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I. The individual and the group

One of the main issues in the debate between psychoanalysis and group analysis is the question of the relations between the individual and the group. Although Freud (1913) declared, in Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego, that there is no real opposition between individual psychology and social psychology, his whole approach at the time focused on the individual. For him, the subject of inquiry of social or group psychology required leaving aside the study of interpersonal relations and focusing on ‘the influencing of an individual by a large number of people simultaneously, people with whom he is connected by something, though otherwise they may in many respects be strangers to him’ (p. 70). This clearly implied a rejection of any conception of a ‘group mind’.

This view seems to be based on Freud’s materialistic metaphysics. For him, as for many other materialists, it was obvious that only individuals are ‘real’, and that group phenomena occur only when these originally isolated entities are forced by dire need to relate to each other. Erich Fromm (1959) suggested that such conviction was an expression of his bourgeois ideology, characteristic of Nineteenth Century middle class thinkers, who conceived man as primarily isolated and self-reliant, both psychologically and economically. Personal relationships are forced upon individuals by libidinal necessity, just as work and commercial relations are imposed by economic need. Man and woman may need and use each other, but in the end they are forever estranged from one another, just like the buyer and the seller in the market place.

There is, however, another theoretical line to be found in Freud’s work, mainly in Totem and Taboo and Moses and Monotheism (Hernández-Tubert, 2007). In the former, he explicitly postulated ‘the existence of a collective mind, in which mental processes occur just as they do in the mind of an individual’ (Freud, 1921, p. 157), while in the latter he posed the concept of a cultural evolution, understood as a collective mental process, so analogous to the psychological evolution of the individual that it suggests that both may only be two aspects of a same reality (Freud, 1939). 

So, there are two paradigms of human nature and mental functioning to be found in his writings: an individual paradigm and a collective paradigm. Nonetheless, the individual paradigm has become the orthodox interpretation of Freud’s thought, and most psychoanalysts and many analytical group therapists take exception at any suggestion of the existence of collective mental processes, a concept which they deem to be mystical, unscientific and most certainly anti-analytic.

On the other hand, the two major schools of group- analytic thinking and practice —S. H. Foulkes’s (1964a) group analysis and Enrique Pichon Rivière’s (1971) operative groups— have approached the study of group processes from the vantage point of clinical group practice, and chosen to construct new theories stemming from the group-analytic experience itself, instead of merely applying a pre-existent psychoanalytical theory to this new field. The underlying epistemology is that theory is something we build in order to account for those strange and unsettling experiences that analysts and analysands share whenever we meet in a closed space in order to do analysis. This implies that, far from having foundational or normative functions, our theories are the most mobile and replaceable part of the edifice of analysis —a term I use in order to encompass both psychoanalysis and group analysis.

Foulkes created the term ‘group analysis’ as an equivalent to ‘psychoanalysis’. The main feature of our discipline is the analytic attitude, which is a distinctive way of looking, perceiving, thinking, relating and acting in human affairs. It implies a systematic attempt to ascribe meanings and intentions to people’s actions and experiences, especially when they happen to be unaware of them (Beuchot and Tubert-Oklander, 2008), and also reflective thinking —i.e., a way of thinking that attempts to understand itself, while it is trying to understand its subject. It also implies a special attention and care for personal relations, as well as for individuality.

So, we are all analysts trying to fathom the essence of human existence and experience, whether we do it face-to-face with another individual human being —this being psycho-analysis—, within a reflective group —group-analysis— or in the more complex inter-group, institutional, or community relations —socio-analysis. This view was one of Foulkes’s (1948, 1964a, 1975a) major contributions.

Pichon-Rivière also approached the study of groups, whether therapeutic or non-therapeutic, with the same frame of mind he used in working with individual patients —i.e., always attempting to understand their experiences and actions, by means of making explicit their implicit meanings and intentions. He suggested that any expression by a group member is always, at one at the same time, of him or herself and of the group. The individual member is therefore a spokesman or spokeswoman for the unconscious group processes and for his or her own mental processes. Interpretation should then always be twofold, addressing both the individual’s function of revealing the secrets of the group and his or her own secrets (Pichon-Rivière, 1971; Tubert-Oklander, 1990; Tubert-Oklander and Hernández de Tubert, 2003).

Such an attempt to understand the human condition as both individual and collective demanded a theoretical frame of reference that fitted its complex nature, transcending the limitations of linear causal thinking. This required the introduction of new concepts, drawn from the group-analytic experience, just as psychoanalytic concepts were derived from the bipersonal psychoanalytic experience. Thus Foulkes introduced his concepts of the network and the matrix, which we shall presently discuss.

II. The network and matrix

These are two metaphors intended to bridge the deep gap that severs the natural connection between the individual and the group, both in everyday thinking and in the orthodox psychoanalytic theory. Metaphors are useful to convey hyper-complex meanings, as a result of what Bion (1962) called their ‘penumbra of associations’. Here we are dealing with a most complex dynamic evolution of phenomena, for which it not possible to define any part of it as a ‘cause’ of all the rest that happens, since any one phenomenon can be seen either as a ‘cause’ or an ‘effect’ according to the way one decides to ‘punctuate’ a sequence of events (Bateson, G., 1972; Watzlawick et al., 1967). Therefore, we sorely need a non-linear model to include and highlight analogically complex interaction, simultaneity, reversibility and mutual determination. Foulkes found such an analogy in the concept of the network, received from his neurologist teacher Kurt Goldstein (1940) who believed that the nervous system is better understood as a complex entity that reacts as a whole, and not as a complicated sum of individual neurones. So Foulkes applied this view to the group, conceived as a network of multifarious relations, in which individuals are its nodal points (Foulkes, S. H., 1975a, 1975b). Therefore, any individual symptoms would be better understood if considered as the expression of a disturbance in the dynamics of the network, as in Pichon-Rivière’s spokesman function.

Of course, this network is not static, but behaves as a living organism —just like the nervous system— pulsating and evolving according to its own organization and laws. Individual human beings are perpetually embedded in this gossamer tissue of communications and connections, which surrounds, contains, nurtures and impregnates them, leaving its imprint in the deepest layer of the individual unconscious.

In order to describe this intricate relation between individuals and the network of communications of which they are a part, Foulkes introduced yet another metaphor, which he named the matrix, understood as ‘the hypothetical web of communication and relationship in a given group [and] 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, 1964b, p. 292].

The term ‘matrix’ implies the metaphors of origin, nurture, growth, container and shaper. But, if there is such thing as the matrix, an individual immersed in and determined by it, must unconsciously perceive the presence and influence of the group and social matrix, and feel as helpless and dependent towards it as the baby vis-à-vis its mother (Bion, 1952). This is a fundamental and momentous object relation, which sets the ground for the emergence of the more discrete subject and object which are the substrate of interpersonal relations (Hernández de Tubert, 1997; Hernández-Tubert, 2006).

Therefore, in any group or social setting, there are various levels of relation, which are simultaneous, complementary and mutually determined: i) the more obvious level of conscious definitions of institutions and norms; ii) the level of interpersonal relations and conflicts; iii) the phantasmic level of imagination, dream and play, and iv) the foundational level of primeval fusion and ultimate identity of everything that is (Tubert-Oklander, 2003, 2004a, 2004b, 2005).

One final observation about the matrix is that all mental phenomena —whether intrapersonal, interpersonal, or transpersonal (i.e., group, institutional, or social)— have a matricial organization. The individual personality is also a matrix, and an open one at that, so that there is no essential discontinuity between the matrix of the personality and that of interpersonal, group, institutional and social relations, although each of these areas also has its own specificity. All human processes may be conceived as a vast gossamer network of multiple contexts and relations, and all personal thinking, experience, or behaviour is, to a large extent, an emergent manifestation of the organization, dynamics and evolution of such web. The clinical analytic situation —whether in a group or a bipersonal setting— is the condenser for such processes, which allows us to glimpse something of their nature.

Analytic clinical interpretation is therefore an attempt to describe some aspect of this hyper-complex whole, as seen from a certain chosen vantage point. Which of the manifold possible perspectives is to be chosen depends on the interpreter’s criteria, intuition, experience, creativity and savvy, when dealing with the present circumstances and contexts. So, in some instances one would focus on personal history and unconscious emotionally-determined fantasies, while in others interpretations would hinge upon present interpersonal or group relations, or on social, cultural, or political traits, features, or events.

III. The matrix of hope and despair

The relationship between the individual and the relational and social matrix from which he or she emerges and is embedded in, and contained and determined by, brings forth his or her essential attitude towards life. Whenever this relationship is mutual, satisfactory and harmonious, the result is a feeling of trust, hope and faith —the latter being understood as a deep conviction that life and existence are good in themselves, no matter what happens. When it turns out to be abusive, noxious and traumatic, such experiences breed mistrust, despair and nihilism. 

In 1929, Sándor Ferenczi described a particular syndrome, consisting of depression, suicidal cogitation and acts, severe psychosomatic disturbance, self-destructive behaviour and a nihilistic philosophy, as a result of having been an unwelcome child in one’s household. He posed that these patients should be allowed to regress, in their therapy, to a childish state of dependence and be treated with consideration, empathy, care and love, so as to allow them to experience, perhaps for the first time, the benefits of a normal childhood that might heal those deep-seated emotional wounds Hernández de Tubert, 1999).

In the same vein, over twenty years later, Erik Erikson (1950) described as basic trust the outcome of a satisfactory mother-baby relation, and as basic mistrust the aftermath of a severe failure of this symbiotic bond, which brings about psychosis. But none of them explicitly theorised about the failure of the relation with the social matrix, although Erikson’s case studies show clear examples of the individual’s collapse when disillusioned and bereaved by the fracture, decay, inefficiency, fragility, or betrayal by the group and social environment —i.e., the matrix (Hernández de Tubert, 1997; Hernández-Tubert, 2006).
Despair is a most painful and disrupting experience that ensues when there is a severe fracture in the relations that are the very stuff of the matrix —especially in their holding, containing and nurturing functions. This includes all sorts of relations —with significant others, with the groups and institutions that one belongs to, with society at large, with culture and tradition, and with the matrix as a whole. Taking care of relationships implies healing such ruptures and recovering a space for illusion and faith (Winnicott, 1971). In analysis, this is attained by means of a relationship that combines caring and reflecting together. Contrary to some naïve interpretations of the theory of therapeutic regression, I believe verbalisation, interpretation and a shared reflection to be the indispensable complement of a nurturing, holding, caring and loving therapeutic relation. In analysis, the intervening parties not only relate, but think conjointly about their relationship and their mutual experience of being together in such a context, sharing the adventure of ‘doing analysis’. 
Although this is just as valid for bipersonal psychoanalysis as for group analysis, there are some specific differences. The dyadic configuration of the psychoanalytic device places into a sharp focus the reflection of the early mother-child relationship, while the very fact that it implies that a pair be segregated from the group —a clear instance of what Bion (1961) called the ‘basic assumption of pairing’— tends to highlight the importance of sex and eroticism, while obscuring the influence of group, cultural, social and political events. It therefore takes a clear theoretical conviction in order to hunt for these influences, which are less than obvious.

On the other hand, group analysis is the optimal context for the exploration of the relation between the subjectivity of the parties and the wider contexts of their existence, thus opening a path for the healing of despair, not only derived from personal idiosyncratic experiences, but also from the vagaries, contradictions and iniquities of social life and the world we live in.

I shall now present a clinical vignette from my own group-analytic practise, to show how I use these concepts in concrete situations.

IV. Clinical vignette

This is brief report of a session of group-analytic therapy. The group meets in the evenings once a week for a three-hour session. It used to be a twice-a-week group, but the hardships of transportation in Mexico City led us to condense the two sessions into one extended meeting, with encouraging results. This is a co-therapy group, in which I work with Dr. Reyna Hernández-Tubert, who is also my wife. 

This particular session starts with a few minutes delay, due to a late arrival of the members. Traffic was impossible, they say. This happens every year, since early December, apparently due to the impending holidays. There are also major works going on in a nearby avenue, on account of the building of a new transportation system. This should be over by January.

Armando, a middle-age professional, tells us that his male mate is presently in the hospital, due to a medical emergency. This is a source of anxiety for him, since his companion is in another town with his family, although he knows he is being well-cared and expects to visit him this weekend. He is also worried because he is out of work. As an independent professional in the service industry, his income is discontinuous at best, but things have been very bad lately. This is incomprehensible for him: he is honest, good at his job, and provides an excellent service, but this does not seem to be enough. What else must he do, he asks in a woeful tone. He feels unworthy and ashamed, and also guilty because he is lagging behind in paying our fees.

We remind him that our agreement with him is that he may delay his payments in such situations, and make them when he finally has an income. The group then discusses his plight. This is not only happening to him; there is a severe economic recession going on and things appear to worsen every day. However, Reyna points out that he has had other such crises in the past, and has always managed to recover.
It is true, says Armando. A few years ago he suddenly lost his government job, which he had held for over a decade. He had always been a good and reliable worker, and the woman who was his boss trusted him, but then an internal audit of their department revealed that wages were illegally being paid to people who had never worked there at all, and the blame was on him. Even though he was able to prove that it was his boss who had committed these irregularities, he was the one to be fired, and without any compensation. It was then that he started his own business.

The discussion now centres on the fact that it is not unusual for people to take advantage of him. When he broke his relationship with his previous live-in partner, he left him everything that they had acquired together, and even kept paying his bills for several months. Apparently, he felt that this was the price that he had to pay for leaving him.

Isabel, a sixty-year-old divorcée, then tells us that she has decided to break her relationship with a younger lover. They have been together for several years, but he is still seeing another woman, and she cannot tolerate it any longer. Other group members point out that this was the reason for a previous attempt to break, many months ago, and that she had yet kept on seeing him, so perhaps her present decision may also prove to be unreliable. She answers forcefully that she has taken a decision and that she shall carry it through, but her attitude is clearly defensive. On the other hand, she says, this was to be expected: she is over sixty now, how can she ever compete with a woman in her thirties?

Reyna comments that she seems to be absolutely certain about it, as if it were a law of life, that younger is always better. Of course, this is part of the values of present-day society that impinge upon us, but it is also her own conception of life and human relations. Well, answers Isabel, her father was always unfaithful, and so was her husband, and her mother always tolerated this, and said that these were the ways of men. All men are unfaithful.

When the group argues that none of its male members are unfaithful to their partners, she answers that they are ‘an exception’. 

I then comment that the whole discussion seems to have centred on exploitation and abuse, not only in both personal and work relationships, but also in a society that does not seem to give people an opportunity to earn a living. Perhaps even the comments about the foul traffic were a part of this. On the whole, there is a hopeless feeling that we live in a very hostile and unfair world, and that nothing and no one are to be trusted.

There is a sudden change in mood, and Isabel says painfully that this is precisely what is happening to her. She even does not feel like celebrating Christmas this year, especially since her mother, who died almost a year ago, will not be now with them. Other group members also express feelings of sadness and loss.

Then Ernesto, a sociologist in his late thirties, tells us that something is happening to him, since he is again afraid of flying, and this feeling had disappeared long ago. Yesterday he took a plane to another city, on a work trip, and was invaded by anxiety. Of course, last week he had another trip, and the plane aborted three takeoffs before they were told that they should move to another plane. What struck him most was that nobody said anything; there were no protests, complaints, questions or objections. After the second failed attempt, he felt that he should demand to abandon the plane, but did nothing.

There are several comments about this kind of passivity. Another member recalls an occasion in which there was a bomb threat in a cinema, and people kept going in, in spite of seeing the policemen and ambulances in front of it. And what about the authorities? Why did they not immediately evacuate the premises? But over all, why did people go on acting as if nothing had happened?

Reyna says that we have all been raised under the injunction of ever obeying and never questioning authority, not to be unruly, ill-mannered, or noisy, and that this internalised obligation is very difficult to overcome. Perhaps this is one of the reasons for accepting and condoning abuse.

The emotional climate of the session seems to lighten, and Ernesto tells us about the visits he has been making to several poor Indian villages, far away up in the hills, and too distant to receive any services. He is to evaluate their situation and the possibility of improving their lot. In the following discussion someone asks why did they ever settle in such remote places. The truth is that they never chose to be there, but were rather forced to move away and excluded from participation in social development by many other groups and interests —another instance of abuse. It is a good thing, however, that the institutions take notice of them, since they have been invisible for so long.

I say that perhaps there is something we can do to change what seemed to be an overpowering set of hopeless conditions, but that this requires that we take notice of the more fragile and needy parts of ourselves, others and the community.

After a brief silence Isabel replies that she may celebrate Christmas after all, inviting the rest of the family to her apartment. In the end, they are less now than they used to be, so that she may well have them all there.

This is the end of the session.

V. Comment on the session
This brief clinical report depicts how individual, group and social phenomena intermingle, fuse and reflect upon each other in a group-analytic therapy session. The group begins by portraying a most difficult environment that hinders their arrival. Then comes a reference to disease, a distance from the people one loves, economic hardship and the unfairness of the world we live in. The discussion turns to instances of betrayal, abuse and despoilment by people they used to trust. It seems that some of the patients have a tendency to end up in such situations, always on the side of the victims.
Another member of the group opens the subject of how difficult it is to break unsatisfactory relationships. She seems quite intent on preserving the relation in spite of the suffering it brings her. But then she expresses her conviction that this is her fate, if not her doom: she is old and discardable, and men are by nature unfaithful. The group’s reaction to her latter statement suggests that this may be a reference to the only couple that is actually present —namely, the two therapists— but we choose to leave aside this Oedipal connotation for the moment, and concentrate instead on the social implications of her view of the world, which has been clearly transmitted from her original family experiences. Besides, her own feeling of being disposable links with the previous theme of a society that discards its members as an useless encumbrance, which has also been the subject of prior sessions.
Here I attempt an integrating interpretation, recalling the various themes that have emerged during the session, and summarise it by saying that ‘On the whole, there is a hopeless feeling that we live in a very hostile and unfair world, and that nothing and no one are to be trusted.’ This seems to have an emotional impact on the group, and the whole climate changes from despondency and impotence, to sadness and loss. Isabel, who has been the spokeswoman of a defensive attitude towards painful emotional experience, now refers to her mourning of her mother. Ernesto brings a new theme: that of collective and individual passivity in the face of danger. This is again interpreted as the individual manifestation of a collective trend, which is very much a part of our cultural inheritance, and linked to the acceptance of abuse in personal and institutional relationships.
Now the atmosphere of unavoidable sadness and loss seems to dissipate, and a new feeling of hope emerges. Ernesto is part of an institutional effort to aid some of the poorest, destitute and forgotten groups in our society, who are actually the survivors of centuries of despoilment and abuse. I then suggest that ‘perhaps there is something we can do to change what seemed to be an overpowering set of hopeless conditions, but this requires that we take notice of the more fragile and needy parts of ourselves, others and the community.’
This final interpretation seems to bring about a new pendular motion from the societal to the individual level fuelled by the greater awareness of our common plight as individuals, group members and part of our society. In Isabel’s last comment we find how she has been able to make a transaction, which implies the acceptance of the inevitable —her mother’s death— while avoiding falling into the trap of utter pessimism and doom, and recapturing the liveliness of actual and present relationships, as summarised in the image of her Christmas family gathering at home.
VI. Process and dialogue

I believe the clinical sequence I have presented to be an instance of that particular evolution that takes place in the analytic situation, which I prefer to call the analytic process —in this case, the group-analytic process. I conceive this process as a spontaneous development which takes place independently, and frequently in spite of, the intervening parties’ conscious awareness and intentions (Tubert-Oklander, 2006a, b). The analysts’ contribution to this process is to be found in their creation of the group and its setting, their interpretative contribution to the establishment of a particular climate and dynamics, and their modulation, by means of their own participation in it, of a process that emerges and evolves by itself, stemming from the unconscious matrix of the group.

In this case, we have seen an evolution from despair and impotence to active desire and hope, mediated by a free-floating and reflective dialogue, as suggested by the main theme of this Symposium. And ‘dialogue’ means here something more than argumentation and exchange of information, as it also includes mutual interaction and emotional relations (Hernández-Tubert, 2008). The analytic experience of being part of an ensemble in which candid and daring communication brings about a transcendence of what seemed to be an inescapable hopelessness, helps the group members to develop a new stance towards life. Much as in Ferenczi’s (1929) and Winnicott’s (1954) suggestion that living through a period of successful dependence might compensate and heal the aftermath of a troubled and unsatisfactory infancy, the group-analytic experience helps the members to overcome the limitations of their upbringing that prevented them from developing true intersubjective relationships, and the contradictions, inequities and abuses of the leading trend in our present-day society, which seems to forbid any compassion, solidarity, or concern for others.
Of course, there is caveat here. One might argue that, if society-at-large is fully responsible for the plight of its individual members, it would be naïve to expect any kind of therapy to make a difference. From this perspective, the only way to change anything would pass through political action. Indeed, this was the position taken by many of my Latin-American colleagues in the seventies. Nowadays, it behoves us to give Caesar what belongs to Caesar, and leave to God what belongs to God. In other words, political action is surely needed, and we may well chose to engage in it, but as group analysts we have a golden opportunity to aid some people in overcoming the emotional wounds and mutilations that stem both from their peculiar personal origins —which includes the transmission by the family of culture and a Weltanschauung (Hernández de Tubert, 2004)— and their present-day immersion in a troubled and dehumanised world.
The interpretation and group discussion of such reflections about society, far from fostering intellectualisation, as some analysts would argue, ploughs deep into the unconscious substrate of our personalities, represented by Foulkes’s foundational matrix, and reopens the intra- and inter-personal dialectics of inner and outer, individual and collective, self and others, past and present, identity and difference, fate and freedom, thus fostering a an ever-widening process that takes place in both the individual and the group, at one and the same time. This is what Pichon-Rivière (1971) used to call the dialectic spiral, since the spiral is a pregnant metaphor for a process that passes over and over again by the same points or issues, but which is never quite the same, since each circular turn implies a wider scope and an actual advancement, in terms of a deeper understanding of them.
This threefold motion does not only involve a development of cognitive processes —what I have called the interpretive process—, but also an expansion of feeling —called the relational process— as well as of interaction —the interactive process (Tubert-Oklander, 2006a, in preparation). These are not three different processes, but three aspects or dimensions of one and the same mental evolution. 
The interpretive process evolves from an original rather concrete and conventional conversation and interpretation, towards a richer and more meaningful capacity for symbolic expression, in both the group members and the analyst, which allows them to probe deeper into the emotional life and the unconscious dimension of human existence. The result is an ever increasing verbal interchange on the subtleties of inner and outer reality, in which there are no omitted or forbidden themes, and which recognises and respects both the similarities and the differences between the parties. 
The relational process develops from an initial state of emotional isolation and rigidity, towards an ever more intimate, fluid and emotionally meaningful way of relating, in which the other is taken as a true fellow human being, who has an inner life comparable to one’s own, which is to be fully respected and taken into account. This way of relating is what Aristotle in his Ethics called philia —usually translated as ‘friendship’— meaning a form of non-erotic love. Winnicott (1958) described it as ‘ego-relatednesss’ and suggested that ‘it is the stuff of which friendship is made [and] may turn out to be the matrix of transference’. Martin Buber (1923) called it the I-Thou relationship, as a mutual way of relating, and contrasted it with the I-It relationship, which dealt with the other as if it were a non-human object, a merely functional contrivance for the fulfilment of one’s needs. When such a development takes place in a group, its members become more mindful and tolerant, both of themselves, their fellow group members and people in general. This implies cultivating the Aristotelean virtue of prudence (phrónesis), that is, the ability to keep the sober medium between the extremes and take wise and sensible decisions (Beuchot, 2007; Tubert-Oklander and Beuchot, in press). In other words, they become better persons. Perhaps this is the sort of evolution that Melanie Klein (1952) had in mind when she introduced the concept of the ‘depressive position’, albeit from a different theoretical frame of reference. 
Finally, the interactional process, grows from a ritualised and solemn behaviour, by both members and analyst, to a conjoint exploration of the many possible options for relating and acting, this widening the scope of viable acts and developing the capacity for negotiation, both with themselves and with others (Pizer, 1993).
These three sides of the analytic process are the very stuff of dialogue in clinical group analysis, and the via regia that takes us from the stagnancy of despair to the fruitfulness of meeting one’s heart’s desire.
There is yet another aspect of this theme that I can only mention here, which might be the subject of future discussions, and this is the potentiality of group analysis to intervene at the social and political levels, in order to inform those who are in a position to decide on the issues that affect us all, so that they may take into account the particular point of view that we, as group analysts, have to contribute to a deeper understanding of human affairs. I am by no means implying a position, such as that advanced by Plato in The Republic, that philosophers —or group-analysts at that— should be in charge of government, but rather the much humbler task of becoming advisors, among other advisors who also contribute to a growing understanding human affairs. If this possibility ever proves to be something more than a wishful fantasy, we might make a valuable contribution to those efforts that many people, from all sorts of disciplines and positions, are making in order to restore humanness to our contemporary world.
Summary
There are two paradigms of human nature and mental functioning in psychoanalytic writings: an individual paradigm, which corresponds to orthodox psychoanalytic theory, and a collective paradigm, that of group analysis, which constructs new theories stemming from the group-analytic experience.

The group is conceived as a network of multiple relations, and individuals are its nodal points. Individual human beings are contained and shaped by its matrix, and they develop an unconscious object relation with it. Their essential attitude towards life depends on the success or failure of the relationship. 

Despair is a painful and disrupting experience that ensues when there is a severe fracture in the relations that form the matrix, in both its personal and social aspects. Group analysis is the optimal context for the exploration of the relation between the subjectivity of the parties and the wider contexts of their existence. This requires the interpretation and group discussion of the social and political dimension, as well as personal and interpersonal conflicts.
The author presents and discusses a clinical vignette from his group-analytic practice, to show his use of these concepts in concrete situations. The case material shows an evolution from despair and impotence to active desire and hope, mediated by a free-floating and reflective dialogue, which includes not only argumentation and exchange of information, but also mutual interaction and emotional relations. 

The evolution of the group-analytic process as dialogue is the via regia that takes us from the stagnancy of despair to the fruitfulness of meeting one’s heart’s desire.
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� 	These four levels correspond to those described by Foulkes (1957), although framed in slightly different theoretical terms.


� 	This idea of an unconscious analytic process which includes, not only the unconscious interactions and relations between the parties, but also the social, cultural and political context, is clearly related to what Earl Hopper (2002) calls the social unconscious. I have explored some of the theoretical problems posed by such conception in my article ‘The individual, the group, and society: Their psychoanalytic inquiry’ (Tubert-Oklander, 2006c).






