trustful therapeutic relationships, it enables free associations and speech, 

opening up the mind to the chaotic and uncontrollable unconscious, thus keeping the flame of 

liberal and cosmopolitan ideals burning. Logically, struggles between these two kinds of 

paradigms, overtly and covertly, are continuously going on. Occasionally, the psychoanalytic 

field, similar to other liberal fields, is being defeated either in the decline/perishing of its 

activities, or in its submission/collusion with dark totalitarianism forces. Examples of the abuse 

can be seen, for instance, where cooperation with the CIA for interrogation methods 

(Pick&Ffyche, 2016) went on, or in the case of the re-education of anti-regime prisoners in 

Tito’s Yugoslavia (Antić, 2016). In recent years these kinds of abuse are getting more publicity. 

Whether this means that the field is becoming more mature, enabling it to face its shadow side, 

or whether the ‘enemies’ are improving tools in turning publicity into instruments for denigration 

and destruction of the psychoanalytic fields, or perhaps both, might be better seen from 'big 

picture' perspectives.  



 

Many scholars and practitioners have found it very helpful, in order to unpack these 

complex psycho-social dynamics, to turn to the group-analytic concept of the ‘group matrix’: the 

“hypothetical web of communication and relationship in a given group…the common shared 

ground which ultimately determines the meaning and significance of all events and upon which 

all communications and interpretations, verbal and non-verbal rest” (Foulkes 1964, p292), or the 

“network of all individual mental processes, the psychological medium in which they meet, 

communicate and interact” (Foulkes&Anthony 1965, p26). While the dynamic matrix relates to a 

certain group, “even a group of total strangers, being of the same species and more narrowly of 

the same culture, share a fundamental mental matrix (foundation matrix)” (Foulkes,1990, p228). 

This has been further developed within the modern theory of the ‘social 

unconscious’(Hopper&Weinberg, 2011). The concept of the matrix lies thus at the core of the 

group-analytic project. It captures the deeply social nature of human beings: individuals and 

society cannot be separated, butrepresent different angles of observation in figure/ground terms. 

Foulkes’ friend, the sociologist Elias, became a significant influence in elaborating these 

conceptualizations (Dalal, 1998). 

          Studying people-in-dynamic-interdependence over long-term processes, Elias was 

bridging the individual-centered and society-centered traditions in sociology—their micro/macro 

gap (Mennell, 1992). Elias’ ‘figuration’ concept frames the continuity of psycho-social 

movements in constant construction in asymmetrical balances of power.The dance metaphor is 

illustrative:“One should think of a mazurka, a minuet…or rock’n roll…mobile figurations of 

interdependent people on the dance floor…like every other social figuration, a dance figuration 

is relatively independent of the specific individual”(Elias, 1939, p214). Capturing different 

communication levels over time, including contents, rhythms and anything else involved in inter-



 

dependence, these meaningful concepts enabled understanding the dynamic variations of 

different large group matrices. Their closeness with the contemporary, fast evolving 

‘psychoanalytic field theory’ (Katz, Cassorla&Civitarese, 2017) also needs better understanding  

(Oklander, 2017). Many sibling professional disciplines have also been evolving at the same 

time (systems-psychodynamic organizational consultancy, contemporary therapeutic community 

network, psycho-social studies, etc.).  

‘Ghosts’ from the Totalitarian Matrices: Haunting Throughout the Post-Totalitarian Matrices 

           Living and working in the highly traumatized Balkan region, running various 

psychodynamic groups for over three decades, I experienced two opposite types of group 

processes: the anti-totalitarian activities continuously struggling with totalitarian vicious-circles. 

After the anti-communist/anti-Milošević revolution in 2000 (when totalitarianism was officially 

over-thrown), the endeavors to democratically improve the post-totalitarian matricesrevealed 

dynamic oscillations among opposite paradigms in a variety of rhythms and clashes (Mojović, 

2007b, 2011). In this chapter I will consider some of the characteristics of the totalitarian and 

post-totalitarian matrices and the fluctuations within them. A new methodology of applied 

psychodynamic group work with the theme of citizenship, called by Mojović  ‘Reflective-

Citizens’ (Mojović, 2007, 2015, 2016) will be used as an example of both of ways of 

observing/facing as well as working through some of the significant, powerful and relatively 

hidden phenomena conceptualized as ‘social-psychic-retreats’ (Mojović, 2007a, 2011, 2015, 

2016, 2017). These occur in both types of matrix. 

          The consequences of totalitarianism can be long lasting, transmitted widely over many 

generations. In post-totalitarianism they continue to exist, but in more covert forms. Finding 

ways to overcome them is extremely difficult and complex and may lie on the “edges of the 



 

impossible” (Armstrong, 2005; Mojović, 2016). In spite of many devoted endeavors by 

professionals, liberal politicians or citizens activists, most often, they keep slipping out of spaces 

for comprehensive containment. Feral elusiveness, fast transformative mimicry into new forms, 

mercilessness in terrorizing healthy human emotionality and vulnerability, contribute in turning 

these complex processes into vicious/death spirals. In spite of all the well-known malignancy 

they cause in peoples’ lives, it is very difficult to expose them to more mature ways of coping, 

and, generally, to turn these circles into less vicious or healthier life-rhythms. 

            It seems that their macabre dances can easily take the lead over those of hope, love and 

peacefulness. Since the early 20th century, the destructive effects of the World Wars, Nazism, 

Communism and other endless social tragedies which have taken place over the last decades, are 

widely spreading throughout our globalized world. They are like social-political tsunamis which 

can disrupt the relational matrices of families, organizations and communities. Failed 

dependency may be related, alongside other factors, to the turbulences and collapses of 

boundaries, the uncontained anxieties and many other difficult feelings from the terrorized 

selves/souls (or fragments of selves). These fragments continue their haunting like some ‘un-

housed ghosts’ over borders and generations. They dismantle our safety and make us all 

accountable (Mojović, 2015). 

 Basic Assumptions in Totalitarian Matrices: Illustrations from Titoism 

           Totalitarian processes are highly traumatizing for people and their communities in a range 

of ways: catastrophic and cumulative, visible and invisible, reparable and irreparable. 

Characteristically they evoke deep psycho-social regression, due to unbearable anxieties, despair, 

rage, hopelessness, helplessness, shame, guilt and other extremely painful states. Primitive 

defenses are likely to come to the fore and overwhelm the social matrices, such as splitting, 



 

massive projections, projective identifications, denial of reality, self-imposed paralysis and other 

mechanisms described in the Kleinian paranoid-schizoid spectrum.       

            In groups, a massive lack of cohesion and the eruption of basic assumption processes (ba) 

as described by Bion (1961), are the types of regression related to specific anxieties: dependency 

with passive compliance; fight/flight reactions linked to attack and retreat; and pairing linked to 

manic defenses against depressive anxieties. Yugoslavia in the era of Titoism was a communist 

regime which abused the people’s mature functions. They became dependent and responsibility 

was delegated wholesale to the leader. Pairing was typically manifested in the bizarrely 

romanticized pair of Tito and the Communist Party, expected to solve all people’s problems. 

Fight/flight was obvious in the endless exploitation of the ‘Nazi-Partisans’ fights or in so-called 

inside & outside enemies of the folk, as a continuous ‘threat’ to the idyllic state. It was like living 

for many decades in an idealized bubble alienated from reality.  

         Forced denial and suppression regarding the regime’s dark side had to be kept in silence 

(especially for young people) or punished, thus toxifying people throughout their matrices. 

Envious feelings towards the previous elite resulted in their being either exterminated or made 

into scapegoat objects. Forcing people to spy and betray their fellows, their friends or even their 

family members, evoked despair, self-denigration and self-hate. These unbearable and 

uncontained feelings would usually again be split-off and projected into scapegoats. Inducing 

projections of self-hatred, envy and self-contempt into victims, involved all the social 

hierarchies, accelerating and spinning towards total viciousness. Terrorizing processes, both 

internal and external, were endlessly reproduced in the striving for totality. Using the Slovenian 

social-philosopher Žižek’sexpression (from the prologue of this chapter): experiencing one-self 



 

at a ‘zero-level of subjectivity’ or total ‘autistic monstrosity’ often ended in suicides or other 

destructive acts, serving to perpetuate the horror. 

          For illustration of this point, I offer a familystory from the 1946 General Meeting at the 

Medical Faculty in Belgrade, with over 1000 students present. The authorities announced that 

one student was not following the ‘party line’ and would be expelled. All were questioned as to 

whether anybody was against this announcement. There was a long silence and then one hand—

of a woman soon to become his girlfriend and, later his wife—rose against the motion.However, 

envy from others for his courage made him soon become the victim of the large group’s 

aggression. He became the scapegoat and had to later leave the country. He then remembered 

many similar self-destructive actions on the part of ashamed colleagues. 

Failed Dependency, Annihilation Anxieties and the 4th Basic Assumption 

Violent penetration into the lives of ordinary people, with existential threats, torture and killing 

of those in opposition to the dominant ideology evoked vast disappointments in ‘parental 

figures’, with resultant failed dependency, annihilation anxieties, and further defenses against 

them. This is linked to regression on lower levels of functioning than the ‘paranoid-schizoid’, 

described by Ogden (1989) as the ‘autistic-contiguous position’, which also needs to be 

recognized in order to achieve more comprehensive understanding. These ideas form the basis of 

the conceptualization of the 4th basic assumption of Incohesion: aggregation/massification, (ba) 

I:A/M, within Earl Hopper’s theory (2003, 2012). He conceptualized it using an alternative 

model of the mind offered by the Independent Psychoanalysts (Fairbairn, Balint and Winnicott), 

suggesting that although it is important to study envy, it is more important to study helplessness 

and shame, which are associated with the fear of annihilation. Envy is seen not to arise from the 

putative death instinct, but is a dynamic defense against the fear of annihilation directed towards 



 

spoiling the pleasure of people who are perceived as having the resources. Hopper’s theory 

bridges Bionian studies of group relations and Foulkesian group analysis, as well as 

psychoanalysis and sociology. Whereas the classical theory of three basic assumptions is in 

essence a “drive” theory, this new theory is essentially a “relational” theory. ‘Aggregation’ and 

‘Massification’ refer to the processes through which the group becomes either an aggregate or a 

mass. Although a mass seems to be more cohesive than an aggregate, in fact these two bi-polar 

forms of incohesion are equally incohesive (Hopper, 2016). They are transitory and incapable of 

sustaining co-operative work.   

Totalitarianism is Never ‘Total’: Post-Totalitarianism is never ‘Totally’ without Areas of 

Totalitarianism 

        The good news is that in reality, reaching the “totality” is, of course, just an idealized 

illusion/delusion—an aspect of the totalitarian psychotic imagination. Bion (1957) made an 

important differentiation between ‘psychotic’ and ‘non-psychotic’aspects of the personality, both 

of which can be found in a variety of degrees in all human beings. Those psychotic parts of the 

personality interact in all groups and communities, co-creating psychoticand non-psychoticlayers 

in group and social matrices. Even in extremely totalitarian matrices there can always be found 

non-totalitarian areas, and vice versa (Mojović, 2007b).  

        Just to remind ourselves, the cradle of psycho-analytically inspired group work, an initiation 

of these very democratic relational matrices, occurred in the Second World War, within the 

Northfield military hospital. In spite of current military conservatism, the originality and 

creativity of the founding figures of group work such as  Bion, Foulkes, Main, Rickman, Bridger, 

Lyth, Sutherland and de Mare, was temporarily so well housed in Northfield, that it became the 

‘first and the prototype of a self-reflecting institution’ (Hinshelwood, 2000, p.8),seemingly an 



 

impossible mission was made possible! Branches of group work later took separate 

developmental avenues, perhaps not cooperating as much as some of us might wish, especially, 

because their joined help is much needed in the frightening social-political situation of the 

contemporary world. Some irrational detachments and rivalries among those “sibling fields” 

might contain unrecognized remnants from the fields’ ‘conception traumas’with internalized 

‘totalitarian objects’(Šebek,1996) and other traumatizing objects, taking the lead over the splits. 

However, the lived experiences of Northfield’s initial project are still an inspiration throughout 

the field of group work.   

         In the Group Analytic Society-Belgrade, especially within its Psycho-Social Section, we 

tried to learn from this ‘myth of creation….in the midst of war, it represented the triumph of 

hope and initiative’ (Hinshelwood, 2000, p.7). This reflected on the fact that group analysis and 

its training in our country was also born middle in the war time of Yugoslavia, during the 

Nineties (Mojović, Despotović&Satarić, 2015). Endeavors to create sanctuaries in opposition to 

the dominating culture of war or other terrors, and to bridge differences among sibling 

professional fields can in such circumstances act as an appeal to join hands for professional and 

humanistic survival. The conceptualization of “social-psychic-retreats”—in itself bridging 

Kleinian, Foulkesian, and wider psycho-social fields, similarly to Hopper's (ba) I:A/M theory, 

and the Reflective-Citizens—also emerged as meaningful bridging endeavors. 

             In liberal, democratic, and pluralistic matrices, there are always areas which could be 

regarded as totalitarian, but they are often hidden and difficult to grasp as such. Ex-communist 

intelligence service officers can be found among many post-communist police-authorities or 

oligarchs with their powerful areas of influence. The Ku Klux Klan in the south of USA survived 

throughout all 'democratic' times. Such powerful residues of totalitarianism are often lodged in 



 

alternative psycho-social shapes, conceptualized as negative-social-psychic-retreats. On the other 

hand, within dominantly totalitarian matrices, we often encounter another version of these 

phenomena, supporting survival, conceptualized as the positive-social-psychic-retreats. These 

aim to oppose the terrorizing systems, and have at their heart a longing for safety, in which 

anxieties, pain and other ‘un-housed minds’ (Scanlon&Adlam, 2006) can temporarily take refuge 

and be embraced.  

         The Reflective-Citizens program was rooted in positive-social-psychic-retreats during 

communist Yugoslavia during Titoism. After the anti-communist/anti-Milošević Revolution in 

2000 reflective-citizens’ activities were able to emerge from the ‘under-ground’ to the ‘over-

ground’ (Mojović, 2016). However, for a long time they were kept “low-profile”, relatively 

invisible to the wider public and media. In the last years it became clear how much Reflective-

Citizens are facing and revealing the negative-social-psychic-retreats, being to a large degree 

actually residues of communism and other social trauma.  

Illustration from a Large Group and Therapeutic Community during the Communist Regime in 

Yugoslavia 

The Psychiatric Clinic of the University Clinical Center in Belgrade, in which I was working for 

almost two decades as a psychiatrist and therapist on different wards, was among the leading 

Yugoslav psychiatric institutions. The clash between the totalitarian and liberal cultures was 

mirrored in the organizational and group dynamics between cultures of wards in which the 

pharmaco-therapeutic approach dominated, and those with a psycho-dynamic psychotherapeutic 

culture. While working on the first type of wards, at the same time being in psychoanalytic 

training, I myself experienced all sorts of persecution and scapegoat-positions. In order to have a 

safe-enough setting with my psychoanalytic patients, I was, literally, hiding in a small, forgotten 



 

room behind the ward-toilets—if I was found mid-session I was ordered to stop. In the later 

years working in a Day Hospital with a very well developed therapeutic community, thereby co-

conducting group-analytic large groups three times-a-week, I was able to learn much about 

sabotaging processes from other wards due to threatening changes which our psycho-dynamic 

culture represented. The special power of the large group in mirroring, among else, 

organizational and wider social dynamics, expressing many aspects from the social unconscious, 

and even working through, was internalized as a transformative learning experience for the 

future. Revealing it on a panel among international colleagues brought me new levels of insights 

about the complexity of the shifts from totalitarian towards post-totalitarian matrices (Mojović, 

2007b).  

           Although most of the medical staff from the Clinical Center supported peace and 

democratic changes, most of us also regularly went to anti-communist and peace-demonstrations 

on a daily basis over very long periods. We saw that the same people were taken over by the old 

organizational cultures, which could only change very slowly over many years. An authoritarian 

style of decision making in teams, resistance to acknowledgment of the new, more liberal type of 

patients’ rights, the freedom and indeed obligation to expose corruption encountered among 

staff, or when finding within old ‘histories of disease’ examples of serious abuse of the 

psychiatric profession by the communist-regime: all these were sabotaging phenomena which 

had been encrypted for many years in the matrices within which we were still working, 

imprisoning any vitality for real growth. 

The Theory of the “Social-Psychic-Retreats” 

 



 

Psychic retreats’ (Steiner, 1993; Britton, 1998; Grotstein, 2009) are internal pathological 

organizations involving highly structured and closely-knit systems of defenses and object 

relations. Formed initially out of desperation, these sabotaging, self-protecting and self-

organizing internal sub-systems are actually sub-personalities, which provide alternative shelters 

from human relationships and from reality in general. In their very essence lies a paradox: they 

both protect and imprison the vital parts of the self.  

Social-psychic-retreats (Mojović, 2007a, 2011) are similar phenomena to those of 

internal psychic retreats, and are unconsciously formed within groups, families, organizations 

and societies. They are specific social-psychic formations taking place below the surface of 

various social systems co-created by recursive externalization and internalization processes. 

These are bi-directional, taking place from individuals and smaller systems towards larger 

systems, and vice versa. They involve highly structured systems of social defenses and object 

relations, which create alternative shelters from many macro- and micro-social mainstreams. 

Transiently or permanently, they become properties of the dynamic and foundational matrices of 

social systems. The members of such social systems tend to be unconscious of them, as if they 

are unconscious of their personal psychic retreats. They covertly influence multiple arrangements 

and dynamics at work within social-political power relations. As with personal dynamics, they 

may veer towards more positive or more negative states of mind, either partial or total. In their 

negative versions they indirectly disseminate totalitarian patterns/styles over social discourses 

and practices, whereas positive versions may be protective against these factors. 

        Returning to examples from the same Clinic as above: at the therapeutic-community ward 

over some periods of time the defensive relational ‘wall’, put up against the clinic-as-a-whole, 

became increasingly rigid. Although initially in the service of positive-social-psychic-retreats 



 

protecting democratic therapeutic-community values, at some periods it actually turned into 

negative- social-psychic-retreats, thus dismantling growth potentials. Similarly, on some other 

wards, even after the democratic changes in the whole country, for a very long time the old 

totalitarian cultures encapsulated the ruling ward establishment and terrorized parts of the staff, 

who continued rigidly resisting the changes. Social-psychic-retreats are indeed often the hidden 

destructive rulers behind chronic resistances to change and obstacles to various social healing 

processes. 

Serbian Reflective-Citizens Program 

Psycho-social methodology combining sibling fields of group work such as group analysis in 

small and large-sized groups, social dreaming, Listening Posts, group relation methods with 

inter-group events, reflection and review groups, Bridger’s double task principles, as well as 

therapeutic-community-principles, have been being developed in Serbia for a learning 

community/network of Reflective-Citizens over the last 12 years. The Psycho-Social Section of 

the Group Analytic Society-Belgrade, in cooperation with the Psycho-Social-Art (non-

governmental-organization) and Consulting-Art (organization for psychodynamic consultancy 

and education), organize seasonal workshops in many towns and villages throughout the region. 

Their roots lie, in the tradition of living communities of the Balkan region which have suffered 

social traumas over centuries, and still surviving within positive-social-psychic-retreats. 

Throughout the Yugoslav-communist-regime, liberating citizens’ activities were relatively 

hidden as in the Avant-garde arts, which were persecuted, or abused when their work was co-

opted for the regime's propaganda. Through the Nineties the destruction of Yugoslavia through 

its Civil-Wars,re-enactments of atrocities and camps from World War Two, and communist 

regime, produced an overwhelming dismantling of the fields into basic assumption groups. 



 

Thefragmented pieces of matrices often took bizarre shapes, epitomised in such phrases as 

“tramps-of-demons” rambling around, fusing with “gangs-of-ghosts”, and “disillusioned 

children-of-darkness” (Mojović, 2012, 2015; Penna, 2016)—all “homeless” and “un-housed 

minds” (Scanlon&Adlam, 2006). The need thus emerged to offer our fellow citizens some 

containing space, where they and we can, for a while, reflect, talk about and bear to stay with 

such difficulties, which freely appear in dreams, fantasies and narratives. 

          We started on a small scale. We arranged a setting for citizens-dialogue-groups; some 

large groups, which then evolved into small peer-groups, and again fed back into the larger 

group. People would come once, or more than once, stay over the whole workshop, or perhaps 

only for a while, and would usually invite other people for the next occasion. Some participants 

discovered their own motivation and abilities to make Reflective-Citizen-branches in micro-

environments, such as their gardens, terraces, schools, student-centres, red-cross rooms, local-

cultural-centres, on river-floats, even on shipwrecks. They got support in order to learn to co-

organise and to co-convene. Later they would independently, and support others on similar 

journeys. Thus, we decided to continue learning jointly to navigate through the uncertainties 

inherent in these systems.  Over time the Reflective-Citizens-network became both generative 

and generous. On the one hand, it is often very difficult to bear the depth of suffering, facing the 

ugliness of many collective defences, responsibilities, endless losses and humiliation. On the 

other hand, the richness of human exchange, resonances and narratives, which arise through the 

act of listening are indeed astonishing. New understanding of psycho-social complexities may 

emerge.         

           Rooted in the founding-paradigm of group analysis, such endeavours build on the heritage 

and values of the citizenship training (Foulkes, 1948; de Mare, 1989; Hopper, 2000).  The 



 

meeting of citizens’ minds exist in a horizontal/lateral mode of communication, with no 

hierarchy of discourses. There is not one single correct 'Truth'. The core values of humanism, 

peace, and democracy are taken seriously. Old and new, personal and collective stories, where 

layers of the foundation matrix and the Reflective-Citizen matrices meet and engage, constantly 

moving and creating new perspectives, co-create a lively space attracting people to engage more 

actively. The concept of each workshop as “a temporal organization”, borrowed from the group- 

relations tradition and Bridger’s transitional approach (Amado&Ambrose, 2001), is built into the 

regular structure. Learning from other network organizations and systems is also important. Over 

the years this develops into a learning-network, and the community of Reflective-Citizens is now 

called Reflective-Citizens Learning Community. 

Reflective-Citizens Born in Positive Social-Psychic-Retreats 

From the historical roots of the Reflective-Citizens’ methodology, we can consider two major 

root-groups in positive-social-psychic-retreats: Northfield’s psycho-dynamic group work and the 

psycho-social gatherings of citizens in the extreme social trauma of totalitarianism. 

        Leading on from our regional example of “applied-Reflective-Citizens”, Vera Kelava, a 

psychologist from Banja Luka and member of Group Analytic Society-Belgrade, founded and 

has run for 20 years a successful program for democratic leaders in high schools throughout 

Bosnia and Herzegovina. This initiative, embracing literarily all 300 high schools, with over 

25000 children participating, has been until recently kept relatively invisible, as a sort of 

positive-social-psychic-retreats. 

Reflective-Citizens Revealing and Transforming: Negative-Social-Psychic-Retreats 

Born officially after the anti-communist revolution in Serbia, Reflective-Citizens groups 

continued the habit of living in relatively invisible social spaces, keeping attuned to current local 



 

psycho-social reality.In Kosovo, for example, in spite of the various ongoing dangers of 

extremism, a group of group-analytic trainees created their Cultural Retreat, as they call it, 

organizing Reflective-Citizens and applied-Reflective-Citizens such as holding reflection groups 

after films, exhibitions, small musical concerts, and for 2017 even preparing the first 

‘Adventures Therapy’ groups in the region. Equipped with an understanding of the social-

psychic-retreats dynamics from the group-analytic training, they cope with complex anti-group 

(Nitsun, 2000) forces, which continuously challenge their work.  

        There are endless examples of how Reflective-Citizens reveal and transform social-psychic-

retreats, making very significant contributions to the learning through experience of containing 

and turning totalitarian matrices into democratic matrices. I will illustrate with a vignette from 

recent Reflective-Citizens-workshop in Banja Luka, which records the different contributions 

people made in the group:  

         “I had two Labradors, mother and daughter—they went everywhere with me. Recently, I 

dreamed our town was being bombed yet again. I was in a sanctuary, realizing that food supplies 

had dried up: even children were starving. A thought emerged: “I must kill my Labradors to feed 

the children. I decided that I had to do it myself. How would I do it? I woke up in horror.”  “We 

tend to deny that the terror totally penetrated into our most intimate feelings of attachment and 

love, forcing us to kill or make unbearable choices, sometimes between our children. Your soul 

either dies or you turn into a monster!” “I just try to be in a numbed state…and really can't say 

anything more about it here.” “I am also scared, especially, that there may be a new war. The 

politicians are yet again behaving irresponsibly….we saw how nationalistic forces can make a 

hell of our country! …we are now citizens, who have to make effort to change, for as long as it 

takes.” “I agree. In spite of all the democratic changes in this country, the fear in people is still so 



 

strong. And we can’t even talk about it. Almost nothing is really worked through. So many old 

problems are in the air, not daring to be voiced. I know that my parents were emotionally frozen 

when faced with terror, and still continue to behave in that way. When I invited them for these 

citizens’ talks, they only waved me off”. “I absolutely can’t imagine that something like this 

would ever be possible to happen in the village where I come from. It was quite normal, that 

parents beat their children, and it still is! It would never be possible to create this kind of 

reflective space”. “Communist culture was in a way resting on similar patriarchal/authoritarian 

norms. Fear is in the bones, thus, to own our feelings as a person, having a voice, no, that did not 

exist. There was simply no idea about something like that in our parents’ generation.” “For me, 

the dream tells that sometimes we have to participate in decisions that may result in painful 

losses for generations to come”. “Now I remember Gershwin’s song 'Summer time', with which 

we started the very first Reflective-Citizens in this town. This was the black mother’s lullaby as 

she dreamed the future for her baby, trying to find a wayout. Using this song was like protecting 

the new-born-Reflective-Citizens from conception-trauma and providing with hope for the 

future-time”. A young handsome man said “until recently, I wouldn’t be able to imagine 

anything else either. I trusted Vera. My father and a few more relatives were killed in Srebrenica 

because they were Muslims. I saw in myself then, that it is possible to overcome feelings of hate 

and revenge. We are responsible, and our duty is to be active, to find ways to do this kind of 

sharing emotions and thoughts, to take this further. We all can do this. It is possible, look how 

we talk here!” Another man: “And this long-lasting program for democratic leaders of our Vera, 

embracing literally all schools in this country moved so many of us. But why don’t the media 

speak about it!? And why don’t we even speak, saying it is possible to transform?” Many were 

moved, cried, admired the honesty and brevity of these contributions.   



 

        We can have here a flavor of the emerging negative-social-psychic-retreats in the Banja 

Luka Reflective-Citizens matrix, and how these may begin to dissolve the current and past 

systems. The merging of the different layers of totalitarian matrices (from authoritarian family 

cultures, communism, wars and contemporary post-war society) came to the fore in these 

conversations. Various psycho-social loci of totalitarianism, placed in different images, personify 

the various places where totalitarianism still hides, like some hidden rulers:we have village 

gossips, violent parenting habits, pseudo-democratic oligarchs, and other similar phenomena. 

These gather into gang-like figurations, and reveal one singular type of processes: 

Totalitarian/tyrannical psycho-social systems put pressure for all to collude in silence, avoiding 

punishments from the cruel dictatorship (internal and external). These internal and external 

figures deaden the self, paralyzing the ego and imprisoning vital aspects of the individual. We 

reach almost zero-level subjectivity (like autistic monsters) as Žižek (Ref) maintains.  

        However, in the analytic and holding environment of the Reflective-Citizens-groups the 

opposite types of processes also occurred. In the light of shared memories, dreams and 

reflections, with their mirroring and entanglements of similar aspects, enabled many hidden 

angles of social-psychic-retreats and heir internal regimes to receive analytic focus more easily. 

Each supporting the other in transformative efforts is, indeed, often more effective in small 

groups and special workshops like Reflective-Citizens. “Protective shields” raised to defend 

against overwhelming terror, like that used by Perseus in ancient Greek mythology when fighting 

the all-mighty ugly Medusa, are more easily provided in psycho-dynamic groups (Mojović, 

2007a). We need groups which provide a good holding environment in order both to overcome 

and understand the complexity of these pathological systems. The appeal of traumatized youth in 

finding courage for democratic development was so touching that it pulled groups towards 



 

making further steps in the transformation of the Reflective-Citizensmatrix, thus offering a 

meaningful learning experience as well as sparks of hope and faith.  

So in thisBanja Luka Reflective-Citizens, two democratic matrices were encountered and 

empowered. From Vera’s democratic leadership-network and the Reflective-Citizens-matrices’ 

role in positive mirroring, strength was gained for furthering a joint vision of developing sibling 

matrices, in spite of totalitarian matrices around us and within us.        

Ending Thoughts 

           Hanna Arendt’s ideas about taking exile from the unbearable world of horrendous 

totalitarianism into ‘inner emigration’ (1951), comes to mind, perhaps as a sibling concept with 

social-psychic-retreats. Lecturing about “Humanity in Dark Times…” she emphasizes the ways 

people migrate: whether by the detaching from reality (being for her a default position), that is, 

actually turning away from life and following the lost/dead object (as in negative-social-psychic-

retreats), or conversely, when exile is used in the service of searching for new ways for 

confronting and engaging with reality (as with positive-social-psychic-retreats).  

         For Arendt, as for Anna Freud, “it was only possible to remain in the world, and to love it 

enough to want to make it worth living again….” (Stonebridge, 2016, p.43).  Learning about 

mature citizenship by humanizing and transforming hate into democratic dialogue can change the 

figuration, rhythms of absurdities and negative power of much social destructiveness into more 

harmonious channels, even when all seems dehumanized. 

 

  Ring the bells that still can ring….  

There is a crack in everything  

That's how the light gets in...  



 

                                        (Leonard Cohen) 
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