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Foreword

The conceptualization of the social unconscious is the essence of group analysis, both as a perspective in the study of personality and social systems, and in the healing of psychopathology within the context of human relationships. Unfortunately, psychoanalysis continues to degrade the importance of the sociality of human nature, as reflected in the constraints and restraints of social facts, such as those of gender, class, race, ethnicity, nationality, language groupings, family structures, and organizational life, not to mention massive social trauma; similarly, the social sciences continue to ignore the importance of the unconscious mind and the many expressions of it in the relational life of persons within their overlapping social contexts. Fortunately, group analysis offers a space for the integration of these multiple frames of reference, based on an appreciation of binocular vision and the gestalt of our perceptions, both as scientists and as healers.

Janus-faced, we look inwards and outwards, backward towards our origins and forward towards our co-constructed destinies, as we choose tragically and comically from among a limited number of alternatives. The study of the social unconscious is always both a political and religious or philosophical project. As students of this complex and necessarily abstract phenomenon, we are drawn to the work of Freud, Klein, Bion, and Lacan, as well as that of Foulkes, Moreno, and Pichon-Rivière, although few of us are equally at home in the work of each. We use data and hypotheses from the social sciences, depth psychologies, and the neuro-sciences, but we recognize that life is located within the cosmos as a whole. Although the universe exists in a grain of sand, the study of human relationships and their vicissitudes cannot be reduced to the study of instincts and the projected phantasies associated with them. Ultimately, the meaning of human affairs always requires that we contextualize them in time and social space in appreciation of open living systems, whether in terms of concentric circles or, preferably, a set of intertwined and interpenetrating spirals.

Although the authors of the chapters in this volume offer many examples of their basic arguments, at the core of their projects is the theorization of the recursive and compulsive perpetuation of traumatic experience. Each of us is preoccupied with reaching a more comprehensive understanding of human nature, primarily in order to help alleviate human suffering. Although insight does not always bring increased personal and social control, it increases the likelihood that we can make more informed and just decisions, enabling us to become wiser—if sadder—human beings.

The history of this series of volumes about the social unconscious in persons, groups, and societies might be of interest. Following the death of the founders of group psychotherapy, colleagues in various countries have continued to refer to the importance of our understanding of the social unconscious. However, very few of them have attempted to meet the theoretical, empirical, and clinical challenges that they have set. In this context, Haim Weinberg suggested to me that it would be a good idea to co-edit a volume of invited chapters on the topic of the social unconscious, attempting to go beyond my own work. I offered The New International Library of Group Analysis as an appropriate context for this. We used the 14th European Symposium in Group Analysis in August 2008 in Dublin, entitled “Despair, Dialogue, Desire” as an opportunity for starting to select these chapters. However, it soon became apparent that a series of volumes was in order. We decided to divide The Social Unconscious in Persons, Groups and Societies into Volume I: Mainly Theory, Volume II: Mainly Matrices, and Volume III: Mainly Clinical Work.

It has taken us about three years to prepare Volume I. English is not the first language of many of our contributors. Authors who readily agreed that the study of the social unconscious was essential in their work later differed in their emphases on the multiple foci of the topic. International communication through modern information technology carries its own problems, not least the consequences of the discrepancy between the idealized expectation that editing a book of this kind will be easy and the reality that it is not.

Another reason for the delay in the publication of Volume I was the difficulty that Haim Weinberg and I had in writing the Introduction together. It is likely that our work has been influenced unconsciously by the topics of the chapters and even the structure of the book. Formerly a sociologist, I am both a psychoanalyst and a group analyst, and have made my own personal integration of these disciplines. Haim, formerly an electrical engineer who became a clinical psychologist, then a group psychotherapist, and eventually a group analyst through block training in Israel, has also made his own personal integration of these disciplines. I am an American who lives in England, and he is an Israeli who lives in America. We are from different generations. It is not irrelevant that I am an eldest son, and he is a middle son. He is better than I at editorial compromise, but this may be a displacement from efforts to resolve the conflicts of the Middle East. None the less, despite our differences, and perhaps as a consequence of them, we have learnt from the dialogue that has been necessary in order to complete our project. The lucidity of the Introduction is in no small measure due to my having to explain myself to my co-Editor, who was able to hold on to his own point of view.

Volume I: Mainly Theory is comprised of six Parts, each of which pertains to a particular aspect of the social unconscious. Following the Introduction, Part I, The Origins of the Concept of the Social Unconscious, consists of three chapters that discuss the work of S. H. Foulkes, Enrique Pichon-Rivière, and Jacob Moreno, who might be called the fathers of group psychotherapy in its broadest sense. Foulkes, originally from Frankfurt, began his work with groups in England, where he collaborated with James Anthony and many other colleagues and students. The various ways in which Foulkes used the term “social unconscious” is summarized in Chapter One, by Dieter Nitzgen, who has also indicated the various contexts in which the meaning of the concept might be specified. Jacob Moreno, first in Vienna and later in New York, from where his work spread quickly to South America, attempted to conceptualize the interpersonal dimension of the unconscious. He coined the term “co-unconscious”. Influenced by the work of Jung, Moreno argued that a complete understanding of the mind required its contextualization within the cosmos as a whole. His work is discussed in Chapter Two, by Heloisa Fleury and Anna Maria Knobel. Enrique Pichon-Rivière, in Argentina and Brazil, focused on the ways in which people personified social, cultural, economic, and political forces. It was important to locate people within their societal contexts. He coined the term “operative groups”. His contribution is discussed by Juan Tubert-Oklander in Chapter Three.

In his Introduction to Part II, The Organismic and Neuro-biological Perspective, Malcolm Pines explains that it is essential to think in terms of the “social brain”, which is consistent with the basic orientation of group analysis. As A. P. Tom Ormay makes clear in Chapter Four, the social brain is characterized by the capacity for “we-centric” space. In Chapter Five, Yvonne Agazarian and Susan Gantt postulate the existence of a group mind on the basis of modern neurobiology concerning flows of energy and information.

In his Introduction to Part III, The Relational and Interpersonal Perspective, Robi Friedman explains that persons and their groupings are interrelational. Moreover, as Martin Weegmann argues in Chapter Six, both persons and their groupings are, in essence, inter-penetrating and intersubjective. And as Joshua Lavie outlines in Chapter Seven, the early work of Foulkes concerning the sociality of human nature was based on the ideas of Norbert Elias concerning the paradox of simultaneous socialization and individuation, and his view that societal social systems were not in opposition and in contradistinction to the individual members of them, but comprised interrelational persons.

In his Introduction to Part IV, The Mind of the Social System, Felix de Mendelssohn, who, from his vantage point of Vienna, has been both so near and at the same time so far from the scenes of European social turmoil, notes that the most painful aspects of the human condition are deeply entrenched in both persons and their societies. The possible development of the collective false self in Czechoslovakia is explored by Helena Klímová in Chapter Eight, and the co-operation of social psychic retreats in Serbia is explored by Marina Mojović in Chapter Nine. These a uthors discuss how properties of traumatized people are manifest in properties of total-itarian social systems, and, vice versa, how totalitarian societies are a source of traumatic experience for their “citizens”.

In his Introduction to Part V, The Matrix of the Social System, Gerhard Wilke observes how important it is to discuss the properties of matrices in their own terms, and not to reduce them to properties of the people who participate in them, and not to confuse the foundation matrix of the societal social system with the dynamic matrices of the groups within it. Farhad Dalal, in Chapter Ten, directs our attention to the social defence of ideology that protects against the anxieties that are associated with the recognition of social powerlessness. And Regine Scholz, in Chapter Eleven, considers how the foundation matrix of a society constrains and restrains the measurement of time in connection with the partly coterminus life trajectories of both persons and their societies.

As Amelie Noack suggests in her Introduction to Part VI, The Numinous and the Unknown, the theory of social regression in response to trauma has much in common with the new Jungian theory of the cultural complex, which can be seen in patterns of social dreaming. She is sensitive to the possibilities for integration of ideas from psychoanalysis, analytical psychology, and group analysis. In Chapter Twelve, Fariss illustrates the constraints of a cultural complex in connection with conflict laden interactions between different racial groups in the USA, linking these interactions with unresolved social trauma in the USA and in the slave-trading world. As Gordon Lawrence suggests in Chapter Thirteen, the study of social dreaming in the context of a social dreaming matrix shows that the collective and interrelational dreams of the members of any social system contain information about their common predicaments, concerns, and even their anticipation of their future. In other words, dreams contain both secular information in the context of their society, and sacred messages in the context of the cosmos.

These chapters create a fascinating mosaic of the many facets of the theory and concept of the social unconscious. Their authors and their works are important nodal points in a socio-cultural–communicational network of colleagues and ideas.


Earl Hopper
London






Introduction

Earl Hopper and Haim Weinberg

In this Introduction we outline the development of the concept of the social unconscious, and identify several of the current areas of interest in it. We believe that the study of the social unconscious is at the heart of the group analytic project, which continues to change and to develop.


I

Before Freud, the notion of the unconscious mind was often used by philosophers such as Spinoza, Leibniz, Schopenhauer, and Nietzsche. For them, the “unconscious mind” referred to perceptions, thoughts, feelings, and sensations that, at any given time, are outside the field of consciousness. Working within this tradition, but at the same time attempting to break free from it, Freud developed a topographical model of the personality in which psychic life could be represented in terms of three levels of consciousness: the conscious, the preconscious, and the unconscious, including the non-conscious. As a noun, “unconscious” referred to mental or psychic processes, phenomena, and structures that occur or exist in the absence of conscious awareness; as a verb, it referred to the action of making or having made these processes and phenomena, and structures unconscious, in the sense of suppressing, repressing and/or splitting off, as an adjective and/or adverb, unconscious referred to the fact that such psychic processes, phenomena, and structures are outside and/or have been put outside a person’s conscious awareness. It was assumed that the unconscious is a matter of degree, and not a permanent condition. It was also assumed that, in one way or another, the unconscious originates within the human body and in the human species.

At first, Freud emphasized that since the unconscious mind was associated with the id, which was located in a particular part of the brain, the unconscious mind functioned differently from the conscious mind, which was associated with the ego, which was also located in a different part of the brain. This model of personality was revised many times. Eventually, it was hypothesized that parts of the ego and superego and their various functions were also unconscious. And the much later and more evolved structural model of the personality recognized the internalization of external objects.

Whereas the conscious mind was said to function according to reality testing, rational thinking, logical codes, and secondary process in general, the unconscious mind functioned according to the laws and principles of primary process.1 Freud believed that many significant aspects of human thought, feeling, and behaviour were shaped and directed by these unconscious irrational forces, and these forces were inadmissible to direct conscious awareness. However, it was possible to learn about the unconscious through the study of parapraxes, fantasies, free associations, dreams, clinical symptoms, etc.

The contents of the unconscious system were not merely outside the field of consciousness, they were also radically separated from it by the exercise of so-called “defences” against the painful anxieties that would arise if a person became aware of these phenomena. In other words, the contents of the unconscious mind were prevented from entering the conscious mind as a consequence of repression and/or splitting. Unconscious processes and phenomena could not enter or re-enter the conscious–preconscious system without undergoing various kinds and degrees of distortion which made this material more acceptable to the conscious mind of the ego and superego. In other words, the unconscious was a reservoir for fantasies, ideas, wishes, desires, traumatic memories, etc., which were unacceptable because they were associated with painful emotions. Moreover, the defence mechanisms, which prevented the threatening material from emerging into consciousness, were also unconscious.

During the 1920s and 1930s, psychoanalysts learnt that it was much too limiting to focus entirely on the so-called “individual” and his body as the only, or even the main, source of non-conscious, unconscious, and pre-conscious phenomena. It was essential to give more emphasis to the influence of human interrelationships through the life trajectory from conception to death within the context of society and culture. Although the embodied id was a source of energy in mental and emotional life, so, too, were the family, group, and wider society. People internalized their social worlds, and much was projected into them.

It was recognized that the history of these social groupings is very different from the history of the body: whereas the body begins with conception, social groupings begin in time immemorial. Societies and their cultures change and develop, and the manifestations of human creativity in socio-cultural patterns are internalized, shared, and transmitted across the generations. None the less, it was not clear just how processes of transgenerational cultural transmission occurred.

Several psychoanalysts and sociologists began to theorize the effects of the social world on the unconscious life of people, and vice versa: for example, Jung’s theory of the collective unconscious is especially important, and we will return to this contribution in due course. However, within the context of Freudian psychoanalysis, the work of Erich Fromm warrants special attention. Moving away from a long line of explanations of the social world in terms of what was projected into it, Fromm sought to elucidate how the unconscious mind was moulded by both the body and the society. None the less, drawing on the traditional study of ur-themes in German philosophy and philology, he also regarded the society as a kind of organism that was characterized not only by social, cultural, economic, and political structures, but also by libidinal and death instincts that were specific to it. In fact, he referred to the unconscious mind of the society, and was the first to use the term “social unconscious”. However, Fromm was not clear whether his focus was on the social sources of the mental processes and phenomena of which the members of a particular society or type of society were unconscious, or on those particular mental processes and phenomena which were also a source of the structure of the society.

The study and clinical application of the social unconscious was of central importance in the work of S. H. Foulkes. Prior to the Second World War, Foulkes was influenced by existentialist philosophy and sociology in Frankfurt, and by German psychoanalysis, as seen in the early work of Bernfeld, Fromm, Fromm-Reichmann, Horney, and others who were preoccupied with such matters as the effects on personality of class structures, gender roles, and the power structures of society. However, he, too, used the concept of the social unconscious in reference both to the internalized social world of which people were unaware and to the properties of the external social world of which people were unaware. His first paper to the British Psychoanalytical Society concerned the process of introjection, which is of interest mainly because at the time the psychoanalysts in London were focusing primarily on projection processes. Foulkes rarely used the notion of a social organism.

Foulkes stressed that people are unconscious of many social and cultural factors and forces in the same way that they are of many biological factors and forces. Denoting the latter as “the unconscious in the Freudian sense” of the term, he wrote that there was



a totally different area of which the individual is equally unaware… [and is]… as much compelled and moulded by these colossal forces as by his own id, and defends himself as strongly against their recognition without being aware of it, but in quite different ways and modes. One might speak of a social or interpersonal unconscious. [Foulkes, 1964, p. 52]




Subsequently, he dropped the notion of an interpersonal unconscious, but continued to refer to the social unconscious of people and their groupings.

Unfortunately, Foulkes did not elaborate on his conceptualization of the social unconscious, and did not define the concept in a systematic way or explain how he used it in clinical work. However, Foulkes believed that the body, mind, and society were completely interdependent and intertwined with one another. Thus, “Individuals” and their “Groups” are abstractions constructed by the observer of them, and a matter of the figure and ground of an observer’s perception of them.

Bion, one of the fathers of the psychoanalytical study of group dynamics, if not of group therapy itself, did not use the concept of the social unconscious. However, he did refer to the mentality of the group. He was, of course, interested in what he called “basic assumptions” as group phenomena, but primarily as products of the projected creations of the members of groups. He was also interested in “leadership”, but primarily in terms of valence for particular roles associated with basic assumptions, that is, the leadership of “basic assumption groups”; the leadership of “work groups” remained a residual category, as did work groups themselves. However, Bion did not focus on the reality of group phenomena and/or the internalization of group phenomena. Although Bion used the notion of “group mentality”, and referred to the importance of being able to use “binocular vision” with respect to focusing on persons and/or their groups, he was ambiguous about the reality of social facts. Therefore, it is not surprising that Bion did not use the concept of the social unconscious.

In parallel with the work of Foulkes and Bion, Moreno, in the context of psychodrama, and Pichon-Rivière, in the context of “group work” more generally, also focused on the recursive processes of the mind in society and the society in the mind. Moreno used the terms “co-unconscious” and “inter-personal unconscious” in connection with the dyadic co-construction of the mind, and he studied the structure of social systems through sociometry. Pichon-Rivière’s work with groups in their natural settings was really one of the first examples of applied group analysis. His studies of the personification of socio-cultural–communicational patterns were perhaps more akin to the perspective of Foulkes than to Bion’s study of valence with respect to the roles that comprised basic assumptions.




II

It is generally agreed that during the 1960s in London, New York, Buenos Aires, and other capital cities, group analysts, psychoanalytical group psychotherapists, and students of group dynamics had not yet adopted the concepts of the social unconscious and the interpersonal unconscious, and were somewhat ambivalent about combining the notions of “unconscious” with those of “social” and “cultural”. However, mainly in association with Foulkes and his colleagues, several group analysts began to use the concept of the social unconscious, sometimes referring to persons, sometimes to groups and other kinds of social system, and sometimes to both. These group analysts began to distinguish themselves from psychoanalysts in terms of their sensitivity to the unconscious structuring of personality by social factors and forces, and by their study of groups and social systems from both a psychoanalytical and a sociological point of view. Although they were in dialogue with Bion, Ezriel, Turquet, and others, who helped to develop the Group Relations movement associated with the Tavistock, they eschewed the use of the Kleinian model of the mind on which this work was based. Instead, they used a model of the mind that was developed by Winnicott and various members of the Group of Independent Psychoanalysts who developed the British object relations school of thought (Hopper, 2003a).

This perspective concerning the social unconscious and British object relations thinking, or what is usually regarded as Winnicottian object relations thinking, has been articulated and elaborated by Earl Hopper: first as a sociologist in dialogue with Norbert Elias in the Department of Sociology at the University of Leicester, later in consultation with S. H. Foulkes in the context of the Group Analytic Society in London, and still later as a psychoanalyst and group analyst who continued to draw on his knowledge of sociology. When Hopper began to train as a group analyst he discussed his PhD thesis with Foulkes, who understood his attempt to elucidate the social sources of insatiability for stratification goals rather than to focus exclusively on its Oedipal sources. This thesis, which was an attempt to develop the work of Horney, was later published in 1981 as Social Mobility: A Study of Social Control and Insatiability. Foulkes agreed that it was essential for group analysis to include many traditions of thinking and scholarship in sociology, anthropology, social psychology and even in contemporary psychoanalysis. For example, in sociology, the work of Robert Merton on anomie, Talcott Parsons on social and personality systems, and Anne Parsons on the inverse Oedipus complex as found in Southern Italy; in anthropology, the work of Malinowski on alternative forms of the Oedipus complex based on social and cultural structures, of Margaret Mead on gender identity, and of other members of the culture and personality school of thought which was so important in the USA; in social psychology the work of G. H. Mead on symbolic interaction, of Benjamin Worff and other students of socio-linguistics; and in contemporary psychoanalysis, studies of gender identity by Mitchell and others. Hopper introduced this material into the curriculum of the first Qualifying Course at the Institute of Group Analysis (London). This became the core of “Mind, Self and Society” convened for many years by Malcolm Pines.

In the context of his work with Foulkes and his colleagues, Hopper published a series of articles concerning the socio-cultural sources of various patterns of anxiety and of various personality characteristics more generally. At the same time, he also published a series of articles concerning various aspects of groups and other kinds of social system, for example, education systems, stratification systems, patterns of social aggression, massive social trauma, the problem of context and open systems thinking, the dynamics of large groups, equivalence, etc. In other words, Hopper attempted to develop the two foci of the Foulkesian project concerning the social unconscious: the internalization of various properties of groups and other kinds of social system, and the elucidation of the social world in its own terms. Several of these articles were later included in The Social Unconscious: Selected Papers (Hopper, 2003a).

Essentially, Hopper accepted the view that the “social unconscious” refers to the fact that people are likely to be unconscious of social factors and forces, but noted that the concept is also used to refer to the social factors and forces of which they are unconscious, which paralleled the way that the more traditional notion of “unconscious” refers both to the fact that people are unconscious of a variety of biological and, subsequently, a variety of psychological factors and forces, and to those biological and psychological factors and forces of which they are unconscious. Although this dual usage was confusing, because it refers both to aspects of the psychic life of a person and to aspects of the group that have been internalized, there seemed to be no alternative to this usage. However, he argued that in the discussion of these processes and objects involved in them, it was necessary to be absolutely clear about whether one is referring to person systems or to their social systems. In other words, he emphasized that the meaning of the concept of the social unconscious depends on the gestalt of an observer’s perception and the focus of his binocular vision. He also stressed that making these distinctions would almost always require the specification of what Pines (1998) later called “frames of reference”.

More specifically, Hopper defined the social unconscious in terms of the existence of social, cultural, and communicational “arrangements” of which people are “unaware”. “Arrangements” is a kind of euphemism for systems and structures and their various manifestations, such as, in the case of societies, their specific institutions and organizations, and, at a more abstract level of analysis, their various subsystems, such as the political, economic, educational, etc. Although Hopper also used the notions of “interaction system”, “normative system”, and “communication system”, and “social structure”, “culture structure”, and “communication structure”, this sociological nomenclature has seldom been adopted by group analysts.

“Unaware” is also a euphemism for unconscious processes in their entirety. However, as in the traditional concept of the biologically based unconscious, the social unconscious involves the “non-conscious”, the “dynamic unconscious” of the “repressed” and the “split-off”, and the “pre-conscious” with respect to the external world and the internal representations of it. Moreover, being unaware of the social, cultural, and communicational arrangements in the external world is a relational process involving three or more persons, and is never merely a matter of a single individual’s knowledge of the external social world. For interrelational persons, the social world is not a matter of what is “outside” the mind and of which one is unconscious (or conscious or pre-conscious or non-conscious), but a matter of transitional objects and transitional phenomena that have been both discovered and/or invented, or, to be more precise, co-invented. The “external world” is often used as a synonym for the “social world”. However, whereas all aspects of the social world are aspects of the external world, not all aspects of the external world of any particular person are aspects of the social world that are likely to be shared by a larger number of persons. In fact, some aspects of the external world are not really aspects of the social world, although all perceptions of the external world will be mediated through perceptual processes that involve concepts that are embedded in systems of communication and specifically language. Although this is a matter of the frame of reference of the discussion, care must be taken to identify the social objects in question, and to accept the possibility of personal variation and diversity within any social system.

With respect to processes of internalization, the social unconscious always refers to the unconscious constraints of social objects that have been internalized, and to the unconscious restraints of those that have not. The concept of constraint is not meant to imply only “inhibition” and “limitation”, but also “facilitation” and “development”. For example, processes of constraint govern even the transformation of sensations into feelings, and of concepts into thought and thinking. This point about both limitations and facilitations can also be made concerning the influence of the body and the species on the internal world. The concept of “constraint” is taken specifically from the work of Durkheim and other early French sociologists, who used the term with respect to the unconscious constraints of “social facts”; they did not refer to the “social unconscious”, but to the conscience collective, which was not intended to imply the “unconscious of the society”, but was based on an appreciation of the existence of “social facts” that were internalized and shared by the members of a particular society. The notion of restraint is based on the Freudian view of “society against man”, and the notion of constraint is intended as a modification of this idea. However, the development of the structural model in psychoanalysis, with its emphasis on internalized objects, has meant that it is incorrect to polarize a theory of constraint from a theory of restraint. In effect, a restraint tends to become an internalized constraint.

Interrelational persons are not merely in interaction with one another from conception to death. In the beginning there is no such thing as an infant, but only an infant in relationship with its mother (Winnicott, 1952); there is no such thing as an “individual”, but only an individual within a society (Dalal, 1998); there is no such thing as a “first” human being, but only a person born into a breeding group (Hopper, 2003a). Before birth, the zygote is physically part of the mother and vice versa; during gestation and birth, the foetus and mother influence and respond to each other; in fact, the foetus and the mother constitute a unique interrelational object (Puget, 1986). After birth, introjections and projections occur within the context of processes of mutual engagement and attachment between infant and (m)other within a network of relationships. People start life with the need and the desire for relationships, as much as, if not more than, the need and the desire for instinctual satisfaction. They seek a sense of both “we-ness” and “other-ness”, somewhere between merger and individuation. Identities and identifications are both affiliative and oppositional. People are born into relationships, families, and groups of various kinds, which shape the personalities of the people who participate in them, and who, in turn, shape their groupings. This continues throughout life (Scheidlinger, 1990).

It follows from this perspective that the mind is not a function of the monadic brain of a single individual. The mind is a relational mind. In fact, the concepts of the co-conscious, the shared conscious, the co-unconscious, and/or the shared unconscious, not to mention what Foulkes and Moreno, more or less en passant, called the interpersonal unconscious, all recognize the existence of the relational mind in general and the relational mind of certain relationships in particular.

Much more recently, and apparently not cognizant of the contribution of Foulkes, Moreno, and Pichon-Rivière, among others, relational psychoanalysts have argued that their project



is based on the shift from the classical idea that it is the patient’s mind that is being studied (where mind is seen as existing independently and autonomously within the boundaries of individuals) to the relational notion that mind is inherently dyadic, social, interactional and interpersonal. [Aron, 1996, p. x]




In this context, Zeisel (2009) and other “Modern Analysts” have even begun to refer to a “relational ego”. With very few exceptions, such as Tubert-Oklander and Billow, relational analysts have rarely acknowledged the influence of group analysis on their thinking, for example in connection with the so-called “third position”. Ogden seems to be particularly oblivious to group analysis. Something similar occurred in Winnicott’s last works, when he began to discuss society and culture as transitional phenomena, using the concepts of matrix and other terminology borrowed from sociology and group analysis.

It also follows that the relational mind is dynamic. Although the brain itself is subject to change through growth and development, as well as through degeneration, the relational mind “knows no time and knows no space” in ways that may not have been fully appreciated by Freud and later by Bion in their discussions of the unconscious mind of individuals and the unconscious basic assumption processes of groups. The relational mind is defined by the boundaries of the minds of those with whom a person is in relationship, and is regulated by changes in a person’s social, cultural, and communicational networks.

A third implication of this perspective is that the socially unconscious mind involves the possibility of creativity and creation. Even the ability and willingness to exercise the transcendent imagination is an action of an interrelational person. In other words, hope is a collective virtue.

The internalization of social, cultural, and communicational arrangements is based on many neurobiological processes, ranging from social instincts to patterns of infant–mother communication, including the use of all of the senses and the apparatus. For example, mirroring based on mirror neurons is of special importance, but so, too, are many other barely understood aspects of the social brain.

Verbal communication, or language, is fundamental to the formation of the social unconscious. Language is the primary tool by which and through which social reality is perceived and constructed. Language defines, names, and describes objects. It moulds and shapes the perception of all external phenomena. It structures the formation of concepts and, therefore, of thinking itself. These are reciprocal and recursive processes (Derrida, 1974; Lacan, 1977). Although the development of verbal communication is governed by a variety of innate factors, and the acquisition of language is preceded by communicational gestures, learning a language facilitates taking qualitatively new steps in the development of intelligence and personality. What really sets us apart from other species is our capacity to think and communicate using language and symbolic systems, which is the foundation of our rationality and religiosity, and of our desire to create long-term goals and to formulate abstract concepts like justice and truth; therefore, it is the basis of complex culture (Cassirer, 1946).

It is important to recognize that even in the beginning the ego is both a body ego and a society ego. Despite the assumptions of classical psychoanalysis that internalized objects have always been coloured by the unconscious fantasies that have been projected into them before they have been internalized, external objects can be and often are internalized in more or less their pristine forms. Although external social objects may have been co-constructed, internalized social objects are not necessarily contaminated by prior projections. In other words, “bad” objects are not based only on the internalization of objects that have been modified by prior projections of anxiety and fantasies associated with the so-called death instinct. Such projections are not the very first psychic actions; and bad internal objects are almost always based on the internalization of bad external objects. It follows that, at least theoretically, it is possible to have and/or to build a good enough society in general and a good enough mother and family in particular, the internalization of whom can modify the development of a primal bad object, if not prevent it in the first place. It is virtually impossible to disentangle clinical theory from socio-political orientations and values. Thus, a clinical intervention that addresses an aetiological chain or series of events is a kind of political act, and, with regard to “first causes”, a kind of religious act.

Social objects are internalized through positive processes involving identifications with loving and nurturing objects of various kinds, and through negative processes involving identifications with aggressors of various kinds. It is likely that the internalization of social objects is, to some degree, always associated with a sense of absence, loss, and/or separation from objects on whom subjects are dependent. Thus, the foundations of intrapsychic life are always rooted in traumatic experience, whether in connection with the inevitable trauma of the vicissitudes of birth, or those of early maternal deprivation within the context of family life (Hopper, 1991). These internal objects are retained within positive and negative encapsulations, and the very structure of an intrapsychic representation might be based on an attempt to recreate the lost uterus.

In terms of this perspective, the social unconscious is maintained through a series of protective defences against the experience of painful anxieties that would follow from the recognition of certain social phenomena: social objects are not perceived (not “known”), and if perceived, not acknowledged (“denied”), and if acknowledged, not taken as problematic (“given”), and if taken as problematic, not considered with an optimal degree of detachment and objectivity (“conviction”). This series runs more or less in parallel with the main defences associated with the biologically based unconscious, ranging from disavowal, denial, splitting, and repression in general to the more superficial phenomenon of conscious suppression. However, when the defences against anxieties that follow from the recognition of social reality are weakened or failed, people try to avoid their anxieties through various coping strategies and forms of instrumental adjustment including legitimate and illegitimate innovation, rebellion and revolution, and various forms of alienation, such as ritualism, retreatism, and mechanism, both personally and collectively (Hopper, 1981).

In sum, when Foulkes wrote that the individual is “social through and through”, he meant that the unconscious mind of a person is always a socially unconscious mind in its origins, content, development, and maintenance, which is not to deny the importance of the continuing representation of biological needs, drives, and instincts (Knauss, 2006). In terms of this perspective, were it not for the fact that most psychoanalysts continue to ignore the existence and the importance of the constraints of social objects, there would be no need for the concept of the social unconscious.




III

Focusing on the internalization of the social world, several group analysts have contributed to the development of Hopper’s definition of the concept of the social unconscious. Some have begun to use the concept of the cultural unconscious, mainly in order to emphasize the importance of the internalization of values, norms, and other essential elements of what is usually known as the “culture” of a particular society (e.g., Spector-Person (1992) in the USA, and Pines (2009) in the UK). This notion of the cultural unconscious is entirely consistent with the perspective that underlies the “personality and culture” school of thought in American anthropology, which takes as its focus the ways in which the culture of a particular society influences the personalities of the members of it, and vice versa. French psychoanalysts and group analysts tend to distinguish the “cultural” from the “social” (e.g., Devereux (1982), Le Roy (1994), Rouchy (1987) and Kaes (1987)). However, and perhaps ironically, this is a practice that Durkheim and other founders of French sociology would have thought to be neither necessary nor desirable. This specification of the cultural unconscious does not recognize that social scientists use “social” to include cultural phenomena in general, sometimes with a hyphen (-): socio-cultural. They use the concept of cultural as distinct from the concept of social only when it is necessary to draw attention to a cultural aspect, property, or dimension of social reality, for example, the values and norms of a social system, rather than to a property of the interaction system, such as the frequency with which certain people are in contact with one another.

Some group analysts focus on the internalization of particular external objects rather than others. For example, Dalal (1998) writes that the social unconscious “… is a representation of the institutionalisation of social power relations in the structure of the psyche itself. In this sense, it is a bridge between the social and the psychological” (p. 209). However, although societal power relations are of vital importance in the formation of the social unconscious, they are hardly either the only or the most important social objects that are introjected. For example, with respect to power relations, it is essential to specify the introjection of the father, not only in terms of the Oedipus complex in the context of his location in the family, but also in terms of his and his family’s location in the power structure of the society. Moreover, the projections of all internal objects into the external world function as bridges between the psychological and the social. So, too, do introjections. Dalal’s orientation is reminiscent of Erich Fromm’s views concerning the importance of psychic representations of economic and political structures. Actually, de Maré (1972), one of the founders of group analysis, also emphasized the importance of the representations in the mind of the nexus of economic and political phenomena in the society, and assumed that economic power structures social relations, which, in turn, structures cultural “content”. The echoes of this Marxist idea are still important in the group analytical perspective.

It is also important to take note of the fact that the members of particular social systems are likely to have internalized the same social objects. Thus, the social unconscious pertains to particular social systems and not to social systems in general. (This was the basis of Freud’s definition of a “group”, although he focused on the common internalization of the leader of the group.) However, whereas some of the social objects that are internalized by a particular person within a particular social system are likely to be the same as those that are internalized by others within the system, some are likely to be different. The variation and diversity of these internalized objects depend on the size and structural complexity of the system, on the positions of persons within it, and even on the degree to which the system is “totalitarian” in its political and civic cultures and modes of social control.

A list of those aspects of socio-cultural–communicational arrangements that are especially important in the formation of the social unconscious of the members of a particular social system would include collective assumptions about social reality, disavowals, social defences, and forms of structural oppression (Brown, 2001). Of course, a “disavowal” is a social defence, because it is directed against social reality and likely to be shared with other people; and a disavowal is the strongest social defence, because it is directed against the fear of annihilation that would be caused by the perception of a particular external reality as a threat to survival. A disavowal of structural oppression may be a matter of “strain” and “cumulative” social trauma, as in the case of totalitarian societies in which one of the main functions of ideology is to maintain the social defence of disavowal. With respect to social defences, it would be useful to study the manifestations of various forms of intrumental adjustment within various kinds of disordered relationships (Friedman, 2004). Of particular interest is Cohen’s (2001) consideration of “literal” denial, “interpretative” denial, and “implicatory” denial of social trauma.

Weinberg (2007) agrees that a definition of the social unconscious should specify the contents of it, primarily in order to operationalize the concept and make it more accessible for empirical research. Anxieties, defences, fantasies, myths, and collective memories are of special importance. Moreover, he argues that collective memories of social trauma and social glories, whether or not they are “chosen” (Volkan, 2001), should be regarded as the building blocks of the social unconscious of the members of a particular social system, primarily because they shape the identity of the system, and, therefore, the social identities of its members (Halbwachs, 1992). Collective memories can be defined as the representations of the past that the members of a system collectively adopt (Kansteiner, 2002). These representations contribute to the formation of a coherent narrative of the history of the system. Although they do not provide an accurate historical account of what happened in reality, they come to answer particular needs, crystallize the consciousness of the system, create a sense of continuity, and build a sense of solidarity.

These cultural legacies may be transformed into myths, which are more elaborated stories of important events, usually containing some heroic and wishful elements. Myths are neither true nor false, but contain a mixture of fact and fantasy. Some myths have existed since time immemorial, but some are created quite quickly in an attempt to make sense of important collective events. Myths have many functions, and can be explained in a myriad of ways. The elaboration of collective memories and the making of myths are like secondary revision in dreamwork.

Weinberg emphasizes that whereas the members of a particular societal social system are likely to be conscious or pre-conscious of their myths and collective memories, they are likely to be unconscious of the defensive functions of these myths and collective memories, especially those concerning shared anxieties associated with social powerlessness and social identity. They are also likely to be unaware of the constraints and restraints of these phenomena on their daily life. He would also distinguish between the “weak ingredients” and the “strong ingredients” of the social unconscious, or between the peripheral and the core ingredients of it.

In editing this series of volumes and in preparing this Introduction to Volume I, Hopper and Weinberg have begun a dialogue about the concept of the social unconscious and the theory of it. Hopper has argued that the members of a particular social system are likely to introject an infinite number and variety of aspects of it, and that it is virtually impossible to circumscribe a set of social objects that comprises the elements of the social unconscious of the members of the particular social system. No list of the so-called contents of the social unconscious can be complete. For example: with respect to societal social systems, it is necessary to include language and communication systems in general, regardless of what is being communicated. Especially important are aspects of family structure, class and status group formations, ethnicity and classical classifications, gender and social roles, and age grades, as well as the basic beliefs and mores of a society.

Hopper has also suggested that the distinctions between weak and strong, or peripheral and core depend on the particular interests of an observer, which are likely to vary over time. Although primal internalization processes are always coloured by the traumatic experience of loss, separation, and failed dependency, and are a predisposing factor in the secondary internalization of collective memories of social trauma, the emphasis on traumatic experience might be a function of the interests of group analysts, who tend to believe that helplessness and traumatic experience are at the heart of the human condition, rather than envy and the death instinct. The norms that govern the socio-biological order of the society would seem to be of universal importance, and perhaps especially relevant to the theory of the social unconscious in terms of properties of the environmental mother. The importance of trauma in the social and intellectual identity of group analysis is reviewed by Hopper (2009, 2011). A useful review of some aspects of the internalization of the traumatizing social world is provided by Garwood (2001).




IV

Another line of development in the concept of the social unconscious has been based on a shift in emphasis from the internalization of the co-constructed social world to the co-constructed social world itself, and from the focus on the unconscious representation of the properties of the co-constructed social world to the unconscious co-construction of these properties. The development of psychoanalysis from a one-body to a two-body psychology, and then to a two-person psychology, which means, virtually by definition, a three-person psychology, if not a multi-person, multi-layered, and multi-dimensional psychology, has led to the recognition of the reality of social and social psychological “fields of influence” and “transitional spaces”.

It has long been axiomatic in group analysis that although social reality differs from psychic reality, and both social reality and psychic reality differ from organismic reality, social reality and psychic reality are, none the less, real. The recognition of the reality and the validity of the social fact is the basis of sociology, and of the social sciences in general, and the recognition of the reality and the validity of the psychic fact is the basis of all depth psychologies. The recognition of the validity of both the social fact and the psychic fact is the basis of group analysis.

Although Moreno, Pichon-Rivière, Bion, and others referred to the “mentality of the group”, Foulkes (1964) went further, writing, “we can postulate the existence of a group ‘mind’ in the same way as we postulate the existence of an individual mind” (p. 118). He argued that the mind is a property of a social system, and that the mind of a social system transcends the minds of the members of it. The mind of a group or the mind of a social system is also more than the simple summation of the minds of the individual members of the group or social system. In fact, Foulkes argued that the free-floating conversations among the members of a group who met for the purpose of psychotherapy in the group were actually akin to the free associations of an individual patient in psychoanalysis. Moreover, the mind of a particular group must be contextualized within the mind of its contextual social system. In other words, the mind of a particular group is a part of the mind of the society and/or of the minds of its intermediate institutions and organizations in which the group exists. In terms of this perspective, the mind of a group or of any other kind of social system is, virtually by definition, a socially unconscious mind, although it may be regarded in terms of its pre-conscious and non-conscious elements.

Within the context of the emergence of group analysis in London, the idea of a group mind can also be traced in part to the work of Hutton (1976) and other scientists and philosophers who participated in the intellectual life of the Group Analytic Society. They stressed the importance of understanding all human phenomena in terms of communication as flows of information. Bohm’s (1980) early work on the implicate order was important, as were various lectures and seminars on the philosophy of science, with special reference to the study of sub-atomic particles, energy, chaos, and complexity theory, etc. Group analysts also discussed the possibility that in order to understand more fully the mind of a society and/or of its component subsystems, they should also study the social formations of the species of Homo sapiens, as well as those social formations of other species, ranging from colonies of primates (Chance & Jolly, 1970) to flocks, schools, herds, and “smart swarms” in general (Miller, 2010). However, the study of social formations is more relevant to those species that are dominated by their neurobiological structures than to species that are dominated by their cultures. Recent studies of “collective intelligence” of groups and other social systems imply that the notion of a “group brain” is on the agenda (Woolley, Chabris, Pentland, Hashmi, & Malone, 2010).

Whereas Hopper and Weinberg agree concerning the recognition of the reality and validity of the social psychological field and the transitional space of the group and of social systems in general, they disagree about the value and utility of thinking in terms of group mentality and the concept of the group mind. We will now outline some aspects of this disagreement.

Hopper argues that if a social system has a mind, it follows that it has a conscious mind and an unconscious mind, and that by definition the unconscious mind of a social system is its socially unconscious mind. However, Hopper doubts the value and utility of using the concept of the mind of a social system, and, therefore, using the concept of the social unconscious with respect to the so-called “mind” of a social system, whether a group or even a society as a whole. Many social scientists, group analysts, and psychoanalytical group therapists, especially in the USA, refuse to speak of “group mentality”, “group mind”, “group unconscious mind”, “group unconscious”, “group social unconscious”, etc. Although some colleagues eschew the use of these concepts, because they do not accept the reality and validity of social facts (for them, only the individual organism is real, and social facts are regarded as projective creations), many colleagues eschew them for more adequate reasons. For example, they recognize that the greater the size of a social system, the greater are the difficulties associated with the notion that such a system has an overarching “mind”. It is virtually impossible to assume the isomorphy of the societal social system with any of its component social systems, and the isomorphy of any of these systems with the members of them. Furthermore, it is important to avoid using terminology for the discussion of properties of persons in order to describe properties of social systems, such as a “phallic society” or a “narcissistic society”; similarly, terminology that has been developed for the discussion of properties of social systems in order to describe properties of persons, such as a “bureaucratic personality” or an “efficient personality”. These colleagues understand the connotations of such terms, but regard them as ambiguous. They argue that collapsing the distinctions between social systems and the person systems of their members makes it impossible to study their general and specific connections. It is especially important not to imply that all groups and social systems possess “collective intentionality” (Searle, 1995), because the development of collective intentionality and the specific structures through which it is developed and maintained is problematic and variable.

Hopper also argues that in order to have a so-called “mind”, it is necessary for the system to have a brain. Social systems do not have brains. Therefore, social systems do not have minds (Winnicott, 1949). The counterpart to this is that in order for a person to have a mind, it is necessary for him to have a society and culture. It is not enough for him to have a brain. Although Hopper and Dalal insist that persons always exist within the context of their societies, persons are not always integrated into their communities or acculturated into their potential cultures. This is the basis for understanding some psychopathology in terms of the autistic spectrum: a brain without a mind or a mind that is disturbed in terms of a person’s ability to communicate with others.

The notion of the “mind” of the social system is really based on the metaphor that social systems are like people. This metaphor is a heuristic device that directs our attention and curiosity towards certain parts, aspects, and processes of social systems in an attempt to improve our understanding of them. Unfortunately, organismic and personistic analogies that social systems are like organisms and persons tend to become homologies that social systems are, in fact, organisms and persons. Colleagues who use these analogies tend to be unaware of the implications of this way of thinking. For example, they favour attempts to maintain the stability of the system rather than to foster its potential for change, and they approve of the existing power structure rather than alternatives to it.

That what might be regarded metaphorically as the mind and as the unconscious mind of a social system is mistakenly regarded to be the mind and the unconscious mind of it is reminiscent of the fact that in the nineteenth century, in the first edition of Society, the great sociologist Herbert Spencer wrote that society is like an organism, but in the second edition of it he wrote that society is an organism, thus exposing himself to many arguments and difficulties concerning various issues about social change and its desirability. This fallacy is reminiscent of the opening speech by Menenius, the avuncular figure in Shakespeare’s Coriolanus, who speaks of Rome in terms of the “body politic”, using the homology that Rome was a human organism whose various parts could be compared to various classes of the society, and regarding those in power as the brain and the heart of the society, and those without power, as its stomach and genitals. The Menenius Fallacy can also be seen in the use of “personistic” analogies and homologies, which is commonplace among psychologists and psychoanalysts who take social systems as the object of their study, usually seen in references to the id, superego, and ego of the group. This way of thinking extends to the use of mechanistic analogies and homologies: that is, the social system is a machine rather than like a machine, which implies that the system can be changed endlessly in an infinite number and variety of ways, often without concern for the members of the social system involved, hence, the notion of social engineering.

Hopper has hypothesized that the one exception to this general rule that we should avoid using organismic and personistic homologies concerning the mind of a social system involves what might be called a “traumatized” social system, or a “wounded” or “broken” one. In Traumatic Experience in the Unconscious Life of Groups, he (Hopper, 2003b) argues that wounded people regress in ways that involve a sense of interpersonal merger, fusion and confusion with others as a defence against the fear of annihilation that follows from traumatic experience. Hence, the social systems of wounded people also regress, for example, from complexity to simplicity: societies become like groups and groups become like their individual members.
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