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Inaugural	ACPP	Conference	Melbourne,	29th	February	2020:	
	

Unity	and	Diversity	in	the	Group	Mind	of	Psychoanalysis.	
 

Response	to	Anthony	Gleeson:	
	

The	Individual,	the	Group	and	Psychoanalysis.	
	

Allan	Shafer	
	

Thank	you	Anthony	 for	 your	 succinct	 observations	 and	also	 for	 the	
privilege	of	responding	to	your	paper.		

I	 was	 engaged	 by	 your	 graphics	 –	 the	 optical	 illusions	 	 -	 and	 your	
comments:	

Once	 we	 know	 that	 two	 (or	 more)	 images	 exist,	 our	
perception	of	 the	whole	 subtly	 changes.	We	may	only	 ‘see’	
one	 image,	 but	 we	 cannot	 not	 know	 that	 the	 other	 exists,	
though	‘unseen’.		
As	 a	 corollary	 …	 it	 is	 possible,	 with	 some	 effort,	 to	 see	
simultaneously	both	 images,	 but	only	 for	 a	nano-second	 in	
transit	between	images.	You	may	be	able	to	train	yourself	to	
see	both	or,	at	least,	the	presence	of	the	absent	image.	

I	think	this	is	a	motif	that	connects	and	challenges	your	and	my	ideas	
as	well	as	being	a	representation	of	the	dialectic*1	at	the	heart	of	this	
conference	 theme:	 unity	 and	 diversity,	 and	 I	 would	 add	 to	 this,	
integration	and	differentiation,	emphasising	the	“and”.	

I	note	too	your	comment:	“We	easily	accept	the	proposition	that	the	
group	 is	 comprised	 of	 individuals,	 but	 how	 easily	 do	we	 recognise	
that	the	individual	is	comprised	of	the	group?	"	

As	 a	 psychoanalytic	 psychotherapist	 I	 have	 continuously	worked	 at	
integrating	 a	more	 traditional	dyadic	 psychoanalytic	 approach	with	
the	 realisation	 that	 the	 therapeutic	 dyad	 is	 embedded	 in	 the	
unconscious	dynamics	of	a	social	system.	This	has	meant	disengaging	
from	an	historical	&	customary	view	of	the	patient	as	object,	to	a	view	
																																																								
1	Dialectic:	the	ability	to	view	issues	from	multiple	perspectives	and	to	arrive	at	
the	most	economical	and	reasonable	reconciliation	of	seemingly	contradictory	
information	and	postures.	
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of	 the	 therapeutic	 dyad	 in	 a	 systemic	 context	 as	 the	 object	 of	
attention	 in	psychoanalytic	psychotherapy	(Shafer,	2009).	 I	will	use	
the	 term	 “system”	 to	 encapsulate	 all	 contexts	 that	 comprise	 more	
than	one	person,	be	that	the	dyad	or	the	group.	
	
I	am	proposing	that	the	individual	and	the	system	are	inseparable.			
	

“There	is	no	such	thing	as	a	baby”	said	Winnicott	(1960),	along	
with	 “a	baby	alone	 doesn't	 exist.”	 What	 exists	 is	 always	 a	
“nursing	 couple”:	 a	baby	plus	 someone	 who	 takes	 care	 of	
him/her.	

I	 am	 not	 in	 any	 way	 minimising	 the	 presence,	 relevance	 or	
importance	of	the	individual	mind	but	rather	holding	the	system	and	
the	individual	simultaneously	 in	mind.	 	(By	the	way,	I	think	it	 is	also	
true	 that	 there	 is	 no	 such	 thing	 as	 a	 mother,	 only	 a	 mother/child,	
since	 the	 role	of	 “mother”	exists	only	 in	a	 relational	 system,	even	 if	
the	“child”	is	a	“child-in-the-mind”.)	
	
The	 associated	 psychoanalytic	 field	 of	 group	 dynamics	 known	 as	
system	 psychodynamics	 or	 socioanalysis	has	 shaped	my	 perspective.	
This	 approach	 casts	 new	 light	 on	 the	 unconscious	 and	 conscious	
dynamics	 that	 occur	 whenever	 people	 share	 a	 purpose	 or	 work	
together	as	a	group	or	unit	–	not,	as	Anthony	mentioned	–	specifically	
about	group	therapy. 
 
The	 traditional	 psychoanalytic	 therapy	 relationship	 is	 overtly	 a	
dyadic	system	or	organization	of	work.		
	
But	each	participant	in	this	dyad	brings	to	the	endeavour	a	complex	
set	 of	 conscious	 and	 unconscious	 evolving	 systems-in-the-mind,	 as	
well	 as	multiple	 identities	 and	 roles	 that	 are	 associated	with	 these	
systems	 (Shapiro,	 2019).	 These	 unconscious	 roles	 influence	 the	
evolving	 dynamics	 of	 the	 dyadic	 system	 and	 are	 reciprocally	
influenced	in	the	social	matrix.		
	
Conventionally,	 psychoanalytic	 thinkers	 conceptualize	 aspects	 of	
these	psychic	constructs	as	unconscious	phantasies	which	manifest	in	
transference	and	countertransference.		
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Socioanalytic	 thinkers	 refer	 to	 these	 psychic	 constructs	 as	 the	
‘organization-in-the-mind’	 (Armstrong,	 2005)	 from	which	we	might	
infer	that	the	individual	is	comprised	of	a	group.			
	
Organization-in-the-mind	 is	 the	 emotional	 reality	 and	 the	 emotional	
meaning	of	the	contextual	system	that	 is	registered	 in	the	individual	
mind.	It	is	the	patterning	of	emotional	experience	and	relatedness.	
It	 is	 what	 the	 individual	 perceives	 emotionally	 and	 unconsciously	
about	 how	 relations	 and	 activities	 are	 organised,	 structured	 and	
connected	and	the	unconscious	roles	the	individual	take	up	therein.	

David	 Armstrong	 (2005)	 states	 that	 what	 we	 try	 to	 observe	 in	 the	
psychotherapy	encounter,	is	emotional	experience:	 

Emotional	 experience	 seems	 to	 me	 a	 property	 of	 a	 human	
context	 or,	 if	 you	 prefer,	 a	 relational	 context	 which	 is	 both	
internal	 and	 external.	 In	 the	 psychoanalytic	 encounter	 the	
object	of	attention	is	not	the	emotional	experience	of	either	the	
patient	 or	 the	 analyst	 alone;	 it	 is,	 rather	 a	 property	 of	 the	
analytic	couple	(p52).		
 

Armstrong	 captures	 this	 liminal	 quality	 when	 he	 asserts	 that	 the	
object	 of	 inquiry	 and	 the	medium	 of	 inquiry	 in	 psychoanalysis	 are	
symbiotic.	 In	other	words	there	 is	a	relationship	between	observer	
and	 that	 which	 is	 observed	 –	 especially	 insofar	 as	 emotional	
experience	is	concerned	-	and	they	are	inseparable:	this	is	no	illusion.	
We	 observe	 the	 patient;	we	 observe	 ourselves	 and	 the	 relationship	
between	us,	as	well	as	the	unconscious	roles	we	take	up.	We	do	this	
through	the	vehicle	of	the	emotional	engagement	that	that	relationship	
produces.		

 
A	 challenge	 in	 applying	 the	 optical	 illusion	 metaphor	 to	 the	
therapeutic	 relationship	 is	 to	 draw	 on	 emotional	 experience	 to	
concurrently	perceive	both	individual	and	system	dynamics.	
	
We	might	go	further	and	suggest	that	the	image	you	showed	us	is	not	
at	 all	 an	optical	 illusion	 if	we	examine	 closely	 its	 apparent	material	
existence.	Rather	 the	 illusory	 aspect	 emerges	 in	 our	perceptual	
apparatus,	 (and	 by	 that	 I	 include	 our	 emotional	 perceptual	
apparatus	not	only	our	optical	apparatus).		
	
Our	emotional	perceptual	apparatus	similarly	affects	our	perception	
of	the	relationship	of	the	individual	to	the	system	or	group,	since	our	
internal	valencies	dynamically	shape	our	perception:	this	is	known	as	
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relatedness.		More	specifically,	as	psychoanalytic	psychotherapists	we	
are	 usually	 consciously	 and	 unconsciously	 primed	 to	 perceive	 the	
individuals	 (as	 ‘figure’)	 in	 the	 dyad	 with	 greater	 primacy	 than	 the	
dyad	 itself	 (the	 ‘ground’)	 with	 the	 systems-in-the-mind	 that	 each	
member	 of	 the	 dyad	 contributes	 relegated	 even	 further	 into	 the	
background.	
	
But	what	 is	often	not	 recognised	 is	 that	each	 individual	 in	 the	dyad	
carries	these	multiple	identities	(an	internal	group,	we	could	say)	in	
the	form	of	potential	or	latent	unconscious	(and	conscious)	roles	–	a	
form	of	role	intersectionality.	In	the	mutual	transferences,	particular	
representational	roles	that	reside	in	the	unconscious	system	may	be	
mobilised	 in	 the	dynamic	service	of	 the	shared	therapeutic	mission.	
(Shapiro,	2019).		
	
So,	for	example,	the	patient	may	at	one	time	unconsciously	mobilise	
the	family-in-the-mind	and	take	up,	say,	a	compliant	filial	role,	while	
the	 therapist	 may	 unconsciously	 and	 reciprocally	 mobilise	 her	
family-in-the-mind	and	 take	up,	say	a	punitive	paternal	role.	And	at	
another	time,	competitive	sibling	roles	may	be	mobilised,	depending	
on	the	mutual	unconscious	dynamics.	
	
In	 examining	 the	 individual	 in	 the	 group,	 Pierre	 Turquet	 (1975),	 in	
the	 allied	 field	 of	 group	 relations,	 goes	 on	 to	 describe	 the	 need	 for	
finding	a	boundary	or	 skin	 to	 limit	and	define	 the	 individual	 to	avoid	
being	caught	up	 in	 the	process	of	becoming	other	 than	himself...	
the	tool	of	the	group..	(and)	of	being	in	some	way	altered,	pressurised,	
even	diminished:	this,	for	the	individual	is	an	ever	present	threat.		This	
is	how	one’s	 identity	and	the	associated	potential	roles	we	carry,	may	
be	 mobilized	 in	 a	 particular	 systemic	 setting	 through	 projective	
identification.	
	
This	may	help	us	to	understand	the	defence	that	psychoanalysis	may	
have	 against	 groupishness:	 that	 is,	 that	 groups	 are	 a	 threat	 to	
identity.	 Anthony	 quotes	 Bion,	 remember,	 that	 the	 individual	 “is	 a	
group	 animal	 at	 war	 with	 its	 groupishness”.	 In	 fact	 Bion,	 in	
Experiences	 in	 Groups	 	 (1952,	 quoted	 by	 Armstrong,	 2010,	 p140)	
says:	
	

the	 individual	 is	 and	 always	 has	 been,	 a	member	 of	 a	 group,	
even	if	his	membership	of	it	consists	of	behaving	in	such	a	way	
that	 reality	 is	 given	 to	 an	 idea	 that	 he	 does	 not	 belong	 to	 a	
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group	 at	 all.	The	 individual	 is	 a	 group	animal	 at	war,	 both	
with	 the	 group	 and	 with	 those	 aspects	 of	 his	 personality	
that	 constitute	 his	 “groupishness”.	 .	 .	 .	 In	 fact	 no	 individual,	
however	 isolated	 in	 time	 and	 space,	 should	 be	 regarded	 as	
outside	 a	 group	 or	 lacking	 in	 active	 manifestations	 of	 group	
psychology.		

	
Can	we	simultaneously	hold	in	mind	both	views	–	individual	internal	
world	and	social	system	or	group?		Or	like	Margaret	Thatcher	(1997)	
in	contrast	with	Winnicott,	do	we	think	that:	“There	is	no	such	thing	
as	society. There are only individual men and women…” ? 

Can	we	recognize	and	tolerate	 their	symbiosis?	We	can	 think	of	 the	
individual	with	their	own	propensities	or	valencies	(this	has	been	the	
arena	of	traditional	psychoanalytic	psychotherapy,)	but	can	we	think	
of	them	operating	always	as	a	member	of	some	group	or	other	in-the-
mind?	 What	 valencies	 in	 the	 individual,	 resulting	 from	 the	
cumulative	emergence	of	genetic,	constitutional	and	social	factors	or	
influences,	shape	their	internal	dynamics	as	well	as	the	roles	they	are	
drawn	to	in	the	dynamic	of	groups	or	systems	(or	dyads)?	This	may	
in	part	be	the	material	of	individual	psychoanalytic	psychotherapy.	

This	 (says	 Anthony)	 raises	 an	 important	 question	 about	 how	
we	 see	 psychological	 disturbance	 –	 as	 an	 idiosyncratic	 or	 a	
social	 phenomenon	 –	 and	 the	 implications	 for	 the	 aims	 of	
psychotherapy.		

I	think	we	risk	falling	into	the	realm	of	false	dichotomy	if	we	provide	
an	either/or	instead	of	a	both-and	response:	it	is	an	idiosyncratic	and	
a	social	phenomenon.		

Anthony	goes	on	to	note	that:	

For	Foulkes,	the	social	unconscious	is	evident	in	the	medium	of	
communication,	manifest	 in	 the	 construct	 of	matrix,	 or	 social	
web,	in	which	any	group	is	necessarily	embedded.	
	

So,	I	add,	Bion	speaks	of	‘thoughts	in	search	of	a	thinker’,	(Bion,	1984	
&	Armstrong,	2005);	Gordon	Lawrence	(2003),	of	 ‘dreams	in	search	
of	 a	 dreamer’.	 Susan	 Long	 and	Marieke	Harney	 (2013)	 describe	 an	
associative	unconscious,	and	they	note	that	Freud	originally	called	it	
the	 ‘system	Uncs’	 even	 before	 he	 developed	 the	 topological	 theory,	
implying	systemic	processes	in	thought	rather	than	a	limited	store	of	
ideas.		
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Long	and	Harney	(2013)	offer	the	notion	that:	
	

thoughts	 exist	 unconsciously	within	 the	 infinite	 of	 a	 thinking	
community	without	being	the	sole	creation	or	property	of	any	
of	 its	 specific	 individuals.	Moreover,	Bion’s	 (1961)	 theories	of	
group	 dynamics	 explain	 how	 basic	 assumptions	 in	 the	 group	
culture	 shape	 the	experiences,	 thoughts	 and	 feelings	of	 group	
members.	This	 influence	occurs	in	the	symbolic	functioning	of	
the	group	and	 the	 individual	out	of	 conscious	awareness.	The	
simile	 here	 is	 that	 of	 a	 fractal	 where	 the	 same	 pattern	 is	
repeated	at	every	level	of	magnification	of	a	form:	in	this	case,	
society;	group;	individual	(p.28).	
	

If	the	“individual”	is	a	social	being	embedded	in	a	social	matrix,	how	
can	we	 think	 creatively	 about	 the	 psychotherapy	 of	 the	 individual?	
Contemporary	 psychoanalytic	 field	 theory	 (Ferro,	 2009)	 addresses	
this	 in	 one	way	 through	 the	 idea	 of	 the	 analytic	 field	 co-created	by	
the	dyad	members.		And	socioanalysis	gives	us	a	deep	understanding	of	
the	 unconscious	 multiple	 identities	 and	 roles	 in	 our	 minds	 and	 how	
these	may	be	mobilized	in	systems	through	projective	identification.		

I	conclude	with	the	proposition	that	the	development	of	a	capacity	to	
engage	 with	 the	 “both-and”	 of	 the	 individual	 and	 the	 systemic	 can	
significantly	enhance	our	psychotherapeutic	insights	and	expertise	–	
and	it	requires	what	I	call	a	psychoanalytic	state	of	mind	of	reverie	or	
floating	attention	to	emotionally	engage	with	this	liminal	position.	

Thank	you.	
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