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Introduction

The purpose of th is  d issertation is  to indicate a d irection fo r the 

fu tu re  o f group theory. I t  is  based on an awareness of the strength of 

the foundations of the current theories as well as on an awareness of 

th e ir  lim ita tio n s . Of the many theories o f group behavior that have 

been w ritte n , i t  is  my opinion that the two such theories which are the 

most fu l ly  articu la ted and which deal with areas o f group behavior which 

are complementary to each other are systems communication and object 

re la tions group theories. Both object re la tions group theory and 

systems communication group theory are also the closest approximations 

the mental health f ie ld  has thus fa r  produced of actual theories of 

group behavior. Object re la tions group theory is  perhaps the most 

c le a rly  demarcated and self-contained theory o f group behavior in the 

lite ra tu re . This may be in  part due to the fa c t th a t, since its  formal 

presentation in the work o f W. Bion (1968), almost no theorists other 

than object re la tions theorists have continued with his work. By d e fi­

n it io n , then, one could say tha t object re la tions theory has been 

w ritten  thus fa r by followers o f Bion.

Systems communications group theory, on the other hand, does not 

have such a straightforward h is to ry . L. von Berta lanffy created general 

systems theory (1950a, 1950b) fo r  the purpose of creating a theory at a 

level o f abstraction such that theoris ts in various fie ld s  could 

communicate with one another about s im ila r it ie s  in the phenomena they 

observed and could create theories to describe and/or explain them. A

1
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number of theorists in various f ie ld s  responded creative ly to general 

systems theory and began to ta i lo r  i t  to f i t  th e ir  needs. Among such 

theoris ts were G. Bateson (anthropologist), D. Jackson and J. Reusch 

(psych ia tris ts ), P. Watzlawick, and R. B irdw his te ll. Understandably, 

from such diverse fie ld s  a rich  elaboration o f general systems theory 

was developed. More refinements were made when fam ily therapists began 

to expand and attempted to apply i t  to the theory and practice of fam ily 

therapy. Such authors include most notably (aside from those mentioned 

above) J. Haley (o r ig in a lly  a student of popular f i lm ) , J. Weakland 

(engineer turned anthropologist), and J. Helmick Beavin. Over the years 

there has been some protest about who and what actually make up the area 

known as systems communication theory. Many fam ily therapists have 

attached themselves to the "systems school" and, by v irtue  o f th e ir  use 

o f th is  label while publishing th e ir  observations, have become associ­

ated with i t .  Not a ll of these theorists and practitioners have a 

conceptual lin k  to systems communication theory. Furthermore, the 

d is tin c tion  between theory and application often has been blurred to 

such an extent tha t they are assumed to be synonomous.

In th is  d isserta tion , the follow ing w il l  form my basic working 

assumptions. F irs t, I assume tha t Bion's classic work, Experiences in 

Groups (1968), is the cornerstone of the object re lations group theory 

lite ra tu re . Second, I  assume tha t the works of the diverse theorists 

who adhered to the basic tenets of general systems theory in th e ir  

w ritings about various types of groups have enough in common, and enough 

tha t is  d iffe ren t from other theorists not so associated, to be called a 

school of thought. Third, I  assume that fam ilies are a specialized 

subset of the category, "groups." As such, the works of fam ily therapy

2
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theorists are available fo r study when th e ir  works are consistent with 

systems communications theory. Fourth, I assume tha t theory o f groups 

is  s ig n if ic a n tly  d iffe ren t phenomenologically from both the treatment of 

groups and the theory o f the treatment of groups. In terms of the 

la t te r ,  treatment theory w il l  be used prim arily  fo r exem plification. My 

f i f t h  and f in a l assumption is  that an integration of object re la tions 

and systems communication group theories is  an essential part o f under­

standing group behavior as fu l ly  as i t  can today be understood.

The discussion of these issues is not meant to be e tio log ica l but 

descriptive. I  do not wish to enter the dispute o f causation, but 

rather to attempt as accurately as possible to describe the nature of 

ongoing group in teractions. This d is tin c tio n  must be a b it  more fu l ly  

elaborated in order to c la r ify  the d irection which th is  d issertation has 

taken. I t  is  not a developmental model I wish to construct, but rather 

a cross-sectional analysis. S pec ifica lly , what I  am try ing  to  indicate 

is tha t patterns of communication in and of themselves have psychologi­

cal meanings which amplify, d is to r t,  or c la r ify  intrapsychic events. 

Patterns of communication among members o f groups are not merely to be 

understood as data about the intrapsychic l i f e  o f each ind iv idua l, but 

more importantly as data about the interactional shaping of a system 

which affects th is  internal l i f e  as i t  is  shaped by i t .  For example, 

ju s t as ind ividuals have tendencies to take on certain roles in groups, 

groups exh ib it communicational systems which pu ll fo r certain ro les . In 

other words, such communicational systems make available the context 

w ith in which s im ila r roles take on d iffe re n t meanings in groups.

I believe tha t a ll groups, regardless o f th e ir  task, in te rac t with 

a ll levels of th e ir  environment at the same time the members o f such

3
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groups Interact with each other. The environment o f the group includes 

systems in increasing complexity from the group i t s e l f  to the 

in s titu tio n  and larger society of which i t  is  a part. Systems 

communication theory analyzes the individual-group boundary from an 

in teractional viewpoint tha t sp e c ifica lly  exludes intrapsychic 

phenomena, while object re la tions group theorists analyze i t  with 

pa rticu la r emphasis on intrapsychic dynamics to the v ir tu a l,  i f  not 

l i t e r a l ,  exclusion of interactional events. Because both types of 

events occur simultaneously, i t  behooves the group theoris t to integrate 

these two perspectives so as to be able to account fo r group dynamics 

w ith in the group's systemic context.

Both theories presented in th is  d issertation have set fo rth  ideas 

about group behavior which correspond well with each other. One such 

s im ila r ity  w il l  be described in order to  show the ra tiona le fo r  using 

these two theories..

As c lin ic a l implications came to be drawn from systems communica­

tion  theory, i t  became clear tha t some of the irra tio n a l elements of 

interpersonal behavior could be traced back to a specific  communica­

tiona l context. I t  was noted tha t certain types of behavior tha t were 

bizarre in one context became adaptive or functional elements w ith in 

another context or system. In a sense, w ithin tha t system the communi­

cation becomes in te l l ig ib le  and purposive. Upon inspecting th is  system, 

i t  becomes clear that the members o f the system collaborate in the 

production of the overall communicational patterns which the c lin ic ia n  

observes. Therefore, one unique and s ig n ifica n t contribution of systems 

theory to psychology is  tha t, in a documentable way, the in teraction of 

various system units could be described and some useful predictions

4
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made. A s ig n ifica n t but often overlooked co ro lla ry  o f th is  idea is that 

the results of collaborative interactions are amenable to  study. This 

is of particu la r importance to the study of groups. In other words, not 

jus t the elements of collaboration but a higher (or d iffe re n t) order of 

phenomena; the ind ividuals are not ju s t observed doing various construc­

tive  and destructive things. A system made up of individuals is  

observed in purposive behavior. A group is  categorized as an e n tity  

capable o f behavior, which is not caused by any one person, but ra ther, 

is influenced by, as i t  influences, each ind iv idua l.

Without th is  la t te r  po int, no study of group behavior would be 

possible, and i t  is  on th is  point tha t object re la tions group theory and 

systems group theory claim th e ir  most far-reaching s im ila r ity . Object 

relations group theory sets fo rth  an in-depth analysis o f the 

intrapsychic ram ifications o f both ra tiona l and irra tio n a l group level 

communication which is co llabora tive ly created by members of the 

group. The patterns of such behaviors are defined in terms of th e ir  

intrapsychic coro lla ries  which orig inate in early in fa n tile  

development. The external manifestations o f such patterns are judged to 

become observable only when the group is  physically met, although such 

patterns also occur and ex is t both before and a fte r such meetings since 

each individual has an internal object representation of the group. 

Therefore, although there are some differences, the basic idea that 

memebers collaborate (ra tio n a lly  and ir ra t io n a lly )  to  create group 

patterns of behavior can be found in object re la tions as well as systems 

group theories.

Each theory also has lim ita tio n s ; I  fee l tha t these lim ita tions  can 

be made smaller by creating an integration of the two theories. There

5

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



are systematic flaws in the systems communication lite ra tu re  which often 

the authors themselves noted. These gaps in the model they proposed had 

to  do with the in d iv id u a l’ s experience o f being in  a pa rticu la r 

system. Their orien ta tion  was large ly te leo log ica l, focusing on the 

purposiveness of communication systems. This view o f man has always 

appealed to me, and s t i l l  does. However, th is  orien ta tion  in the

systems lite ra tu re  has led theoris ts away from questions having to  do 

with the "why" of communication patterns and toward questions having to 

do with the "how" o f systemic patterns. They have, I  fe e l,  accomplished 

th is  task admirably. But the lite ra tu re  le f t  me with two re lated ques­

tio n s , large and in tr ig u in g . F irs t,  what is  the intrapsychic nature of 

the experience of ind iv idua ls who partic ipa te  in  a system? Second, what 

can be said about why a system o f communication evolves in  one way 

rather than another, w ithout detracting from the recognition of the

purposiveness of that system or subscribing to a purely determ inistic 

view of th is  evolution?

There are also systematic flaws in the theore tica l model proposed 

by the founders o f the Tavistock conferences and the object re la tions 

lite ra tu re  upon which much o f th e ir  thinking was based. This model of 

group l i f e  is generally determ inistic in nature. The lite ra tu re

presents a very w e ll-cra fted  and cohesive description o f why events 

which occur in groups take place in the manner they do. The gap in the

model has to do with not describing as c lea rly  the mechanisms by which

such events occur in the group.

This d issertation is  my way of answering these questions by achiev­

ing an integration of the two models o f group l i f e  mentioned above. The 

two models together present a more complete picture o f groups than 

e ither alone.

6
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Both the systems and object re la tions group theories have much to 

recommend them in the way of presenting a sa tis fy in g ly  complete 

theoretica l account o f the phenomena they describe. Further, they are 

so mutually complementary in so many important ways, tha t a varie ty of 

interested people have made at least passing note of the usefulness and 

potential inherent in a theoretica l in tegra tion. Most previous attempts 

at implementing such integration show evidence of a lim ited under­

standing of and s e n s it iv ity  fo r  one or the other, or both sets o f, 

theories. Other attempts are marred by attempting to formulate an 

application of such an in tegration without se tting  fo rth  the theoretical 

recalibra tions f i r s t .  I  shall attempt to avoid both types of error by 

setting fo rth  in some de ta il the major elements o f both theories in a 

c r i t ic a l review o f the lite ra tu re . Then an integration w il l  be achieved 

by noting as accurately as possible the points at which the two theories 

describe d iffe re n t aspects o f the same phenomena in group behavior and 

synthesizing these po ints, thereby achieving some extension of each in 

in tegra tive terms w ith the other. In sum, th is  constitutes the 

ra tionale and content o f th is  d isserta tion .

The organization fo r  th is  dissertation is  as fo llow s. The f i r s t  

chapter c r i t ic a l ly  reviews a ca re fu lly  selected set o f fundamental 

princip les of systems communication theory as i t  is  based on general 

systems theory. Only those elements have been included which seem to be 

useful in terms of an integration with object re la tions theory. The 

second chapter c r i t ic a l ly  reviews s im ila r ly  ca re fu lly  selected funda­

mentals o f object re la tions theory as set fo rth  by M. Klein (1975a, 

1975b) and object re la tions group theory as set fo rth  by W. Bion 

(1968). Again, only relevant parts o f both are included. Included in

7
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th is  chapter is a b r ie f c r i t ic a l review of the works of theoris ts who 

have previously mentioned or attempted integration o f systems and object 

re la tion  theories. The th ird  chapter w ill address the integration that 

the current author proposes. Chapter four w i l l  i l lu s tra te  and expand 

th is  synthesis using the play, Who's A fraid o f V irg in ia  Woolf? 

(Albee, 1962). The f in a l chapter w il l  note areas fo r fu ture

exploration.
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Chapter I

This chapter w il l  consist of a review of the systems communication 

theory as i t  applies to groups. D efin itions w i l l  be provided fo r the 

two concepts: communication and system. Then descriptions w il l  be

given of d iffe re n t kinds of communication patterns and kinds of mechan­

isms which a ffect such patterns. These la tte r  concepts w il l  be used 

frequently in subsequent chapters.

Communication

In order fo r any notions about communication systems to be useful, 

defining the term "communication" is essentia l. Any behavior which has 

"message value" (Watzlawick, Beavin, & Jackson, 1967, p. 48) in  an 

interactional setting is  defined as communication. They posit tha t 

since there is no opposite fo r behavior, no such thing as "nonbehavior" 

(1967, p. 48), there is no p o s s ib ility  in an in te ractiona l s itua tion  to 

not communicate. Any interna l dialogue is  expressly stated as being 

outside the parameters o f th is  de fin ition  o f communication.

Ruesch and Bateson (1968) state th a t, "As o f today, we believe that 

communication is  the only s c ie n tif ic  model which enables us to explain 

physical, intrapersonal, interpersonal, and cu ltu ra l aspects o f events 

w ithin one system" (p. 5). They also note (1968) tha t communication of 

a ll varie ties takes place w ith in what they define as the "social matrix" 

in which ". . . our behavior . . . is  . . . both a response to other 

people’ s reactions and a stimulus fo r th e ir  behavior" (p. 9). They 

emphasize the c ircu la r nature of communication by saying ". . . tha t a

9
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system of interaction is  established in which cause and e ffec t can no 

longer be isolated . . . "  (1968, p. 8).

There are two parts to communication: the "report" and "command"

aspects. The former contains the information and the la t te r  contains 

the re la tional aspect o f the communication. The command or re la tiona l 

aspect of communication consists o f an instruction  about how the in fo r­

mation is to be taken; i t  is  a metacommunication or a communication 

about a communication. For instance, Watzlawick e t a l. (1967) give the 

follow ing as an example fo r an ambiguous metacommunication, although the 

content is c lea rly  w ritten  on a notice in  a restaurant: "Customers who

th ink our waiters are rude should see the manager" (p. 53).

Watzlawick et a l. posit tha t i t  is  important to  d istinguish between 

what they ca ll d ig ita l and analogic communication. Analogic communica­

tion  includes a ll manner of nonverbal communication including the 

paraverbal, contextual meanings, and any other nonverbal cues present. 

D ig ita l communication, on the other hand, includes only the language 

i t s e l f .  They note the abstract nature o f d ig ita l communication and add 

tha t "words are a rb itra ry  signs that are manipulated according to the 

log ica l syntax of language" (1967, p. 61). Of the two, "analogic 

communication . . . has its  roots in fa r more archaic periods of 

evolution and is , therefore, o f much more general v a lid ity  than the 

re la tiv e ly  recent, and fa r  more abstract, d ig ita l mode of verbal 

communication" (1967, p. 62). They fu rthe r assert i t  is  almost 

exclusively responsible fo r the d e fin itio n  o f the nature of 

re lationships. Following th is  log ic , the report or content element of a 

communication is conveyed d ig ita l ly  while the command or re la tiona l 

aspect is conveyed analogically. They note a pa ra lle l between analogic

10
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and d ig ita l communications and primary and secondary processes described 

by Freud (1965, pp. 73-74). In analogic computers, in analogic 

communication, as in primary intrapsychic processes, there is no 

p o s s ib ility  to express a simple negative, " .  . . no q u a lifie rs  to 

indicate which o f two discrepant meanings is implied, nor any indicators 

tha t would permit a d is tin c tio n  between oast, present, or fu ture" 

(Watzlawick et a l. ,  1967, p. 65). In contrast, d ig ita l communication 

possesses a ll o f these w ith in  a system of complex log ic .

Communication includes a ll behavior, i t  is  a c ircu la r process, and 

i t  can be conceptually subdivided in to  two parts. Nonverbal or paraver- 

bal elements regulate communications of relationships between or among 

people, and the lin g u is t ic  elements regulate the communication of 

abstracts.

Systems

I t  would be impossible to understand communications theory without 

f i r s t  setting fo r th  the parameters w ithin which such study occurs-- 

systems. Hall and Fagen (1956) define a system as " . . .  a set of 

objects together with re lationships between the objects and between 

th e ir  a ttribu tes" (o. 18). Objects in th is  context re fe r to  individuals 

as an inextricab le  pa rt of an irreducib le  communicational in te raction . 

In other words, an object is  not an ind iv idua l, but a u n it composed of 

two or more ind iv iduals engaged in  communication. The a ttribu tes of 

these objects is  operationalized w ith in  the framework o f interpersonal 

communicative behaviors with the express exclusion of intrapsyc’nic 

phenomena. Relationships are defined as those interactions w ithin the 

system which are of s u ff ic ie n t in te res t to be studied, the " t r iv ia l"  

re lationships thus not being included. "In teractiona l systems, then,

11
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shall be two or more communicants in the process o f, or at the level o f, 

defining the nature o f th e ir  re la tionship" (Watzlawick et a l . ,  p. 121).

There is  a d if f ic u l ty  with th is  de fin itio n  of a system. Every 

e ffo r t has been made to define a system without the complexities of 

including in i t  any aspect o f intrapsychic l i f e .  A system is defined as 

a communicational process; however, the fa c t that th is  process o r ig i­

nates from communicants, from people who have an in terna l l i f e ,  is 

expressly excluded from the systems model. I  do not challenge the 

de fin itio n  in terms of what i t  says, but rather, in terms o f what i t  

does not say. I  fee l i t  would enhance systems theory to include in the 

model o f a communicational system, the concept o f intrapsychic 

phenomena.

Hall and Fagen (1956) make a d is tin c tion  between two fundamentally 

d iffe ren t types of systems: the open and the closed system. The d is­

tin c tio n  they make is as fo llow s: ". . . organic systems are open,

meaning they exchange m ateria ls, energies, or information with th e ir 

environments. A system is closed i f  there is  no import or export of 

energies in any of i ts  forms such as information, heat, physical mater­

ia ls , e tc ., and therefore no change of components, an example being a 

chemical reaction taking place in a sealed insulated container" (1956, 

p. 23). The importance of th is  d is tin c tion  cannot be overestimated, 

especially because i t  " . . . freed the sciences concerned with l i f e -  

phenomena from the shackles o f a theoretical model based essentia lly  on 

classical physics and chemistry: a model of exclusively closed systems"

(1956, p. 122). Ruesch and Bateson (1968) noted th a t, "While, in the 

past, theories o f personality were concerned with one single ind iv idua l, 

modern psychiatrists have come to the rea liza tion  tha t such theories are
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of T it t le  use, because i t  is  necessary to see the individual in the

context o f a social s itua tion" (p. 3). While th is  can be seen as an

overstatement, the point is  c la r if ie d  by B irdwhiste ll (1959):

. . .  an individual does not communicate; he engages in or 
becomes part of communication. He may move, or make noises 
. . . but he does not communicate. In a pa ra lle l fashion, he 
may see, he may hear, smell, taste, or fe e l—but he does not 
communicate. In other words, he does not orig inate
communication; he participates in i t .  Communication as a 
system, then, is not to be understood on a simple model of
action and reaction, however complexly stated. As a system, i t  
is  to be comprehended on the transactional le ve l, (p. 104)

In order to understand re lationships w ith in a systems framework,

one presupposes tha t such relationships by de fin itio n  constitute an open

system in which information is exchanged among or between members o f the

system as well as with the environment. The communication between the

system and the environment takes place across the boundary of the

system, however, i t  is  almost never clear precisely where th is  boundary

is and how i t  was formed. According to Hall and Fagen (1956):

In a sense, a system together with its  environment makes up the 
universe o f a ll things of in te rest in a given context.
Subdivision of th is  universe in to  two sets, system and 
environment, can be done in many ways which are in fac t quite 
a rb itra ry . . . .
I t  is  clear from the de fin itio n  of system and environment that 
any given system can be fu rthe r subdivided in to  subsystems.
Objects belonging to one subsystem may well be considered as
part of the environment of another subsystem, (p. 20)

Within th is  framework i t  is  clear tha t, fo r instance, the marital 

dyad is part o f a fam ily which affects i t  and is  affected by i t ;  that 

the fam ily in turn is part o f an extended fam ily in a s im ila r fashion; 

tha t the extended fam ily is  part o f one or more cultures; and so on. 

Systemic re lationships can be seen as existing at many levels of 

increasing complexity simultaneously.

13
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A system, then, is a communicational process between or among two 

or more people. Such systems are always open since they always p a r t ic i­

pate in exchanges (of resources, energy, information, and so fo rth ) with 

the environment. This environment can never be ide n tifie d  with exact­

ness, but ra ther, is a somewhat a rb it ra r ily  marked area around the 

system.

Communication Patterns

In order to describe how d iffe ren t types o f events take place 

w ith in  a communication system, I  must f i r s t  describe the events them­

selves and by what method these events are located. The method I  am 

re fe rring  to is the punctuation o f communication. The types o f communi­

cational events, or patterns, I  shall describe are: schismogenesis

(complementary and symmetrical communication) and paradoxical communi­

cation which has pragmatic consequences in  human behavior (including 

injunctions and pred ictions).

"The nature o f a re la tionsh ip  is  contingent upon the punctuation of 

the communicational sequences between the communicants" (Watzlawich et 

a l . ,  1967, p. 59). Punctuating communication refers to the necessarily 

a rb itra ry  beginning and ending one uses as reference points in an in te r­

action. For practica l convenience, only a portion o f ongoing 

communications can at any given time be studied, therefore, such a study 

superimposes an a r t i f ic ia l  beginning and end on the communication which 

can d is to rt the study.

In a study of communication systems, certain patterns o f communi­

cation emerge. One of these patterns is called schismogenesis, defined 

by Bateson (1935) as "a process of d iffe re n tia tio n  in the norms of 

individual behavior resu lting  from cumulative interactions between
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ind ividuals" (p. 179). They abbreviate the two types of schismogenesis 

by ca lling  one complementary and the other symmetrical. The former is  

based on a re lationship in which one individual occupies a "one-up" 

position in an interaction and the other occupies the "one-down" posi­

t io n . The nature of complementary communication is  to maximize the 

differences between the two parties (whether those parties are ind iv id ­

uals, groups, or countries), and th is  re la tionship may re fle c t the 

idiosyncracies of the participants or the cu ltu ra l context of the in te r­

action. A symmetrical in te raction , on the other hand, is one in which 

the parties involved minimize the differences between them. Perhaps a 

graphic il lu s tra tio n  of these two processes w il l  c la r i fy  the d is tinc tion  

between them. Complementary communication can be seen as resu lting in a 

lin e , with each increment in length in one d irection  resu lting  in an 

increment in the other d irec tion ; symmetrical communication can be seen 

as a ray with only one d irection so that each increment in a given 

d irection results in an increment in the same d irec tion . The potential 

pathology of complementary communication is called r ig id i ty  while the 

pathology which can develop in symmetrical communication is called 

escalation; in both, the basic process simply increasingly repeats 

i t s e l f .  According to Watzlawick e t a l. (1967), "A ll communicational 

interchanges are e ither symmetrical or complementary, depending on 

whether they are based on equality or difference" (p. 70).

Within the general rubric  o f system communication patterns, 

Watzlawick et a l. (1967, pp. 187-229) b r i l l ia n t ly  examine a most inform­

ative a lbe it complex aspect of human communication called paradoxical 

communication. In th e ir  exploration of paradox, they define i t  as 

" . . .  a contradiction that follows correct deduction from consistent
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premises" (1967, p. 188). They fu rthe r subdivide and define three types 

of paradoxical communication which they ca ll "logico-mathematical 

paradoxes," "paradoxical d e fin itio n s ,"  and "pragmatic paradoxes" (1967, 

pp. 189-195). The la tte r  has the most relevance to the psychologist. 

Pragmatic paradoxes have behavioral consequences, while the former two 

are abstract constructs more appropriate fo r study by mathematicians or 

philosophers.

They distinguish between two types o f pragmatic paradox: the para­

doxical in junction and the paradoxical prediction. Within a given 

system of communication, an order or in junction is  given which, in order 

to be obeyed, must be disobeyed and which, in order to be disobeyed, 

must be obeyed. An example is  given (1967) in which a parent, whose 

marriage is  patently unhappy, says about the son, "A fter a l l ,  i t ' s  a 

simple matter. A ll we want in the world is fo r George to have as happy 

a marriage as we have" (p. 210). Watzlawick e t a l.  (1967) comment th a t, 

"Defined in these terms, the only conclusion is that a marriage is  happy 

when i t  is  unhappy and, by im plication, unhappy when happy" (p. 210). 

I t  may be added tha t the son is  being asked to do what is impossible in 

the terms defined.

Bateson, Jackson, Haley and Weakland (1956) discussed the doubla 

bind concept which la te r became part o f the description of paradoxical 

in junctions in the work o f Watzlawick e t a l. (1967). In th is  la tte r  

context, Watzlawick et a l.  noted tha t the f i r s t  element of a double bind 

is  that "Two or more persons are involved in an intense re la tionship 

tha t has a high degree o f physical and/or psychological survival value 

fo r one, several, or a ll o f them" (p. 212). They note that these re la ­

tionships might be found in  a marriage, fam ily , p o lit ic a l group, or in

16

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



the psychotherapy s itua tion as well as in other contexts. The second 

necessary element of a double bind is tha t the message "(a) . . . 

asserts something, (b) i t  asserts something about its  own assertion, and 

(c) these two assertions are mutually exclusive" (1967, p. 212). A 

person is  thereby defined by those characteristics he/she does not 

possess or is  defined as someone who does not have the characteristics 

he/she does in  fa c t possess. The th ird  necessary element of a double 

bind according to Watzlawick et a l. (1967) is  that " . . . the rec ip ien t 

of the message is  prevented from stepping outside the frame set by th is  

message, e ithe r by metacommunicating (commenting) about i t  or by w ith ­

drawing. Therefore, even though the message is lo g ica lly  meaningless, 

i t  is  a pragmatic re a lity :  he cannot not react to i t ,  but neither can

he react to i t  appropriately (nonparadoxically), fo r the message i t s e l f  

is  paradoxical" (pp. 212-213). They add tha t there is  usually also a 

proh ib ition against noting the discrepancies involved with the re su lt of 

any such challenge even being attempted, being that th is  person is  

defined, then, as crazy or a "bad" person. One must, o f course, bear in 

mind what is  not ove rtly  mentioned here, and that is  that such paradox­

ica l communication takes place w ith in a system which has made a va rie ty  

of investments in the development and maintenance of the communication 

pattern. I t  is  not true that one party set a paradoxical trap which 

another party inev itab ly  steps in to , but rather tha t a varie ty of events 

antedate and post date the communication under study, and that the 

communicants and the larger system of which they are a part jo in t ly  

created the paradox. S pec ifica lly , fo r example, the often studied 

double-binding mother who seems endlessly to  set paradoxical traps fo r  

her schizophrenic ch ild , who ob lig ing ly  tumbles into them endlessly,
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actua lly lives  and breathes in a larger fam ily in which the marital dyad 

has long ceased to conminicate about anything but th e ir  "crazy" 

o ffspring .

I t  is  well to note that a systemic understanding of the double bind 

is  extremely useful in studying group behavior. Various group level 

ir ra t io n a lit ie s  can be viewed from a systems perspective. For example, 

ra c is t or ethnocentric myths in the societal system can be seen as a 

massive double bind in which, i t  is  important to rea lize , a ll groups 

concerned are bound. The "good" group is  being described as having 

a ttribu tes they do not have, and as not having those a ttribu tes which in 

fa c t they do possess. The "bad" group likewise is  being described as 

having what i t  does not possess, and as not having what i t  in fa c t does 

possess. As long as the concerned groups remain w ithin the paradoxical 

frame of reference, the existence o f a ll these groups w il l  continua lly  

be negated (not rejected but negated), thus ra ising anxiety levels and 

thereby encouraging s t i l l  more d is to rtion  o f re a lity .

The second type of pragmatic paradox is  the paradoxical predic­

tio n . The necessary foundation fo r a oaradoxical prediction is  im p lic it 

tru s t. I f  w ith in a trus ting  re la tionship  one partner promises to do 

something untrustworthy, one has established the necessary foundation 

fo r  th is  type of paradox. I t  is  based on the power expectations have to 

a ffec t behavior. A fter years have been spent setting up a system of 

communication, the people involved in i t  come to believe they know what 

to expect in a varie ty  of s ituations and behave in accordance with tha t 

b e lie f, thereby affecting the behavior o f other people in the system. 

This r e l ia b i l i t y  comes to be associated with trustworthiness. A paradox 

evolves out o f th is  situa tion when a prediction is  made which says tha t
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the trustworthiness w il l  be maintained by breaking i t  because that is 

what is expected. For instance, a therap ist may say to a patient tha t 

when the patient learns to tru s t that the therapist w il l  not v io la te  

co n fid e n tia lity , the patient w il l  confide secrets in therapy, and th is  

w il l  enhance treatment. When the patient confides in treatment that 

he/she ju s t committed a felony crime, the therapist te l ls  the po lice, 

thus aspiring to prove his/her trustworthiness by destroying i t  since, 

not to destroy i t  (by not te ll in g  the police) would be unethical and, 

therefore, untrustworthy.

The patterns o f communication in an open system which have been 

described are complementary and symmetrical communication. An addi­

tiona l set o f patterns discussed are types of paradoxical 

communication. How these patterns are maintained w il l  be the next top ic  

of th is  lite ra tu re  review.

Mechanisms Which A ffect Patterns

In his statements on what he labelled general systems theory, von 

Berta lanffy (1956) notes that organisms in general and human beings in 

pa rticu la r are members of open systems. The second law of thermo­

dynamics fo r  closed systems can be seen as being related to open systems 

as w e ll. Since entropy, which is  a phys ic is t's  measure of a kind of 

disorder, is  based on the p robab ility  o f certain events being irrevers­

ib le , in open systems that p roba b ility  would be s im ila r, thus also 

creating entropy. However, the former he called positive entropy and 

the la t te r  imports, in addition, negative entropy which " . . . may even 

develop towards states of increased order and organization" (1956, p.

4). This import process is  described as feedback. Because closed 

systems (e.g. chemicals in teracting in iso la tion) are by d e fin itio n  not
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engaged in any exchanges with the environment, such an import is not 

possible. Open systems, on the other hand, do import and export energy 

in exchanges with an environment. The feedback process he describes is 

peculiar to open systems. Closed systems progress toward ever- 

increasing states of dissipation u n til u ltim a te ly  achieving a f in a l 

state of dissipation called equilibrium . Open systems, on the other 

hand, progress towards what is called a steady sta te . A steady state is 

not a f in a l point of equilibrium, but rather a process of an evolution­

ary nature. This steady state " .  . . is  characterized by the p rinc ip le  

of e q u ifina lit.y  . . ."  (von Berta lanffy, 1962, p. 7), which simply means 

that the same product can be attained by d iffe re n t beginnings and that 

d iffe re n t products can be achieved by s im ila r beginnings. That " . . .  

is , in  contrast to equilibrium states in  closed systems which are 

determined by in i t ia l  conditions, the open system may atta in  a time- 

dependent state independent of in i t ia l  conditions and determined only by 

the system parameters" (von Berta lanffy, 1962, p. 7). In the study of 

groups, th is  means that groups, as open systems, can transcend th e ir  

in i t ia l  components, patterns, and b e lie fs .

The imported negative entroD.y in an open system can be exemplified 

quite well by what is called negative feedback or a negative feedback 

loop. The process of feedback i t s e l f  is  given by von Berta lanffy 

(1956, p. 5) as fo llows. By using a neuron f ir in g  as an analogy, he 

noted tha t a stimulus is received by a receptor which, by receiving i t ,  

also is  giving or sending a message to a control apparatus which in turn 

sends a message to an effector which sends along a response to some part 

of the adjacent environment. This completion response in turn is  i t s e l f  

a message back to the receptor to ready i t s e l f  fo r  the next stimulus.
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This is  an example of feedback. Watzlawick e t a l. (1967) describe 

feedback as . . part of a system's output [  which ]  is  reintroduced 

in to  the system as information about the output" (p. 31). They fu rthe r 

distinguish between positive and negative feedback loops. When th is  

c ircu la r information flow leads to  a loss o f s ta b il i ty  or to a change 

away from the norm in the system, i t  is  called a positive feedback 

loop. On the other hand, when th is  c ircu la r information flow leads to a 

regaining of s ta b il ity  or the decreasing of system deviation from a set 

norm, i t  is  called negative feedback.

The above conceptualizations on feedback loops provide psycholo­

g ists with a vehicle that can break through the lim ita tions  inherent in 

a s t r ic t ly  determ inistic view of human behavior. I t  allows psycholo­

gists to view the c ircu la r nature o f human in te raction . Causes and 

effects have c ircu la r rather than linea r re lationships since the e ffec t 

has an impact on the cause and the cause on the e ffe c t.

By defining the de ta ils  o f some beginning notions of the applica­

b i l i t y  o f general systems theory to the study o f human communication, 

several important points have been made. The f i r s t  is  tha t human beings 

must partic ipa te  in  communication, no liv in g  person can not partic ipa te  

in communication. Second, the nature of human communication is  such 

tha t when two or more people engage in i t ,  th e ir  communication takes on 

the form of a system with a ll attendant properties. These systems are 

defined as open systems with characte ris tics distinguishable from inor­

ganic closed systems. Third, the boundary between the system of

communication and its  environmental context is  what could perhaps be 

best described as permeable. Fourth, the re lationships possible w ith in 

the system and between the system and environment have been classed as
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e ither complementary or symmetrical and fu rthe r described in terms of 

pragmatic paradoxes.

One of the advantages of a systems perspective on grouD behavior is  

tha t th is  view is as clear as i t  is precise in describing the fa i r ly  

simple mechanisms by which groups build and maintain th e ir  communication 

systems. The major lim ita tio n  of th is  parsimonious description of 

groups is  that the individual is  accounted fo r  only in  terms of his/her 

part in a systemic process. The fac t tha t an individual alone is also 

an open system is  not f u l ly  enough addressed.
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Chapter I I

This chapter w il l  be devoted to reviewing the lite ra tu re  o f the 

object re la tions group theoris ts . The most notable of these is  Bion who 

outlined his observations on group behavior in a series o f a rtic le s  

which were published in a book called, Experiences in Groups (1968). I 

shall introduce his ideas by discussing his thoughts on group responsi­

b i l i t y  in  order to focus c lea rly  on the level o f phenomena Bion was 

studying. He did not focus sole ly on the individual nor sole ly on the 

content of conversations which occur in groups; he tr ie d  to study an 

area which included both. I shall then proceed to present the tie s  

between Bion's work and the ideas of M. Klein (1975a, 1975b) as they 

re la te  to the intrapsychic experiences of the individual in a group. I 

shall then present a b r ie f c ritiq u e  of K le in 's  model. Following th is  is  

Bion's conceptualization of group processes (work and basic assumption 

group processes). The las t section of th is  chapter w il l  consist of a 

b r ie f review o f the works o f theorists who have attempted to integrate 

systems and some form of psychoanalytic group theories.

Responsibility in Groups

By exploring the nature o f re spon s ib ility  in groups, I  hope to 

define area of phenomena Bion studied and ca ll that area, group 

processes. In th is  way the boundaries o f group l i f e  can be explored, 

including the interna l boundaries between the individual and the group.

The importance of group membership in an ind iv idua l's  l i f e  Bion 

(1968) elaborates as follows: "The point tha t I  wish to make is  tha t
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the group is  essential to the fu lfilm e n t [ s ic  ]  o f a man's mental 

l i f e  . . . "  (p. 53). I t  may have been th is  essential be lie f tha t lead 

him to focus his attention on group processes as a legitim ate a c t iv ity  

fo r  those six weeks he spent at the Training Wing of an Army psychiatric 

fa c i l i t y .  At that time, he wrote about the innovations he made in 

treatment noting tha t one of his central concerns was the implementation 

of d isc ip lin e . He was working hard to establish a method which would 

encourage the group as a whole to take respon s ib ility  fo r i t s  own 

behavior, which is one part o f what d isc ip line  is .  He adds (1968) tha t 

in the leader-follower re la tionship in a group, "Nobody is very happy 

about in s is ting  on co llec tive  re sp o n s ib ility  . . . [ b u t ,  he assumes] 

nevertheless, tha t unless a group active ly  disavows its  leader i t  is ,  in 

fa c t, fo llow ing him" (p. 58). I t  is  essentia lly , from th is  basic 

b e lie f, tha t he b u ilt  what he f e l t  was a group level extention of 

Kleinian theory. A fter a l l ,  i f  a group can be shown to have exhibited 

behaviors and be held accountable fo r  these behaviors, i t  is  a necessary 

correlate tha t a group exists and as such is  not merely an aggregate of 

ind iv idua ls. The panoramic theoretica l p o s s ib ilit ie s  which opened up as 

a re su lt o f th is  deceptively simple premise must have been staggering to 

Bion, and ce rta in ly  now, over 30 years la te r , the in i t ia l  f u l l  harvest 

has not yet been reaped. So, Bion's f i r s t ,  and in some ways most d i f f i ­

cu lt to accept postulate, based on his b e lie f in the existence o f group 

level phenomena, is that ind iv idua ls, to a large extent, behave on 

behalf of the group-as-a-whole. One of the most important prerequisites 

fo r  studying a group's respons ib ility  fo r i ts  behavior is  being able to 

describe tha t behavior accurately. This task is the stated purpose of 

th is  d isserta tion . In the las t chapter* systems theo ris ts ' description
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of group behavior was given; in th is  chapter, the object re la tions

description w il l  be given. Two of the clearest sets of w ritings I  have 

read which map out the parameters of any study of group behavior w il l  

now be c ited .

Singer, Astrachan, Gould, and Klein (1979), while discussing 

various types of group intervention approaches, id e n tify  three "psycho­

log ica l levels or systems" (p. 24) at which group interactions can be 

observed. F irs t, they define group processes as tha t level of events at 

which covert processes lead members to  act on behalf of the group to 

respond to the dilemmas fe l t  to be facing the group. Second, they 

id e n tify  interpersonal processes as the influences on the group behavior 

of the h is to ry  of transactions members have with one another. The th ird  

level includes the intrapsychic processes. At th is  psychological level 

are included the h is to ry  of each member's own " . . .  anxieties, 

c o n flic ts , fantasies, defenses, and compensations . . . "  (p. 25).

Singer et a l. also state tha t, "Each is  a system conceptually d iffe re n t 

from, but related to , the others. Since behaviour is  multidetermined, 

any event occurring w ith in a group can be understood as the product o f 

processes occurring on a ll o f these levels simultaneously" (pp. 

24-25). Gosling (1979) also notes the "three realms of re a lity  fo r  a 

member of a group (p. 81) saying tha t:

F irs t,  he inhabits his private world o f thoughts and dreams, 
uncommunicated and largely incommunicable. Second, he inhabits 
a world tha t is shared by the others, conceived of in terms of 
time and space about which a good deal o f agreement can be
gained without much d if f ic u lty .  This is  the ordinary world of
common sense that is ob jective ly perceived. And th ird , he 
inhabits a world of shared creations of the mind, fantasies, 
a ttitudes, values, assumptions,and misgivings, that have l i t t l e  
that is  conclusive to show fo r  themselves ob jective ly , but by 
v irtue  o f being 'held in common' have a great influence of the 
l i f e  o f the group members and are in tha t sense extremely 
re a l. (p. 81)
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The above conceptualizations ot group behavior-subdivided in to 

three levels or realms of phenomena—are cogent models which capture the 

essence of object re la tions group theory. They define the area under 

study and give the perspective from which i t  is  observed. This perspec­

tiv e  is  c lose ly tied  with the experiences of the individual 

in trapsych ica lly  and interpersonally. An examination of each model with 

i ts  three d iffe re n t orig ination points fo r  group behavior, leads to the 

conclusion tha t an assignment of re sp o n s ib ility  fo r  such behavior is  

incomplete unless i t  includes a ll three leve ls.

Bion and Klein

Bion (1968) elaborates in elegant s ty le  the functioning of the 

various group processes and can account fo r  each in d iv id u a ls  capacity 

to jo in  in these processes by re fe rr in g  to M. K le in 's  object re la tions 

theory. He states tha t th is  capacity has i ts  roots in early in fa n tile  

development of object re la tions and the primative defenses that are 

developed at tha t time. In Bion's theory, the necessary setting fo r  

such regressive pu lls  ex is t merely in  the symbolic meaning of the 

presence of a group. In Freudian terms (Freud, 1957), the presence of a 

group and a commonly perceived leader is  su ffic ie n t cause fo r such 

regressive p u lls . Certain ir ra tio n a l processes can be described w ith in 

such an intrapsychic framewc~k by re la tin g  them to early in fa n tile  

anxieties, and the defenses such anxieties tend to  mobilize. In fa c t, 

according to the object re la tions group theo ris ts , th is  is  the most 

s ign ifica n t occurrence in a group. I t  is  from th is  rich  cauldron of 

intrapsychic dynamics tha t group processes emerge. Therefore, in order 

to understand groups, one must concurrently appreciate the importance of 

and understand the vic issitudes o f intrapsychic l i f e .  Each ind ividual
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member o f a group is surrounded by other people who, in terms of object 

re la tions theory, represent certain things and a h isto ry of experiences 

to him/her. (Such theorists also postulate that the entire group is 

perceived as an object which is very s im ila r in nature to the f i r s t  part 

ob ject, the nursing breast.) According to object re la tions theory, th is  

is  the basic pattern of a ll human social re la tionships. These re la tio n ­

ships, when d is t i l le d ,  are perceived as fa ll in g  somewhere on a continuum 

between being lib id in a lly  g ra tify ing  to being l ib id in a lly  fru s tra tin g . 

Since object re la tions group theorists have used Melanie K le in 's elabor­

ation of Freud's object re la tions ideas to explore group dynamics, I 

shall ou tline K le in 's  developmental theory as i t  applies to the etio logy 

o f group processes.

Klein postulates two stages of early in fa n tile  development: the

paranoid-schizoid and the depressive positions. She states (1975b) that 

the in fa n t's  nascent se lf is  unable to  distinguish between i t s e l f  and 

things not belonging to the in fa n t. To make the point clear, she 

defined (1975b, p. 249) the construct she labelled "s e lf"  to include the 

e n tire ty  o f the person (psysica lly and psychologically); a construct 

d iffe re n t from, although i t  included, the ego. In the in fa n t's  in a b il­

i t y  to distinguish between that which does and that which does not 

belong to i t ,  the in fa n t's  mother " . . .  is  not then f e l t  to be a 

separate individual but an aspect o f the se lf"  (1975b, p. 303).

In a group se tting , adults can be observed to behave as i f  th is  

early in fa n tile  in a b il i ty  to d iffe re n tia te  between s e lf and other was 

s t i l l  operative. To understand how Bion and others have arrived at 

th is ,  an examination of the meaning o f the word "group" is in order. 

Bion (1968) notes:
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I hope to show that in his contact with the complexities of l i f e  
in a group the adult resorts, in what may be a massive regres­
sion, to mechanisms described by Melanie Klein . . .  as typ ica l 
of the ea rlies t phases of mental l i f e .  The adult must establish 
contact with the emotional l i f e  o f the group in which he live s ; 
th is  task would appear to be as formidable to  the adult as the 
re la tionsh ip  with the breast appears to be to the in fa n t, and 
the fa ilu re  to meet the demands of th is  task is  revealed in 
regression, (p. 141)

The in fan t, during the paranoid-schizoid position as described by 

M. Klein (1975b), imagines the existence of a host of unrelated and 

unpredictable part objects. In point o f fa c t, merely one part object 

exists (the breast) which is part of one whole object (the mother).

Bion notes that the anxiety aroused by the enormous task o f dealing with 

a group is so acute that only the defense which protected one from one's 

worst anxiety su ffices. This anxiety is  s im ila r to the life-and-death 

anxiety the in fan t faces in dealing with the breast. The adu lt's

regression becomes v is ib le  through the b e lie f in a single group and a 

fu rthe r b e lie f tha t th is  group has certa in " . . . characteristics with 

which . . . [  i t  has in point o f fac t been ]  . . . endowed by the 

ind iv idua l" (Bion, 1968, p. 142). The th ird  aspect of th is  regression 

occurs when the individual experiences depersonalization, a certain 

fee ling ". . . o f unrea lity  or strangeness concerning e ither the envi­

ronment or the s e lf or both . . ." (A Psychiatric Glossary, 1975, 

P. 42).

These three phenomena can obscure the existence of an aggregate o f 

individuals making i t  look lik e  a group, a single e n tity , to an observer 

and a member in the group. Following th is  log ic  allows Bion to conclude 

that the observable existence of an aggregate tha t behaves as a group

indicates that they are c o lle c tive ly  in  the same state o f regression to

in fa n tile  defenses. And i f  they begin to approach awareness of th e ir
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ind ividual re spo n s ib ility  then the aggregate panics. Among other

things, therefore, a b e lie f in the existence of a group as a 

s in g le -e n tity , resu lts  in psychological and moral anonymity. I t  is  the 

group which is seen as being exclusively responsible fo r  behavior, the 

ind ividual does not engage in a re a lis t ic  assessment o f his/her own 

partic ipa tion  in bringing about group events (Rioch, 1975, p. 170).

Why would sane adults "panic" when they are in a group and feel 

tha t they are about to be confronted with the re a lity  of th e ir  own 

d is tin c tiv e  iden tity?  I t  is  useful to c la r ify  th is  aspect of Bion's

observations in terms of Kleinian theory. Klein has set fo rth  some 

descriptions of the in fa n t's  ea rlie s t experiences of omnipotence and 

helplessness; the anxieties which these experiences arouse; and the 

defenses which are mobilized to fend o f f  such anxieties. Her theo­

re tic a l position is  as fo llow s.

During the paranoid-schizoid position (which lasts fo r the f i r s t  

3-4 months of infancy, she notes tha t frus tra tions  which the in fant 

encounters while feeding are f e l t  unconsciously as coming from hostile  

forces (1975b, p. 248). In terms of the former experience, she notes 

tha t the in fan t fee ls persecuted because the in fan t expects and fears 

re ta lia tio n  fo r h is/her own destructive impluses and " . . .  resentment 

about fru s tra tio n , [ t h e ]  hate s tirre d  up by i t ,  the incapacity to be 

reconciled, and envy of the all-powerful object, the mother . . ."  

(1975b, p. 249). The in fa n t's  early o ra l-sad is tic  desires are re in ­

forced during periods of fru s tra tio n , causing the in fan t to fee l that 

he/she has B. . . taken in the nipple and the breast in b its '* (1975b, p.

5). The in fant has thus, among other th ings, projected his/her

destructive impulses onto the bad breast, thus establishing an external
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representation of the death in s tin c t (1975b, p. 31) which threatens to 

to ta l ly  fragment the in fan t in s im ilar fashion to the in tro jected frag­

mented and destroyed part object--the bad breast. M itigating against 

the enormous anxiety th is  arouses in the in fant are the g ra tifica tio n s  

experienced under the dominance o f the sucking lib id o  at the good breast 

which is f e l t  to be whole and complete (1975b, p. 4). The reason that 

these experiences m itigate against anxiety is  p a rtly  because the stage 

is  now set fo r  the in fan t to engage in defensive s p lit t in g .  Although 

s p lit t in g  is  never fu l ly  e ffe c tive , since, Klein f e l t ,  from the begin­

ning of l i f e  the ego tends toward integrating and synthesizing d iffe re n t 

aspects o f objects, i t  does allow the in fant to preserve some sense of 

being able to master and overcome the severe anxiety around the frag­

mented bad breast. S p litt in g  simply means tha t the in fan t keeps the 

good and bad breasts apart as though they were not both d iffe ren t 

aspects o f the same object. In th is  way the good breast can be 

protected and preserved in te rn a lly  and exte rna lly . To fu rthe r defend 

against the tremendous anxiety of becoming fragmented, the in fant 

engages in idea liza tion  of the good breast (1975b, p. 49). Since such 

idea lization springs from the power of instinctua l desires which aim at 

unlimited g ra tif ic a tio n , the purpose or goal of the idea liza tion  is to 

create the image o f an inexhaustible and always bountifu l breast, an 

absolutely ideal breast indeed (1975b, p. 7). The in tro jec tio n  o f the 

good breast allows the in fant to  experience re la tive  security and is 

instrumental in build ing the ego since i t  represents wholeness and un ity 

with which to a lla y  the fears invoked by fragmentation o f the bad 

breast.

30

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Aside from defensive s p lit t in g ,  there is  one other major defense 

developed during the paranoid-schizoid position which is  of great value 

to  the group th e o ris t. Klein notes (1975b, p. 8) the in fa n t's  desire to 

take in a ll tha t is good from the mother by mouth and conversely to 

expel into the mother a ll manner o f dangerous excrements. Along with 

the expelled excrements are hated and s p l i t - o f f  parts o f the ego which 

are thereby also projected into the mother. The purpose of th is  ac tiv ­

i t y  is  twofold: f i r s t  to  control the object and second to in ju re  i t .

The mother, however, is  not experienced by the in fant as containing bad 

parts of the in fa n t's  s e lf  but rather as being the in fa n t's  bad s e lf .  

The hatred the in fan t fee ls  is  now not f e l t  to be directed at his or her 

own bad parts, but at the mother. This is , o f course, the basis of the 

" .  . . prototype o f an aggressive object re la tion  . . ."  (1975b, p. 8) 

which Klein ca lls  pro jective  in d e n tifica tio n . Through pro jective iden­

t i f ic a t io n ,  the in fan t experiences the mother as a persecutor since the 

threatening objects are now located there and furthermore, the in fan t 

can d irec t h is/her aggression at the mother rather than at his or her 

s e lf, since the mother now houses the in fa n t's  bad objects. Klein 

fu rthe r notes that the in fa n t's  ego is  weakened by th is  process because 

the aggression syphoned o f f  to locate bad objects in the mother are no 

longer available to be used in  productive ways by the in fa n t.

However, the in fa n t does not id e n tify  with the mother v ia  

projection only in terms of aggression. Projective id e n tif ic a tio n  also 

occurs when the in fan t projects h is/her good objects in to  the mother and 

id e n tifie s  with what the in fan t then perceives as the mother's goodness 

and love. Klein cautions tha t i f  carried to an extreme, th is  process 

also causes a weakening o f the ego, inasmuch as the mother becomes an
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ego-ideal while internal goodness is f e l t  to be lo s t, the consequences 

of which are twofold. F irs t, there is an "over-strong dependence" 

(1975b, p. 9) on those other people, including the mother, as they 

represent the in terna l good objects. Second, there is  a fear tha t the 

capacity to love has been lo s t, since the loved object is  perceived 

" . . . to be loved predominantly as a representative o f the s e lf"  . 

(1975b, p. 9).

The individual can experience the group as a single e n tity  which 

sometimes g ra tif ie s  and which sometimes frus tra tes . This is  the f i r s t  

and simplest prerequisite fo r the emergence of prim itive  anxieties. The 

group transla tion o f paranoid-schizoid anxieties centers around h o s t il­

i t y  f e l t  toward a sometimes fru s tra tin g  group which contains certain 

ill-d e fin e d  hos tile  forces. Associated with th is  h o s t i l i ty  is  the panic 

and fear o f the group's re trib u tio n  fo r  such aggressive impulses and 

acts. G ra tifica tion  in the group can be s im ila rly  experienced as emina- 

ting  from certain equally ill-d e fin e d  benevolent sources w ith in the 

group. The individual in the group can engage in pro jective id e n t i f i ­

cation or s p lit t in g ,  or i t  can occur as a-^group-as-a-whole phenomenon. 

Object re la tions group theoris ts such as Bion dealt with the la t te r  

whole group processes.

Object re la tions group theoris ts  have also found i t  useful to put 

fo rth  group theory based on K le in 's  description of the depressive posi­

t io n . A synopsis o f th is  developmental position fo llows.

In the second quater o f the f i r s t  year, the in tro jec tio n  of a whole 

object (the mother) has occurred which means marked steps have been made 

in the d irection of in tegra tion . A dilemma which accompanies th is  

increased capacity fo r perceiving and dealing with whole objects in a ll
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th e ir  complexity is  a heightened fear o f loss and sense of g u ilt .  Both 

are due to the fee ling  that since good and bad are closer together and 

are in fa c t both parts of the same object, the h o s t i l i ty  which is 

directed against the bad is  also f e l t  to be directed against the good.

These a c tiv it ie s  are the heralders o f the opening o f the depressive 

position, according to Klein (1975b, p. 14). Depressive feelings are 

thus defined by Klein to be marked by intense feelings of loss and g u ilt  

both of which are dealt with via ". . . the drive to make

reparation . . ."  (1975b, p. 14) to repair the loss and undo the in ju ry  

in f lic te d  upon the good object.

The depressive feelings themselves serve to  integrate the ego, 

according to  K lein, since they allow the ego to perceive the external 

world more c le a rly , to better understand psychic re a lity ,  and to synthe­

size more of the inner and outer s itua tions. The reparative responses 

to th is  depressive anxiety are important, Klein f e l t ,  since they allow 

fo r  the creation o f more sa tis fy ing  object re la tions. So, over the 

f i r s t  several years o f l i f e ,  as the depressive and persecutory anxieties 

are worked through, there is a decrease in idea lization as well as a 

decrease in  the te rro r associatied with early object re la tions. 

Although synthesis occurs during development, i t  was K le in 's  firm  con­

v ic tion  that f u l l  synthesis is never completed. Throughout l i f e ,  

ambivalence is f e l t  with varying degrees of anxiety and is  dealt with 

via various defenses. The defenses which are mobilized from the depres­

sive period on include paranoid schizoid position defenses which are 

used to defend against a d iffe re n t type of anxiety and are character­

is t ic a l ly  less severe in usage due to the ego's increased capacity to 

to lerate ambivalence and to perceive psychic re a lity .
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From the depressive period onward, the fear o f endangering the good 

object during an assault on the bad object, increases greed. This 

increase, according to Kleinian log ic , is f e l t  to be v ir tu a lly  in f in ite ,  

that greed fo r  the good, spurred as i t  is  by a fear of losing i t  fo r ­

ever, is  insa tiab le . However, the good is  now with some degree of 

increasing success seen to be inseparable from the bad; therefore, 

insatiab le and destructive greed fo r the good on the one hand and an tic­

ipated assaults on the bad on the other hand, lead to a two-pronged 

threat to the good object. The ego reponds to th is  po ten tia lly  

desperate s itua tion  by decreasing or in h ib it in g  ins tinc tua l impulses 

associated with e ither greed (e.g. eating) or aggression. The ego also 

increases i ts  id e n tifica tio n  with the in jured, or destroyed whole 

object. This increased id e n tifica tio n  with the in jured, po ten tia lly  

in jured, or destroyed whole object, in turn yields decreased aggression 

and an increased "drive to make reparation" (1975b, p. 73).

Due to the difference between persecutory anxiety and depressive 

anxiety, the nature o f the defenses against them changes. For instance, 

Klein notes tha t s p lit t in g  during and a fte r the depressive position 

la rge ly is  used to  reassuringly separate the " . . .  uninjured liv e  

object . . . [from  th e ] injured and endangered one (perhaps dying or 

dead)" (1975b, p. 74). So, perhaps one can extrapolate from th is  that 

what has re a lly  changed due to development is  the perception of the 

nature of good and bad. During the paranoid-schizoid position, the 

g ra tify in g  part object is defensively s p l i t  from the fru s tra tin g  part 

object, whereas during the depressive position the whole object is  s p l i t  

in to an uninjured aspect and an injured-dying aspect with the clear 

im plication being that the former is good and the la tte r  is  bad. In
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l ig h t o f th is  one can see why Klein referred to the a ffective tone of 

th is  position being s im ila r in qu a lity  to mourning (1975b, p. 74) 

complete with reparation attempts meant to revive the dying or repair 

the injured loved ob ject. In a sense, th is  is the basis fo r what 

non-psychologists would re fer to as in te g r ity ; fo r conceivably the f i r s t  

time re spo n s ib ility  is accepted fo r behavior, both real and imagined and 

i t s  real or po tentia l consequences. Due to the manic nature of defenses 

during th is  very early stage of l i f e ,  the response to th is  acceptance of 

re spo n s ib ility  may be viewed as harsh or severe; however, over time a 

more modulated response is accomplished. Nevertheless, the reparative 

a c t iv ity  draws, according to K lein, from lib id in a l energy and from th is  

developmental po int forward a ll such subliminatory a c t iv ity  has a repar­

ative aspect. Further, she notes that reparation becomes " . . .  the 

great means by which depression is kept at bay and diminshed" (1975b, 

p. 75).

The above described conceptualizations constitute the essential 

parts of Kleinian theory tha t are used in th is  d isserta tion. The 

paranoid-schizoid and depressive positions as well as the defenses she 

called s p lit t in g  and projective inden tifica tion  w il l  a ll be used in 

discussing group theory. Before presenting the work o f Bion and his 

fo llowers, I  would lik e  to b r ie f ly  set fo rth  what I  feel are the major 

lim ita tions  o f Kleinian theory because some o f these weaknesses are 

carried over in to  object re la tions group theory.

C ritique o f Klein

Neither Kleinian nor object re la tions group theory has been c lea rly  

extended to include the fu rthe r c la r if ic a tio n  of the boundary between 

external " re a lit ie s "  and what we perceive through intrapsychic
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d is to rtions as " re a lit ie s ."  There is  l i t t l e  or no presumed absolute 

re a lity .

In the pages Klein devotes to setting fo rth  her e x p lic it  ideas 

about what constitutes mental health (1975b, p. 269), she sets fo rth  

what is a basic m otif in a l l  o f her w ritings . She sees l i f e 's  in te r­

actions as being a linea r set of events in which one's " . . . inner l i f e  

always influences the attitudes towards external re a lity  and in turn is  

influenced by the adjustment to the world of re a lity  . . ."  (1975b, p. 

269). At f i r s t  glance, th is  may not appear to be linea r log ic . 

However, her v ir tu a l ly  unchanging emphasis on adjustment or adaptation 

to one's perception o f re a lity  f irm ly  establishes her linea r philosophy 

and psychology of l i f e .  Because the individual is  the author o f his/her 

perceptions in th is  scheme, he/she is  the o rig ina to r o f the in terper­

sonal f ie ld .  This f ie ld  causes things to happen to the ind ividual to 

which he/she adjusts by a lte ring  the internal representation of th is  

f ie ld .  Such an in terna l change causes a change in the perception of the 

f ie ld  and so on. Although th is  la tte r  chain o f events is  depicted in a 

c ircu la r and at least th e o re tica lly  unpunctuated way, the a r t i f i c ia l i t y  

of the beginning point establishes a powerful linear d is to rtio n . The 

linear d is to rtion  can be illum inated by noting tha t i t  is  precisely 

these very early beginning object re la tions tha t in fa c t serve to form 

and structure the ind iv id u a l's  ego i t s e l f .  This is  the ego tha t 

increasingly is  expected, among other things, to operationalize defense 

mechanisms when i ts  perception indicates that a threat exists in the 

interpersonal and/or in terna l f ie ld .  This means that those very early 

distorted perceptions (or, perhaps more accurately stated, in tro jec tions 

and subsequent id e n tif ic a tio n  with these in tro jected objects) help to
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form the ego and thus serve as a developmental or e tio log ica l basis fo r

a ll future d is to rtio n s . In discussing the orig ins o f transference in

her paper on th is  top ic , she states (1975b), "The picture o f the parents

in the pa tien t's  mind has in varying degrees undergone d is to rtion

through the in fa n tile  processes of projection and idea liza tion , and has

often retained much of its  phantastic nature. Altogether, in the young

in fa n t's  mind every external experience is interwoven with his

phantasies and on the other hand every phantasy contains elements of

actual experience . . ." (p. 54). I t  is  as i f  the Genesis chapter of

each individual created the world in which he/she live s . This is

fu rthe r substantiated by Klein when she notes tha t:

. . . the picture of the external world—represented f i r s t  by 
the mother, and p a rticu la rly  by her breast, and based on actual 
good and bad experiences in re la tion  to her—is  coloured by 
internal facto rs. By in tro jec tio n  th is  picture o f the external 
world affects the interna l one. However, i t  is  not only that 
the in fa n t's  feelings about the external world are coloured by
his pro jection, but the mother's actual re la tion  to  her ch ild  is
in ind irec t and subtle ways, influenced by the in fa n t's  response 
to her. (1975b, p. 312)

The linear d is to rtion  here is  subtle and camophlaged by K le in 's  repeated

statements to the contrary, tha t the interaction between internal and 

external, between re a lity  and fantasy is  the central issue throughout 

l i f e .  The re a lity  o f her various presentations is tha t she is 

off-center in te ra c tio n a lly . She stays closer to the ind iv idua l, the 

internal experience, the world o f fantasy than she does to the in terper­

sonal f ie ld ,  to external re a lit ie s . This means she emphasizes what the 

individual has done to see the world as he/she does, to behave as i f  i t

were the way he/she sees i t ,  and to even make i t  in to  what he/she

sees. This is not to say tha t a ll o f the above are not, at times, true,

but rather to suggest tha t w ith in th is  description, the events of

psychological l i f e  have been punctuated with a bias.
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What must be borne in mind at th is  point is  tha t, carry-over d is­

to rtions in object re la tions group theory can be traced back to  these 

Kleinian roots. Perhaps i t  is appropriate at th is  point to indicate 

tha t although Bion is one of the few theorists in psychology to view 

group level phenomena as va lid  objects o f study, he and his followers do 

lapse in to  linear th inking on occasion when in te rpre ting  the data. For 

instance, Bion and his followers attempt to use K le in 's  notions about 

ind ividual behavior and development to explain and pinpoint the source 

of group level manifestations. In the individual-group re la tionship  the 

cards are stacked so tha t the individual attains a position of more 

significance than the group and at times the group is  even viewed as 

behaving as an ind ividual behaves. The idea tha t the individual is  the 

source or model o f group level events establishes an unavoidable linea r­

i t y  of thinking which maintains that "a" causes "b" rather than 

understanding the c ircu la r nature o f the in te raction . I t  also d is to rts  

one's appreciation of the d iffe re n t and in teracting systemic levels 

involved; although the individual and the group in te rac t, th is  does not 

mean that they can be described as interchangeable dynamically. What is  

add itiona lly  systematically le f t  out o f such linear descriptions is  that 

the group i t s e l f  is always functioning w ith in another larger system. 

So, although Bion does make statements tha t demonstrate his under­

standing of in teractiona l phenomena, he and his followers do not 

consistently adhere to th is  position. In terms of the primacy o f in d i­

vidual dynamics in understanding group level events, i t  is  a most 

curious observation to make that th is  is an enactment of group-level 

s p lit t in g  of the ind ividual from the group in order to iso la te  the 

individual as the sole cause fo r group ir ra t io n a lit ie s .  One is  le f t  to
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wonder what is  so anxiety-provoking about seeing leaders and followers 

or individuals and fe llow  members as collaborative authors in group 

events that th is  re a lity  must be distorted in sophisticated and ambiva­

len t ways whose end resu lt is linear in  nature. Why are group theoris ts  

re luctant to le t  go of th is  pervasive defense group function? Perhaps 

there is something so treacherous about being held accountable as an 

ind ividual fo r the behaviors of one's group members—including its  

leader(s)—that even in theory i t  cannot be unambivalently considered. 

As one becomes aware, through the media and other communications, o f the 

larger and larger group to which one belongs, maintaining a balanced 

view o f leader-follower interactions becomes at best a good scare and at 

worst an immobilizing te rro r . I t  is  fa r  more expedient and emotionally 

safer to d is to rt the new-found group level phenomena so that they seem 

to merely be modelled a fte r a more fa m ilia r individual development set 

of in fa n tile  fears. Fears fo r one's own l i f e  as an in fant (assuming 

Klein is r ig h t)  is  a d iffe re n t te rro r against which to defend than fears 

fo r the death o f a planet c o lle c tiv e ly  destroyed by oneself and one's 

human group. I t  is  too fa c ile  to say tha t the la t te r  (the death of a 

planet) is  merely a symbol fo r the former (one's own death). More w il l  

be said about the varied ram ifications o f th is  argument la te r, fo r  now, 

su ffice  i t  to say that Bion's wholehearted and in some sense visionary 

grasp of the c irc u la r ity  of re lationships is one tha t remains only 

occasionally understood and acted upon (even by him).

Work Group Processes

Within th is  Kleinian framework, Bion elaborates what dynamics among 

aggregates of ind ividuals are required to earn them the name work group 

processes. Work group processes are those which are rooted in
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individuals co-operating with one another fo r the accomplishment o f a 

common task. This means that individuals vo lu n ta rily  help each other 

which Bion feels indicates a degree of sophistication and tra in ing . 

Bion draws a pa ra lle l between the re a lity  testing and ra tiona l elements 

of the ego and the task-oriented and co-operative functions in work 

group processes. Bion (1968) establishes the four follow ing necessary 

conditions fo r the existence of work group processes, " . . . the 

development of thought designed fo r transla tion in to  action; the theory 

. . . on which i t  is  based; the b e lie f in environmental change as in 

i t s e l f  s u ffic ie n t fo r  . . . [  change ]  without any corresponding change in 

the ind iv iduals; and f in a l ly  a demonstration o f the kind of fa c t that is 

believed to be 'r e a l '"  (p. 145).

Bion maintains tha t groups, ove rtly , are a ll met to do something; 

therefore, i t  is essential tha t thought be translatable in to  action, 

otherwise, nothing could be done about accomplishing the group's 

task. This can be termed the group's primary task which is  " . . . the 

task that i t  must perform i f  i t  is  to survive" (Hutton, 1962a&b, & Rice, 

1958). Bion's second condition refers to the theory upon which the 

task-oriented actions are based. Bion describes the processes 

underlying such a task-oriented theory as basic assumptions (which w il l  

be described in the next section). When an assumption is  applied to the 

accomplishment of a task, i t  is  part o f a work group process. The th ird  

condition fo r work group function is  the b e lie f that change can be 

brought about (e.g. task accomplishment) without change occurring in the 

individual members o f the group. Anyone who has ever sat on a committee 

or at an organizational meeting can v e r ify  tha t things get accomplished 

because of the human being's capacity fo r hypocrisy at worst or a b i l i ty
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to co-operate e ffec tive ly  at best. This la tte r  co-operation occurs in 

accomplishing a task which a member believes in ju s t as well as one 

he/she does not believe in . I f  ind ividuals did not believe tha t change 

could be accomplished unless each individual in a given group changed 

correspondingly, task groups would doubtfu lly ever have formed and once 

having formed would have soon been discarded altogether as quite hope­

less ly  ine ffec tive . The fourth condition Bion mentions is the 

demonstration of the accomplishment or task the group believes i t s e l f  to  

have achieved.

Bion contrasts work group processes with basic assumption 

processes. The la te r ex is t before a group physically meets, and remain 

operative a fte r i t  ceases to meet, and even when the group ceases to 

ex is t (e.g. when i t  dissolves or its  members d ie ). Basic assumption 

processes are not constrained by re a lity .  Work group processes, on the

other hand, tend to have specific  and observable beginnings and

endings. Although at f i r s t  i t  seems odd that work is  not l ik e ly  to

occur unless the group is physically meeting, th is  lim ited I "i kel i  hood 

could be based on the fac t that the capacity fo r co-operation is  a

necessary element of work group processes and is  a secondary process 

response which presupposes a judicious and ind iv idua lly  d is tin c tiv e  

sense of respons ib ility . Although such a sense of respon s ib ility  is  

d i f f ic u l t  to maintain in the presence o f others, Bion indicates tha t i t  

is  v ir tu a l ly  impossible to maintain when the physically present group 

has been replaced to ta lly  by one's internal representation of the group 

(before and after meetings). In other words, work group processes have 

a higher p robab ility  o f occurring when the group is  actually meeting 

because each member's sense of re spon s ib ility  toward the task can be
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defined through co-operative re a lity  tes tin g . This cannot be done as 

easily  when the group is not meeting because then members cannot as 

easily  co-operate in  defining each member's re spon s ib ility  (or job) 

re la tive  to the primary task. Each member's internal representation of 

the group, i ts  task, and th e ir  own responsib ilites re la tive  to each, 

would be subject to d is to rtions which would go unchecked. Without other 

members present to shape one's behavior, one could tend to do too much, 

too l i t t l e ,  or the wrong kind o f work re la tive  to the task. Therefore,

in th is  la t te r  s itu a tion , one is  not surprised to find  basic assumption

processes since neither co-operation nor task accomplishment occur when 

these assumptions are ascendent.

Bion ca re fu lly  discusses what he fee ls to be the interface between 

work group processes and basic assumption processes. He often re ite r ­

ates tha t the processes themselves are not mutually exclusive although 

th e ir  resu lts may or may not be quite d iffe re n t. He notes (1968), fo r 

instance, that " . . . the specialized work group [ has ]  . . .  as its  

function the manipulation o f the basic assumption to prevent its  

obstruction o f the work group" (p. 135). One of the functions of work

group processes is to defend the a c tiv it ie s  o f task accomplishment from

an onslaught o f d iverting  basic assumption ir ra t io n a lity .  By organizing 

i t s e l f ,  the group engaged in work group processes both defends i t s e l f  

from the anxieties associated with basic assumption ir ra t io n a lity  and 

moves i t s e l f  toward task accomplishment.

I t  is  important to note that such theoris ts  as Jaques (1974) would 

hold tha t there are differences among the uses organizational structures
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can be put to . He notes: "The specific  hypothesis I  shall consider is

tha t one of the primary cohesive elements binding individuals into 

in s titu tio n a lize d  human association is tha t o f defense against psychotic 

anxiety. In th is  sense ind ividuals may be thought o f as externalizing 

those impulses and internal objects that would otherwise give rise  to 

psychotic anxiety and pooling them in the l i f e  of the social 

in s titu tio n s  in which they associate" (p. 278). He goes on to state 

tha t, in s titu tio n s  serve other purposes and he elaborated the various 

p rim itive  defense mechanisms ind ividuals employed to cope with the 

in s titu tio n s  they were a part o f. Without embarking on a fu ll-s c a le  

analysis o f Jaques's contribution, su ffice  i t  to  say that the most 

cogent element o f i t  in terms of Bion's notions of work group 

organization is  tha t, according to  Jaaues, i t  is  essentia lly  a defensive 

behavior.

Basic assumptions provide the energy channel necessary fo r task 

accomplishment, i t  seems, and perhaps one can even go so fa r as to say 

tha t in work group processes, basic assumptions are the channels through 

which lib id in a l cathexes fo r  the task flow . This is  an elaboration of 

M ille r and Rice's (1975) notion o f sentience tha t a group may have fo r 

the task. They note (1975, p. 66) tha t the individual in a group may 

experience satis faction  or deprivation in re la tion  to the task i t s e l f .

In sum, a group engaged in accomplishing a primary task by using a 

basic assumption to achieve tha t end, is  engaging in work group 

processes. This group w il l  have attained some level of organization 

which is  created to advance the work while simultaneously defending 

against anxieties which threaten to d isrupt th is  work. As group members 

partic ipa te in work, they may or may not derive satisfaction in th e ir  

re la tionship with the primary task.
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Basic Assumption Processes: general princip les

In th is  section, I shall present Bion's thoughts on basic

assumption processes, including the general characteristics o f a l l basic 

assumptions. There are three d iffe ren t kinds of assumptions the group 

makes about the s itua tion  or context w ith in  which i t  finds i t s e l f  and 

upon which i t  chooses to behave. The group at these times behaves as i f  

i ts  assumption about the re a lity  o f th is  context is  true. An elabor­

ation o f the three w il l  be made a fte r the general princip les of basic 

assumption l i f e  have been put forward.

What must be kept in mind is tha t, as outlined above, basic assump­

tion  and work group processes are conceptualized as being two aspects of

one set o f phenomena—grouo dynamics. The in trica c ies  o f the re la tio n ­

ship between the two processes is  complex and rich  although i t  would 

seem that in some ways, only the more general aspects have been

depicted. I t  seems tha t when work group processes are ascendant, basic 

assumption l i f e  is  v is ib le  but under the organizational and co-operative 

influence of the former. When basic assumptions are ascendent, however, 

i t  is  probable but not inevitable tha t work group processes have ceased

to function altogether. Basic assumption l i f e ,  then, can be seen as the

ever-present foundational bedrock upon which group l i f e  is b u i lt .

One o f the characteristics which is basic to a ll three types of 

basic assumption processes, is the re la tionship  to time. Bion notes 

(1968, p. 159) tha t when basic assumptions hold sway over the group, 

members do not correc tly  carry out appropriate a c tiv it ie s  related to the 

passage o f time. Bion fu rthe r says (1968) tha t such a c tiv it ie s  are

". . . imperfectly comprehended and tend to arouse feelings of

persecution" (p. 158). Klein (1975a, p. 188) was the f i r s t  to  make the
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connection between the in a b il i ty  to understand something and the 

resultant feelings of hatred in connection with preverbal questions the 

young ch ild  has about sexuality. (K le in, in another work (1975a, 

p. 360), states tha t feelings of hatred and persecution feed each other; 

the above-mentioned hated object is  therefore experienced as being 

persecutory.) So, th is  aspect o f basic assumption l i f e ,  related to 

persecutory fee lings associated with the group's in a b il i ty  to appropri­

ately use time, can be linked to the influence and anxieties surrounding 

the pre-genital issues which constitute the e a rlie s t phases of the 

Oedipal c o n flic t.

Another feature of a ll basic assumption groups is  that development 

is  conspicuously absent. Development, fo r  Bion, means " . . .  the 

painful bringing together o f the p rim itive  and the sophisticated" 

(1968, p. 159), and is envisioned therefore as a transcendence of essen­

t ia l  c o n flic t.  He says that development means behavior based on the 

understanding tha t one is  fed as one feeds, is  flee ing as one fig h ts , 

and is  being created as one creates. Although Bion gives examples of 

groups' f l ig h ts  in to  schisms in order to avoid development, he is  

unclear about the nature o f i ts  re la tionship  with the basic 

assumptions. I t  would seem, however, that in terms of his description 

o f, and easily  observable data to be found in  groups acting on basic 

assumptions, there is  no awareness of apparent contradictions and conse­

quently no p o s s ib ility  o f attempting to  transcend such contradictions. 

For instance, the apparent contradiction between prim itive  and soph isti­

cated processes must be appreciated before i t  can be integrated or 

transcended.
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Bion states that in a ll basic assumption groups, leader selection 

is  based on covert issues which may appear to be at odds with the overt 

ra tiona le  given fo r the selection. Leadership in such groups, serves a 

defensive function to  the exclusion o f any primary task re lated 

purpose. Group members want the leader to take a ll re spon s ib ility  fo r 

everything which occurs in the group. The leader is  also expected to 

act out certain irra tio n a l and large ly unconscious con flic ts  thereby 

warding o f f  the anxieties associated with them.

Certain members in every group engaged in basic assumption 

processes w i l l  spontaneously f i l l  these leadership ro les. This capacity 

to  spontaneously jo in  with the group in its  ir ra t io n a lity  is  ca lled ,

"valency." Each group member, due in part to his/her personal h is to ry ,

has varying degrees of valency fo r  each basic assumption.

Turquet (1974) extends some o f Bion's points about the shared

aspects o f the various basic assumption processes. He indicates tha t:

. . . such groups are not p rim arily  interested in interactions 
with th e ir  environment. They are self-contained, closed systems 
and, as such, are not lik e  the sophisticated work group, which 
is  interested in predictions and consequences. Hence, they have 
l i t t l e  or no desire to know, since knowledge might be an embar­
rassment. . . .  In the main, re sp on s ib ility  is  le f t  to the 
leader. External re a lity  is  . . .  to be avoided. . . . Outside
is death; inside is  l i f e .  (p. 358)

He also notes tha t basic assumption processes can be id e n tified  by the

"as i f "  character o f the group's unpremeditated im pu ls iv ity . He adds

tha t such groups have no conscious expectations, they merely have a

b e lie f tha t somehow the leader w il l  provide well and things w il l  get

done. This "as i f "  behavior also includes the group behavior as i f  i t

were self-contained. He also notes tha t the leadership concepts brought

in to  play by groups engaged in such processes contain a un iversa lly

mythical q u a lity .
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Turquet's f in a l comments regarding the distinguishing features of 

basic assumption processes have to do with the group's sometimes 

pa in fu l, indeed, sometimes fa ta l,  concreteness; they exh ib it intensely 

de-skilled behavior (behaving as i f  they did not know or understand 

things which are in th e ir  common fund of information). Structures of 

organization, i f  they do e x is t, become important fo r  th e ir own sake 

rather than as an aid toward primary task accomplishment.

Types o f Basic Assumption Processes

The only major element necessary to complete a thumbnail sketch of 

Bion's thoughts on group l i f e  are his descriptions of the three types of 

basic assumption or "as i f "  behaviors. Although Turquet (1974) added a 

fourth basic assumption process to the o rig ina l three and called i t ,  

"basic assumption oneness," I  chose not to include i t  because I th ink i t  

is  not s u ff ic ie n tly  distinguishable in practice or in theory from the 

other basic assumptions. Bion (1968) id e n tifie s  the o rig ina l three 

as: basic assumption dependency, f ig h t / f l ig h t ,  and pa iring. Within

what he ca lls  the proto-mental system, " . . . in which physical and 

psychological or mental are undifferentiated . . . "  (1968, p. 102), a ll 

three basic assumptions ex is t at a ll times; however, only one becomes 

manifest fo r  observation at any one time, while the other two remain in 

a la ten t state.

In the f ig h t / f l ig h t  basic assumption processes, the group behaves 

as i f  i t  has met sole ly fo r  the purpose o f fig h tin g  or flee ing from an 

enemy. Gould (1977) notes tha t paranoid-schizoid position anxieties and 

use of defenses is most closely associated with basic assumption 

f ig h t / f l ig h t  and Bicn (1968, p. 166) associates anger and hatred with 

basic assumption f ig h t / f l ig h t .  Therefore, during f ig h t / f l ig h t
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processes, the group expects the leader to fin d  or invent an enemy that 

w il l  ju s t i fy  fo r  them th e ir fee ling o f being persecuted and the associ­

ated rage and hatred which then has a target (the new-found enemy). The 

leader of such a group must be ty p ic a lly  aided by a certain f l a i r  fo r

what Shaoiro (1965) has termed a paranoid s ty le  of behavior and experi­

encing o f the world. The enemy may or may not be concrete or even

definable but i t  is necessary to always feel the presence of th is  enemy

and to know that he/she/it is capable o f a rb itra ry  and immediate

fu ll-s c a le  attack on the group and is  probably committing subtle

sabotage at a ll times. Such a leader in some ways f i t s  what Karraz

(1968) termed "the champion of the cause" who can mobilize the group 

around various causes by q u ilt  inducing but vague charges. The wish of 

the group is  safety from a clear and present danger of annihilation from 

what Klein might well ca ll hostile  forces. V ictory is defined as surv i­

va l. The anxieties peculiar to these group processes have to do with

hatred fo r  the enemy and the attendant fears o f re tribu tion  and subse­

quent ann ih ila tion . The observable defenses against such anxieties 

include an anti-developmental adherence to current norms and rules and a 

b e lie f in the necessity fo r expediency o f behavior (the group has no

time to deal with injured or needy members). S p litt in g  tends to take 

the form o f an all-bad enemy and an all-good group.

In basic assumption dependency processes, members behave as i f  

th e ir  purpose was to be fed by the leader or to  in fan ta lize  and feed the 

leader; th is  constitutes the dual nature o f basic assumption dependency 

which Bion describes. Gould (1977) notes that depressive position

anxieties and use of defenses are more sa lien t during basic assumption 

dependency processes and Bion (1968, p. 166) associates g u ilt  and
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depression with basic assumption dependency. During dependency 

processes, the group expects the leader to  allow them to assuage th e ir  

g u ilt  by reparative ly taking care of him/her or to a llev ia te  th e ir  

despair tha t they k ille d  the good object by demonstrating his/her 

indomitable health and good w il l  by endlessly nurturing them. As long 

as possible, in basic assumption dependency processes, members avoid 

selecting one leader, preferring instead to believe that the leader is  

hidden and tha t acts of leadership are beclouded in mystery. The 

membership wishes to  have every desire, whim, and need f u l f i l le d ,  

preferably without being troubled to active ly  s o l ic i t  i ts  fu lf i l lm e n t,  

and to have an exclusive re la tionship  w ith the provider. The anxieties 

aroused have la rge ly  to do with fears s im ila r to in fa n tile  fear about 

starving to death or conversely in  the s itua tion  of feeding the leader, 

a fear one w il l  be robbed empty of everything one has to give. 

Observable defenses against such anxieties include postponement of the 

appointment of a concrete (and therefore p o te n tia lly  fa l l ib le )  leader, 

and adherence to r ig id ly  observed ru les. S p litt in g  across the 

member-1eader ro le  boundary takes the form of iden tify ing  the group as 

bad and needy and the leader as a ll-g iv in g  and good (or the reverse in 

the dual s itu a tio n ).

Basic assumption pairing is  manifest in a group behaving as i f  i t  

had met so le ly fo r the purpose of awaiting in hopeful antic ipation the 

creation and b ir th  o f a Messiah or Messianic idea. Gould (1977) states 

that Oedipal anxieties and defenses come to the fore during basic 

assumption pairing and Bion (1968, p. 166) links Messianic hope with 

th is  group process. During pairing processes, the group expects the 

leader to provide them with hope by remaining unborn—thus, allowing the
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group to  pursue fru it le s s ,  pseudo-intimate re la tionships, thereby not 

running the r is k  o f loosing anything. The leader, while such processes 

occur, may be the unborn answer to the group's hopes and dreams; or the 

leadership may be shared by a pa ir o f members of the same or opposite 

sex who engage in intense and extended conversation having nothing to do 

with the primary task, while the rest of the group lis tens in hopeful 

s ilence. The wish of the group is  to  create a resolution of a ll its  

con flic ts  and painful dilemmas by waiting fo r ,  but not working toward, a 

utopian fu tu re . The anxieties, according to Bion (1968, p. 163), which 

are associated with these processes stem from prim itive  Oedipal 

co n flic ts  based on part-object re la tionsh ips. He adds tha t, "This 

anxiety compels ind ividuals to seek a ll ie s . This derivation of the 

impulse to pa ir is  cloaked by the apparently ra tiona l explanation in the 

pairing group tha t the motive is  sexual and the object reproduction" 

(p. 63). The observable defenses include, as in the other two basic 

assumptions, adherence to non-developmental ru les. Also in evidence is 

the " k i l l in g  o ff"  o f any person’ or idea claiming to be the utopian 

visions born; e ithe r the person or the idea is  attacked and e ffec tive ly  

ignored or the group divides into a new and an old group via schism. 

This happens because the Messiah in  a pa iring group, must remain unborn; 

otherwise, there would be nothing to hopefully await—th is  purpose of 

the group must be maintained.

In tegra tion is ts

Durkin (1972) b r ie f ly  mentioned the in tr ig u ing  nature of an in te ­

gration of analytic group therapy and general systems theory. Durkin's 

paper deserves scrutiny since i t  is  one of the very few published papers 

tha t addresses d ire c tly  the general top ic area of th is  d issertation.

50

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



The essential purpose of her work was to c la r ify  the differences and 

s im ila r it ie s  between analytic group therapy and the position put fo rth  

by the systems theoris ts .

One useful point Durkin makes (1972) is  tha t the practica l asDects 

of the analysis of transference are not so d iffe re n t from the "here and 

now" c lin ic a l interests of the "group dynamics and communications thera­

p is ts " (p. 14). She notes tha t the behaviors upon which in te rpreta tions 

are based, are the same behaviors to  be found and used by the systems 

group therap ists. She fu rthe r states tha t these behaviors occur in  the 

here and now in e ither type o f group and are used as such. One other 

contribu tion Durkin makes (1972) is  tha t she fee ls tha t even when agree­

ing with other analytic th e o ris ts ' views on " .  . . the group equivalent 

of the transference neurosis. . . . [  one can note ] tha t close 

inspection of the nature o f th is  in te raction  reveals ind ividual trends 

tha t cannot be attributed so le ly  to unconscious in fa n tile  motivations; 

rather i t  is  m ulti determined: The in d iv id u a l's  input is  also derived

from physiological and complex current psychological needs" (p. 15).

There are, I  th ink, two d i f f ic u lt ie s  with her work. F irs t ,  she 

assembles such varied thinkers as Freud, Hartmann, and Ezriel in to  a 

group she labels as ana ly tic , but does not address herself to  the 

general differences among them. Second, she sets out to answer systems 

theory c ritic ism s , a task which, on occasion, led her to  take a 

one-sided view of the differences between the two schools o f thought. 

Her statements, in the a r t ic le ,  can be carried fu rthe r toward an in te ­

gration of the two theories by narrowing the d e fin itio n  o f analytic 

group theory. Once the theories have been more precisely id e n tif ie d , 

spec ific  links and extensions of the theories can be made before the

51

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



applications of the theories are discussed. For instance, one would 

need to know f i r s t  whether an in tegra tive understanding of transference 

theory were possible before one discussed the application of 

transference in te rp re ta tion .

Many other theoris ts such as M ille r and Rice speak o f organizations 

as open systems and to some extent address the defensive nature of

organizational structure in  object re la tions terms. However, they do 

not include the varie ty  o f communication systems concepts that have been 

developed, choosing ra ther, to discuss only a series of issues related 

to boundaries such as boundary management and transactions, ro le  

boundary, task boundary, and sentient boundary. These concepts are 

invaluable in studying groups but more can be done to integrate more 

recent systems theory.

Rice (1976) stated the fo llow ing about the boundary around the

ind iv idua l: " 'In d iv id u a l' has, therefore, l i t t l e  meaning as a concept

except in relationships with others. He uses them and they him, to 

express views, take action and play ro les. The individual is  a creature 

o f the group, the group o f the ind iv idua l. Each, according to  his 

capacity and experience, carries w ith in  him the groups o f which he has 

been and is a member" (p. 38). The f i r s t  sentence reads amazingly lik e  

what B irdwhiste ll (1959) said and what Ruesch and Bateson said (1968): 

"The treatment o f persons as ind ividuals seems to be an expression of 

the fac t tha t every person is  a representative and member of a group" 

(p. 109).

Overall, both M ille r and Rice in th e ir  various w ritings use general

systems theory in  some fundamental ways, but, do not make use of the

advances in systems communication theory, and h in t at the object
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relations theory connections with their group theory. They also make a 

strong case for the applicability of the ir systemic view of organiza­

tions to the study of grouDS in general and individuals.

This concludes my presentation of the essen tia l points of object 

rela tion s group theory. I have addressed the major aspects of Bion's 

theory and i t s  Kleinian roots. In future chapters, the integration I 

shall se t forth w ill re ly  upon the d efin itio n s which can be found in 

th is  and the preceding chapter.

I
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Chapter I I I

Bion created a model which helps describe the motivational under­

pinning of certain processes in group l i f e ;  he named them basic 

assumption and work group processes. I would lik e  to suggest in th is  

chapter tha t there are communicational imperatives associated with these 

processes. I  shall begin by making the necessary d iffe ren tia tions  

between work and basic assumption l i f e  in communicational terms. Then I 

shall present the concept o f an "essential in te raction" fo r each basic 

assumption and analyze the communicational vehicle associated with i t .  

At the end o f the chapter, I  shall provide an example o f group analysis 

using the integration presented.

Basic Assumption and Work Groups

Bion and others repeatedly mention that basic assumption l i f e  often 

involves rapid and almost continuous sh ifts  from one type of basic 

assumption to another. Behavioral and a ffective  changes can be noted. 

However, the general character of basic assumption l i f e  is evident in a 

re la tiv e ly  stable fashion. There is  a decreased pursuit of re a lity  

testing and re a lity  tested a c tiv it ie s . The members appear to have made 

a common set o f assumptions about the boundaries which define the outer 

lim its  of th e ir  systemic re la tionship (see above, Chapter Two). Within 

these lim its ,  the group avoids i ts  task by waiting, by d e -sk illin g  

i t s e l f  or its  leader, or by fig h tin g  or flee ing from an enemy.

Just as one basic assumption cannot be seen in  pure cu ltu re, so too 

neither complementary nor symmetrical communication can be seen in pure
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cu ltu re . Rather, both sets of things o sc illa te  in a continuous 

progression o f changes which are associated with each other. Since 

communication is  the variable which makes the basic assumptions 

observable, they are in  theory and in practice inseparable. There is  a 

correlation between motivational process change and communicational 

pattern change.

The d is tin c tio n  Turquet (1974, pp. 349-371) makes between basic 

assumption and work group processes in open systems can be fu rthe r 

specified by including more concepts from systems communication group 

theory. He makes a point o f the major differences which ex is t between 

the two processes in the leader-follower re la tionships. Turquet notes 

th a t, "The leader of a work group is a ' f i r s t  among equals,' having, 

lik e  the other members o f the group, s k i l ls  fo r primary-task implemen­

ta tion  . . ."  (1974, p .. 363). Essentia lly, he is  saying that during 

work group processes both symmetrical and complementary communication 

occur among the various members in th e ir  roles at d iffe re n t times. 

However, complementary communication occurs ch ie fly  across the 

leader-follower boundary, due in part to  the specialized leader ro le  

having to do with the executive decision-making authority o f the 

leader. The leader at any given time is  selected re la tive  to h is/her 

special s k i l ls  and talents re la tive  to current task requirements. I  

would add tha t in basic assumption processes, complementary 

communication also occurs across the leader-follower boundary as does 

symmetrical communication among fo llowers. However, the nature o f each 

communication s ty le  is  as d iffe ren t as are the internal states related 

to basic assumption and work group processes.
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Turquet states (1974) tha t w ith in  the basic assumption processes,

defensive s p lit t in g  and pro jection:

. . . tend to increase the absence of re spon s ib ility ; responsi­
b i l i t y  is elsewhere linked to the disowned parts of the s e lf, 
which are also projected elsewhere. They increase the power o f, 
and hence the dependency on, the leader. For, by pro jection, 
the leader becomes the sole repository o f power, s k i l ls ,  and 
re a lity  tes ting . They also increase the cold, unfriendly, even 
persecutory nature o f the world outside the group, leading to 
various fears . . .w h ich  again increase the strength o f the 
centripeta l forces w ith in  the Ba group. Tp. 369, emphasis mine)

In other words, he is  addressing himself to a change brought about 

through the unbridled use of s p lit t in g  and projection. In systems

communication terms, the vehicles fo r  these changes are described.

During basic assumption processes, members behave as i f  an

increasing gu lf exists between th e ir  leader and themselves and as i f  

th e ir  own communicational symmetry were based on in fle x ib le  

equa lity—interchangeability and u ltim a te ly  in d is tin g u ish a b ility . The 

re la tionsh ip  between leader and fo llower may stretch so fa r as to  break

and another leader must be found. The old one is , in true basic

assumption s ty le , discarded. The escalated symmetry among followers can 

also o sc illa te  to the point o f shaking i t s e l f  down, an event which can 

be followed by reconstitu tion o f basic assumption l i f e .  Rigid comple­

mentarity and escalated symmetry mark basic assumption processes from 

work group processes.

Essential Interactions

In each o f the basic assumptions, in order to make communicational 

analyses o f the interactions in a group, the "essential in te raction" 

must be id e n tif ie d . The in teraction without which the basic assumption 

could not e x is t must be singled out fo r  th is  special scrutiny. I f  one 

looks at randomly selected b its  o f in teraction in the various basic
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assumption processes, i t  should come as no great surprise that one is 

then not able to make any consistent d iffe ren tia tio ns  among them based 

on communicational patterns. However, when the single most s ign ifica n t 

in teractional sequences are chosen, then clear d iffe ren tia tio ns  appear.

Basic assumption dependency cannot ex ist without the interactions 

between the party who nurtures and the party who receives tha t 

nurturance and fee ls needy o f i t .  In basic assumption f ig h t / f l ig h t ,  i t  

is the in teraction between the group and its  enemy with whom they f ig h t 

or from whom they fle e . In basic assumption pa iring, the only behavior- 

a lly  s ig n ifica n t or recognized re la tionship in the group is the group's 

future re la tionship  with an absent party who w il l  save them, resolve a ll 

th e ir  d if f ic u lt ie s ,  and so fo r th . These are the three essential in te r­

actions without which each basic assumption would loose its  d is tin c tive  

character. These interactions w il l  be discussed in terms of systems 

communications theory and object re la tions group theory.

I t  is  necessary to include tha t at least one of the two parties 

must in te rp re t from the interaction tha t a given type o f communication 

and process is occurring. When time has been allowed fo r  defenses to be 

mobilized and homeostatic mechanisms to be set in place, based on the 

in teractional re la tionship one party perceives, i t  increases the 

p roba b ility  that the other party w i l l ,  i f  the valency is  at a ll 

favorable fo r  that basic assumption, supply the expected ha lf o f the 

in te raction . For example, as long as one party in terprets the other's 

communication as a symmetrical escalation, and responds in kind, i t  w il l  

not be long before a mutually participated in f ig h t / f l ig h t  symmetrical 

escalation is under way.
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I t  is  d i f f ic u l t  to imagine basic assumption dependency being 

present without the communication patterns being predominantly i f  not 

exclusively complementary. Dependency is  predicated, by d e fin itio n , on 

a superio r-in fe rio r configuration comrnunicationally. There is  a 

presupposition that one party is  competent in the type of nurturance 

required by the other party who is de-skilled or not capable o f getting 

th is  nurturance in any other way. Such a s itua tion  mobilizes anxieties 

re la ting  to early development and finds adulthood expression in the 

anxiety that the nurturer w il l  not be able to give enough, that he/she 

w il l  v in d ic tive ly  stop nurturing in re ta lia tio n  fo r  the h o s t i l i ty  group 

members feel fo r the inevitable inadequacy o f what they receive. In the 

face of such anxiety, which harks back to in fa n tile  anxiety over being 

le f t  to die, a va rie ty  of individual defenses are mobilized and soon 

become observable as group level Dhenomena: defenses such as s p lit t in g

and projective id e n tif ic a tio n . Comrnunicationally, systemic homeostatic 

mechanisms are deployed at the same time the defenses become 

observable. They function to decrease deviation from the current 

communication pattern and basic assumption process. Such homeostatic 

mechanisms in the communication system resonate with and amplify the 

operant basic assumption process.

I t  is  d i f f ic u l t  to imagine basic assumption f ig h t / f l ig h t  without 

the communication pattern between the group and i ts  enemy being exclu­

sive ly  symmetrical from the viewpoint o f at least one o f the 

partic ipants. Of course, s im ilar to what occurs in basic assumption 

dependency, early anxieties are mobilized and defenses are brought into 

play. Simultaneous with group level defenses becoming observable, 

homeostatic mechanisms are set in place at the systemic leve l. Again
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the potentia l exists fo r th is  basic assumption to be amplified in 

s im ila r fashion to the basic assumption dependency am plification 

described above, although the content, o f course would be d iffe re n t.

Might there be a th ird  type o f schizmogenesis? Complementary, 

symmetrical, and non-relational. The la tte r  being most closely associ­

ated with basic assumption pa iring . The essential in teraction in basic 

assumption pairing is  an anticipated in teraction with an absent party 

fo r whom the group hopefully waits. I t  is  not a matter of communica­

tiona l urgency or importance then, what th e ir  re lationship is  with one 

another. Pseudomutuality exists here in a way i t  does not ex is t in any 

other basic assumption. In pseudomutuality, neither complementary nor 

symmetrical communication t ru ly  exists because the two or more people 

are not actua lly  concerned with one another because to be "d istracted" 

by tha t would be to be distracted by the here-and-now which is  taboo or 

at least an tithe tica l fo r a continuation o f pairing processes. When 

one's orienta tion is to ta lly  dedicated toward a future re la tionship with 

an absent party, then one cannot have investments in the current 

build ing of re la tionships. The fu tu re  w il l  arrange whatever needs to be 

arranged v ia  the awaited absent party. The communication in the here- 

and-now therefore, can be observed to be enacted with the emphasis being 

on behaving as i f  members know each other without being troubled with 

the de ta ils  o f find ing out about each other. I t  can be observed tha t 

people neither consistently seek to  be one up nor one down nor do they 

seek equa lity , they seek to have no current re la tionsh ip , they seek to 

know as l i t t l e  as possible about each other, content with th e ir  id y l l ic  

images of each other in fu ture re la tionsh ips.
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Whereas complementary communication r ig id it ie s  and symmetrical 

communication escalates in  schizmogenesis ( i .e .  progressive changes) 

non-relational communication would fragment.

I l lu s tra tio n

The most conmon basic assumption in a classroom is  dependency 

expressed via complementary communication which is  found in  the 

essential in teraction between the teacher and the students. The teacher 

gives lectures, reading assignments, tes ts , and grades; students, on the 

other hand, take notes and tests and get assignments and grades. The 

teacher is in the superior position while the students are in the subor­

dinate position both in basic assumption and communicational terms. 

Although dependency and complementarity are the dominant themes of the 

essential in te raction , there can be s u ff ic ie n t f le x ib i l i t y  in the system 

to allow fo r  symmetrical communication with f ig h t / f l ig h t  basic 

assumption (perhaps in the form o f ideological or philosophical 

debate). S im ila rly , s u ff ic ie n t f le x ib i l i t y  can ex is t to allow fo r  

non-relational communication and pairing basic assumption (perhaps in 

the form o f working toward the creation of new ideas).

Aspects of the depressive position (K le in, 1975b) have s ign ifica n t 

implications fo r  adeguately describing the dependency position. The 

teacher is  the good object who is  sometimes idealized; he/she is  the 

giver of needed information, of order, and o f rewards. However, the 

teacher is  also recognized as a bad object who frustra tes students by 

giving boring lectures, d i f f ic u l t  exams, and un fa ir grades. The wish to 

destroy the bad object is  p rim arily  held in check by the fear tha t the 

good object w i l l  thereby also be destroyed. The students seek to make 

reparation to the teacher fo r  th e ir  destructive impulses by pleasing
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him/her. This la tte r  also occurs in order to  placate the teacher fo r 

feared re tribu tions  fo r the shameful impulses. Comrnunicationally, th is  

in te rna l, la rge ly  unconscious, state o f a ffa irs  becomes observable when 

students speak de fe ren tia lly  to teachers, when they take notes active ly  

(never to look at these notes again), nod in s ile n t, resDectful 

agreement at regular in terva ls during lectures, and when they seek an 

exclusive re la tionsh ip  with the teacher, while ignoring classmates to 

the point of spending months with them without ever learning th e ir  

names. The communication system reinforces the basic assumption process 

and visa versa. Therefore, i f  the complementary communication 

r ig id i f ie s ,  the basic assumption dependency processes are amplified, 

which in turn reinforces complementary patterns. For example, behaving 

more and more de fe ren tia lly  is  tantamount to  behaving as i f  one is  more 

and more de-ski lied  while the object o f one's deference is  more and more 

awesomely s k ille d . S im ila rly , i t  means that as one's anxieties are less 

and less re a lity  oriented, one is  less capable o f pa rtic ipa ting  in work 

group processes. Consequently, r ig id if ic a t io n  o f complementary communi­

cation in  a dependency group tends to be associated with a decrease in 

task accomplishment. As students become more convinced of th e ir  own 

lack of scholarly worth, they become less able to learn; as teachers 

become more and more n a rc is s is tic a lly  g ra tif ie d  by the student's id e a li­

zations of them, they become less able to teach e ffe c tive ly . Associated 

with th is  process is  the like lihood tha t when other basic assumption and 

communicational patterns emerge in the group, they too w il l  be less task 

oriented than they might be.
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Other examples of a ll three aspects of the integrated model I have 

proposed in th is  chapter w il l  be provided in the next chapter along with 

a view o f systemic defenses.
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Chapter IV

Citing c lin ic a l examples of various theore tica l constructs often is 

such a cumbersome and arduous procedure tha t i t  is frequently le f t  out 

in theoretica l works. However, to omit examples is  often to leave 

matters more unclear than is  necessary. In terms of th is  d isserta tion, 

the ideal would be to find  verbatim transcrip ts of c lin ic a l 

interventions of one sort or another and in te rp re t the data using both 

object re la tions and systems communication group theories. The analysis 

would then have to include not only the person or persons who are in 

treatment and th e ir  system of communication among'themselves, but also 

the communication system tha t is developed with the the rap is t. Without 

elaborating the complexity o f such an analysis, su ffice  i t  to say i t  

exceeds the re la tiv e ly  simple purpose of il lu s tra t io n  which I have set 

fo r myself.

By using a well known and extremely well crafted play, Who’ s Afraid 

of V irg in ia  Woolf? by E. Albee (1962), the purposes of i l lu s tra t io n  are 

well served. The dialogue in the play is  compelling in i ts  realism, yet 

condensed s u ff ic ie n tly  by v irtu e  o f poetic license to be manageable in 

size.

The use o f lite ra tu re  fo r c lin ic a l in te rpreta tion is  not without 

problems. The couple is  not rea l, the dialogue is  an a r t is t ic  

d is t i l la te ,  and ce rta in ly  the verbal s k i l l  and emotional stamina of 

these characters exceeds tha t of any couple known to man. The play­

wright plays an unobservable ro le  in the presentation and selection of 

material and as Watzlawick, et a l. (1967) point out, many 

in terpreta tions o f th is  play ex is t which may be equally va lid , and may
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or may not be harmonious with the conclusions drawn here. With these 

caveats in mind, I fee l that the appropriateness o f using th is  play as a 

basis fo r c lin ic a l in terpreta tion remains v ir tu a l ly  unaltered.

Some general aspects o f group dynamics and fam ily communication 

patterns as they appear in George and Martha's marital dyad w ill be 

explored in terms of an integration of object re la tions group theory 

with systems communication group theory. The Watzlawick, et a l. (1967) 

in te rpre ta tion  of th is  same play w il l  be included, expanded upon, and 

integrated with object re la tions group theory.

Families behave in  many ways which are s im ila r to non-familial 

groups. Both types of groups operate out o f basic assumption and work 

group processes, both experience the consequences of task accomplishment 

and task abandonment, and f in a l ly ,  both involve systems of communica­

tio n . The overall dynamics of George and Martha's marital dyad are 

characterized by an escalating symmetrical communication system in which 

f ig h t / f l ig h t  is  the dominant basic assumption. Occasional interludes of 

basic assumption pa iring w il l  also be discussed. These recurrent epi­

sodes of pairing happen when they discuss th e ir  imaginary son, so I 

shall touch on th is  fam ily myth as being o f p a rticu la r importance.

The format of th is  presentation w i l l  be as fo llow s. F irs t, I shall 

make some interpretations o f the play based on systems communication 

theory and thus sketch the structure o f th is  system. Then I shall o ffe r 

some interpreta tions o f the play based on Bion and Klein in terms of 

object re la tions group theory. The f in a l section of th is  chapter w il l  

include an analysis o f the play based on an integrated model of group 

theory which combines the insights provided by each of i ts  two consti­

tuent theories. The concluding summary o f th is  chapter w il l  indicate in
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what ways the integrated analysis deepens and broadens an understanding 

of group l i f e .

Systems Analysis

In th is  section, I shall b r ie f ly  ou tline  the symmetrical communi­

cation patterns of George and Martha and the complementary patterns of 

Nick and Honey, the pragmatic paradoxes in George and Martha's system, 

as well as the homeostatic mechanisms, and negative feedback loops. I 

shall also describe the systemic structure around the "son myth."

George and Martha's symmetrical coa litio n  is  based on such an 

intense emphasis on th e ir  equalness that an interchangeability of roles 

has developed between them. Almost any segment o f dialogue between 

George and Martha would serve to i l lu s tra te  escalated symmetrical in te r­

action since i t  characterizes th e ir  en tire  system. In the follow ing 

exchange, they each attempt to outshout, outmaneuver, and generally get 

the better o f each other on the verbal b a tt le f ie ld . Martha has ju s t 

registered an in s u lt f i l le d  objection to  the game which ju s t concluded 

and was called "Get the Guests." In tha t episode, George had succeeded 

in reducing Honey to tears and alcohol-riddled despair, and displaying 

her husband, Nick, as the betrayer o f her confidence.

Martha: You've re a lly  screwed up, George.

George: (S p itting  i t  out) Oh, fo r  God's sake, Martha!

Martha: I  mean i t  . . . you re a lly  have.

George: (Barely contained anger now) You can s i t  there in
tha t chair o f yours, you can s i t  there with the gin 
running out o f your mouth, and you can humiliate me, 
you can tear me apart . . . ALL NIGHT . . .  and 
th a t's  perfec tly  a ll r ig h t . . . th a t's  O.K. . . .

Martha: YOU CAN STAND IT!

George: I  CANNOT STAND IT!

65

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Martha: YOU CAN STAND IT !! YOU MARRIED ME FOR IT !! (A 
silence)

George: (Quietly) That is  a desperately sick l ie .

Martha: DON'T YOU KNOW IT, EVEN YET?

George: (Shaking his head) Oh . . . Martha.

Martha: My arm has gotten tire d  whipping you.

George: (Stares at her in d isb e lie f) You're mad.

Martha: For twenty-three years!

George: You're deluded . . . Martha, you're deluded.

Martha: IT'S NOT WHAT I'VE WANTED!

George: I thought at least you were . . .  on to  yourself. I 
d id n 't know. I  . . . d id n 't know.

Martha: (Anger taking over) I'm on to myself.

George: (As i f  she were some sort o f bug) No . . . no . . . 
you're . . . s ick.

Martha: (Rises—screams) I'LL SHOW YOU WHO'S SICK! (Albee, 
1962, pp. 152-153) [ A l l  future references to th is  
play w il l  be made by page number only. ]

One of th e ir  re la tionship rules would seem to be that each id e n ti­

fie s  the other as a tr ic k y  and po ten tia lly  le tha l enemy. On the face of 

i t ,  the most ba fflin g  question one could ask o f George and Martha is  why 

is i t  so important to each tha t the other is  proven wrong? By the power 

of what log ic  would tha t make the one who is  not proven wrong, right? 

This is part of what Watzlawick, et a l. (1967) ca ll a "game without end" 

(pp. 232-236). I f  e ither party suddenly were to concede, by th e ir  

system ru les, the ba ttle  would have to begin again. Any concession is  

merely interpreted as a seductive maneuver by the enemy. The pragmatic 

paradox of th is  is tha t, although each ba ttle  has the acrimony of a "war 

to end a ll wars," i t  nevertheless is  a ba ttle  in a war which, by its  own
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de fin itio n s , cannot end. Each argument in th is  sense, serves to 

encourage both George and Martha to  redouble th e ir  e ffo rts  since each 

argument proves once again tha t the other is tru ly  "out to  get" 

him/her. Each passing argument becomes negative feedback in to  the 

system.

I t  is  also important to note tha t each o f them has punctuated th e ir  

communication in such a way tha t the other is presented as being respon­

s ib le  fo r th e ir  fig h ts , fo r the escalation of th e ir  ba ttles, and in 

general fo r  the miserable state they find  themselves in . In the 

preceding excerpt, Martha punctuates th e ir  communication to begin with 

George's humiliation of Honey, blaming him fo r  what happened thereafter 

while George, on the other hand, punctuates th e ir  communication begin­

ning with Martha's drunkenness and hum iliation of him, blaming 

everything that followed on her. Each of them thereby avoids taking any 

re spon s ib ility  fo r what has transpired, they each prefer to continue 

repeatedly (seemingly endlessly, in fa c t) seeing the other as the sole 

in i t ia to r  of the evening's violence.

The s ta b il ity  of th e ir o rig ina l symmetry hinged on each playing 

his/her expected ro le over and over. Of course, over the twenty plus 

years o f th e ir  marriage, th e ir  mutual expectations became quite complex 

and included a varie ty of games and rules to these "games," such as not 

mentioning th e ir  "son" to anyone else, and keeping many other fam ily 

secrets to themselves. At some po in t, they began to active ly s o l ic i t  

and include partic ipa tion from other people. The purpose of the 

"extras" in th e ir  re la tionship must, o f course, be complex and change 

somewhat depending on whom they in v ite . Therefore, i t  is  best to look 

at the data tha t is presented in the play.
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Nick sums u d  his ro le  fo r the marital system (George and Martha's) 

ju s t a fte r the climax of "Get the Guests" when he is about to  fo llow  his 

sobbing wife from the room. He is furious that his image has been 

damaged in public and threatens George: " I ' l l  play the charades lik e

you've got 'em set up. . . . I ' l l  play in your language. . . . I ' l l  be 

what you say I  am." To which Geoge rep lies: "You are already . . . you

ju s t don't know i t "  (p. 150). I t  suits both George and Martha's pur­

poses fo r  Nick to  shine in his f u l l  glory as a self-centered "s tud." 

Nick is ,  in a sense, a fo i l  fo r both George and Martha. Both o f them 

spend most o f th e ir  time focusing on the other, predicting next moves, 

planning counter attacks, fee ling  angry at the other, and so fo r th ; 

Nick, on the other hand, ra re ly  gives any thought to anything or anyone 

but his image. George and Martha can use Nick as a homeostatic 

target. When Martha had reached very close to  the upper l im it  o f th e ir  

symmetrical communication system, in "Humiliate the Host," the systemic 

deviation had to be brought back in to  contro l. "Humiliate the Host" is  

the most intense of a series o f escalations; the system cannot continue 

to function under the stress of continued uninterrupted escalation. 

Nick becomes the target in "Get the Guests" (Honey being hurt in the 

process) and th is  interaction has a s tab iliz in g  e ffec t on Geroge and 

Martha's system. Therefore, Nick's ro le in terms of George and Martha's 

marital dyad is tha t of homeostatic mechanism in communication systems 

terms.

George and Martha take turns, throughout in using Nick as target 

practice to re lieve the tension between them. Another example of th is  

occurs in Act One ("Fun and Games") ju s t a fte r Martha has launched an 

oblique but hum iliating dig at George's professional ro le , which she 

crowns in  the follow ing way:
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Martha:

George:

Martha:

George:

Martha:

Honey:

Nick:

Martha: 

George:

[  . . . ]  (To the others) George is  bogged down in 
the History Department. He's an old bog in the 
History Department, th a t's  what George is . A 
bog. . . .  A fen. . . . A.G.D. swamp. Ha, ha, ha 
HA! A SWAMP! Hey, swamp! Hey SWAMPY!

(With a great e ffo r t controls himself . . . then, as 
i f  she had said nothing more than "George, 
dear". . . . ) Yes, Martha? Can I  get you 
something?

(Amused at his game) Well . . . uh . . . sure, you 
can lig h t my c igare tte , i f  you're of a mind to .

(Considers, then moves o ff)  No . . . there are 
lim its . I mean, man can put up with only so much
without he descends a rung or two on the old
evolutionary ladder . . . (Now a quick .aside to 
Nick) . . . which is  up your lin e  . . . (Then back to
Martha) . . . sinks, Martha, and i t ' s  a funny
ladder . . .  you can 't reverse yourself . . . s ta rt 
back up once you're descending.
(Martha blows him an arrogant kiss)
Now . . .  I ' l l  hold your hand when i t ' s  dark and
you're afraid o f the bogey man, and I ' l l  tote your
gin bottles out a fte r midnight, so no o n e 'll 
see . . .. but I w i l l  not l ig h t  your c igare tte . And 
tha t, as they say, is  th a t.
(B rie f silence)

(Under her breath) Jesus! (Then, immediately, to 
Nick) Hey, you played fo o tb a ll, hunh?

(As Nick seems sunk in  thought) Dear. . . .

Oh! Oh, yes . . .  I was a . . . quarterback . . .
but I  was much more . . . adept . . .  at boxing, 
re a lly .

(With great enthusiasm) 
George?

BOXING! You hear tha t,

(Resignedly) Yes, Martha.

(pp. 50-51)

In th is  way George has signalled the way to Martha (with his aside to 

Nick) who follows su it by detouring th e ir  escalating symmetrical 

exchange to Nick in  order to at least momentarily provide a resp ite .
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Each time such a homeostatic mechanism is  employed comrnunicationally, 

George and Martha indicate where th e ir  current communicational 

boundaries or lim its  are. This is  one way in which they keep th eir  

symmetry in fle x ib ly  in ta c t .

In the above segments of dialogue, several general princip les hold 

true. In th e ir  open communication system, George and Martha have 

constructed an archetypic escalating  symmetrical pattern which is  cooled 

o ff  only by such homeostatic mechanisms as laughter, s h ift s  in the 

location of the b a t t le f ie ld ,  and talk o f th e ir  imaginary son (to be 

taken up separately below).

I t  i s  in one area alone that George and Martha's marital dyad 

appears to be developing. This area has to do with th e ir  myth of an 

imaginary son. The general in f le x ib i l i t y  of th e ir  communicational 

system has been demonstrated in part by a b r ief analysis of the m ulti­

tudinous homeostatic mechanisms in th e ir  communicated re la tion sh ip . The 

son myth is  a sp ecia l homeostatic mechanism communicationally in th is  

play because i t  is  the only one which, throughout the play, undergoes 

extensive change u ltim ately  including a change in i t s  own boundaries and 

nature.

After ca refu lly  tracing the course of th is  change, I shall id en tify  

the type of development i t  is  a part of in th e ir  system and how s ig n if i ­

cant th is  development is  p red ictively .

While George and Martha do give some indication of what th e ir  

fee lin g s  were about th e ir  "son," they cannot shed lig h t  on how they in 

the past communicated about him. I t  is  p o ssib le , therefore, to  describe 

th e ir  current communication patterns in regard to th e ir  imaginary son.
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In order to assess a change, i t  is necessary to know as much as 

possible about the s itua tion before, during, and a fte r the change. Not 

much data is  available about the nature of the son myth p rio r to the 

opening of the play. The only indications which are to be found are 

once at the beginning o f the play and once toward the end. In the 

beginning of the f i r s t  act, George re ite ra tes the ru le to Martha about 

not ta lk ing  about th e ir  son to th e ir  about-to-arrive guests. They have 

been engaged in bickering since they got home from her fa the r's  facu lty  

party, and she ju s t to ld  George that they are about to have guests, 

although i t  is  2 a.m. and orders him to answer the ringing doorbell.

Martha: (Shouting . . .  to the door) C'MON IN! (To George,
between her teeth) I  said, get over there!

George: (Moves a l i t t l e  toward the door, smiling s lig h tly )
A ll r ig h t, love . . . whatever love wants. (Stops) 
Just don't s ta rt on the b i t ,  th a t's  a l l .

Martha: The b it?  What kind of language is that? What are
you ta lk ing  about?

George: The b i t .  Just don't s ta rt in  on the b i t .

Martha: You im ita ting  one of your students, fo r God's sake?
What are you try ing  to do? WHAT BIT?

George: Just don't s ta rt in on the b it  about the k id , th a t's
a l l .

Martha: What do you take me for?

(P. 18)

With th is  b it  o f dialogue, the ru le  has been set out c lea rly  and with 

emphasis ind ica ting tha t to bring the son myth up is  an unequivocablv 

disallowed act. I t  also indicates that to  bring up such a c lea rly

understood and for-years-abided-by ru le  is an in su lt to the in t e l l i ­

gence. Indeed, a fte r Martha says, "What do you take me fo r? ", th e ir  

dialogue continues:
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George: Much too much.

Martha: (Really angered) Yeah? Well, I ' l l  s ta rt 
kid i f  I  want to .

in on the

George: Just leave the kid out o f th is .

Martha: (Threatening) He's mine as much as he 
ta lk  about him i f  I want to .

is  yours. I ' l l

George: I 'd  advise against i t ,  Martha.

Martha: Well, good fo r  you. (Knock) C'mon 
there and open the door!

in . Get over

George: You've been advised.

Martha: Yeah . . . sure. Get over there!

(pp. 18-19)

I t  would seem that Martha is  angered in pa rt, because George has ordered 

her not to do something she fee ls i t  is obvious she should not do. This 

is add itiona lly  aggravating, not only because i t  is  in su ltin g , but also 

because i t  comes in the midst of each of them disobeying the other's 

orders in th e ir  own cha rac te ris tic  s ty le . In the midst o f th e ir  slowly 

escalating symmetrical communication, George has partic ipated in 

creating a double bind with Martha. In essence he is  saying "Obey me" 

(and do not ta lk  about son myth) while th is  assertion is  part of commun­

ication pattern o f dares, challenges, and the general undermining of 

each's authority by the other. This la t te r  means tha t George has ju s t 

also challenged Martha to  "Disobey what I ju s t sa id ." Since these two 

orders are mutually exclusive and occur in a re la tionsh ip  which has high 

psychological survival value to each of them, the requirements fo r a 

double bind have been met. Such a paradoxical in junction cannot be 

obeyed without being disobeyed nor can i t  be disobeyed without being 

obeyed. Adding to these troubles is the fac t tha t Martha does not
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consciously want to break th e ir  ru le , as evidenced by her la te r w ild ly  

g rie f-s tr icken  denial (pp. 236-237) o f having broken the ru le , while at 

the same time she reca lls  having consciously wanted to  ta lk  about th e ir 

"son" on so many previous occasions. The data fo r th is  la tte r  is  Martha 

saying precisely tha t ju s t a fte r her denial (p. 237) in  Act Three.

According to Watzlawick, et a l. (1967), th e ir  imaginary son is an 

example o f a fam ily myth whose function in th e ir  communication system is 

to be a homeostatic mechanism. In other words, they can ta lk  with each 

other in a symmetrical manner only w ith in the mutually agreed on 

boundaries which they have set to ensure the maintenance of the sytem. 

Symmetrical escalations which would lead to the destruction o f th e ir 

mythical son, are e x p lic it ly  not allowed.

Based on th is  data, one can surmise tha t before the opening of the 

play, Martha was in te rn a lly  p a in fu lly  conflicted about having an 

imaginary son about whom she could say nothing to anyone but George. 

One can also say tha t i t  seems very l ik e ly  tha t the top ic of th e ir  "son" 

has never before been used as mutually offensive weaponry in a public 

b a ttle . And one can note tha t the groundwork fo r a change in the son 

myth has been la id  by the opening double bind. This is  so, because no 

matter what e ither o f them do w ith in th e ir  current communicational 

structure, the paradoxical in junction must, by d e fin it io n , be 

v io lated. The importance of th is  cannot be underestimated because i t  

centers on the son myth. This myth is  unquestionably among those things 

which are at the center o f th e ir  communicated re la tionsh ip . They have 

spent years creating a l i f e  h is to ry  fo r  th is  "son" as evidenced toward 

the end of the play during Martha's re c ita tion  o f his l i f e  story. 

Therefore, v io la tin g  the paradoxical in junction which forms the current
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boundary around the myth, means inev itab ly , tha t a change must needs 

occur in the very center o f th e ir  re la tionsh ip ; e ithe r in the 

communicational structure which contains the myth, which would

constitute a second order change (Watzlawick, Weakland & Fisch, 1974) or 

in the myth i t s e l f  which would constitute a f i r s t  order change

(Watzlawick, et al.,1974) since i t  would leave th e ir communicational 

structure in ta c t.

As i t  happens, Martha vio lates the paradoxical in junction by 

mentioning th e ir  son to  Honey, and George subsequently destroys the myth 

i t s e l f .  With th is  " k i l l in g  o f f "  they have destroyed the homeostatic 

mechanism which was central to th e ir  maintenance of a symmetrical coa li­

tio n  according to Watzlawick, et a l. (1967, p. 177). The play ends with 

George and Martha at the crossroads of a change in th e ir  re la tionsh ip , 

re jecting  the vaguely conceived idea of substitu ting a "dead son myth," 

and being too tire d  to react in any fu l ly  elaborated form to the changes

the absence of th is  myth has on th e ir  re la tionsh ip .

George: (Long silence) I t  w i l l  be be tte r.

Martha: (Long silence) I  don't . . . know.

George: I t  w il l  be . . . maybe.

Martha: I'm . . . not . . . sure.

George: No.

Martha: Just . . . us?

George: Yes.

Martha: I  don't suppose, maybe, we could. . .

George: No, Martha.

Martha: Yes. No.

(pp. 240-241)
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This poignant exchange with i ts  emphasis on "Just . . . us?" indicates 

the enormous challenge to th e ir  marital system the elim ination of th e ir  

homeostatic mechanism presents.

However, the destruction o f the myth took place w ith in  the frame­

work o f th e ir  symmetrical coa lition  having escalated beyond its  own

boundaries; i t  l i t e r a l ly  shook i t s e l f  down. The play closes with a 

complementary interaction between them in which George tenderly and 

sincerely comforts Martha who, fo r the f i r s t  time in the play, te l ls  

George with straightforward s im p lic ity  tha t she is a fra id . George nods 

slowly, while gently holding her, and the play ends. They can recon­

struc t th e ir  re la tionsh ip , incorporating more complementary 

communication, and thus decrease th e ir  pathological in f le x ib i l i t y  of 

communication; however, no one w il l  ever know i f  th is  was th e ir

choice. The important issue is that they now have the choice.

Honey and Nick allow the audience to see fle e tin g  glimpses of th e ir

complementary s ty le  o f communication. One such vignette is  set in Act 

One, the "Fun and Games" Dortion o-f the play, a fte r George has 

hyperbolyzed and rid icu led  Nick's profession by elaborating on 

b io lo g is t's  supposed goal in th e ir  study and research to create the 

p o s s ib ilit ie s  fo r tes t tube babies complete with social un iform ity and 

genetic oppression. He ends by saying tha t the tes t tube men would a ll 

be as blonde, handsome, and bland as Nick.

Martha: (Salaciously—to Nick) So, everyone's going to look
lik e  you, eh?

Nick: Oh, sure. I'm going to be a personal screwing
machine!

Martha: Is n 't  tha t nice.
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Honey: (Her hands over her ears) Dear, you mustn't
. . .  you mustn't . . . you mustn't.

Nick: (Im patiently) I'm sorry, Honey.

Honey: Such language. I t ’ s. . . .

Nick: I'm sorry. A ll righ t?

Honey: (Pouting) Well . . .  a ll r ig h t.  [  . . . ]

(pp. 68-69)

Later in the play, during Act Two which is  ca lled , "Walpurgisnacht," 

Honey returns to the group a fte r having reached a level of in ib r ia tio n  

which requires that she throw up. Nick paterna list!*ca lly welcomes her 

back by consolingly suggesting tha t she s i t  by his side. Martha demands 

tha t George apologize to Honey fo r making the la t te r  drunk enough to 

become sick.

Honey: No, now. I . . .  I  throw up . . .  I  mean, I  get
sick . . . occasionally, a ll by myself . . . without 
any reason.

George: Is tha t a fact?

Nick: You're . . . you're de lica te , Honey.

Honey: (Proudly) I've  always done i t .

George: Like Big Ben.

Nick: (A warning) Watch i t !

Honey: And the doctors say there 's nothing wrong with
me . . . organica lly. You know?

Nick: Of course there is n 't .

Honey: Why, ju s t before we got married, I  developed
. . . appendicitis . . .  or everybody thought i t  was 
appendicitis . . . but i t  turned out to be . . . i t  
was a . . . (laughs b r ie f ly )  . . . fa lse alarm.

(George and Nick exchange glances)

(p. 119)
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The undercurrent between Nick and George has to do with the fac t that 

Nick has explained to George tha t Honey, once she begins to throw up, 

does so with enormous re gu la rity  and tha t Nick married her in response 

to what ended up being her hysterica l pregnancy.

The communication s ty le  between Nick and Honey is  repeatedly based 

on an assumption of his superio rity  and her in fe r io r ity .  In terms of 

the f i r s t  excerpt, her lack o f sophistication is  contrasted with his 

worldliness. Their patterns of communication indicate tha t th e ir  

re la tionsh ip  is  based, in pa rt, on th e ir  assumption that she is  a stere- 

o typ ica lly  provincia l and uneducated woman around whom e x p lic it  language 

(especia lly in  regard to words re fe rring  to  sexuality) must be avoided 

or at least be put de lica te ly . In the second excerpt, the same is  true , 

and add itiona lly  he elaborates his superior position by demonstrating 

tha t he is  the one who explains complex issues to her, saying tha t she 

throws up because she is  "de lica te ." He fu rthe r elaborates th is  ro le  bv 

being her protector in the face of George's oblique attacks. A few 

moments la te r in the play, Honey mistakes a metaphorical reference to 

dancing, in the sense o f boxers' footwork while they f ig h t,  fo r  a re fe r­

ence concretely to dancing (p. 123).

Honey: Oh, I  love dancing.

Nick: He d id n 't mean th a t, Honey.

Honey: Well, I  d id n 't th ink he did! Two grown men dancing
. . . heavens!

(p. 124)

Again, Nick reinforces his ro le  o f condescending explainer to Honey's 

ro le  o f petulant but uncomprehending ch ild . This pattern continues

throughout the play with few varia tions, in part because Honey is  absent
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(physica lly or mentally) fo r  much of the play, due to her state of 

extreme in ib r ia tio n . One prediction can be made about Nick and Honey, 

and that is  that Honey is  well on her way to becoming an iden tified  

patient with her h is to ry  of somatization, among other things. However, 

the important point to be made at th is  juncture is  tha t, communication- 

a lly ,  she is  surrounded by in fan ta !iza tion  and expectations that she 

behaves in an empty-headed ch ild ish  manner; these are expectations she 

ob lig ing ly  f u l f i l l s  and yet resents. Nick's ro le  in her s ituation 

cannot be emphasized enough. As long as they maintain a r ig id  comple­

mentarity, she can be expected to exh ib it symptoms. I t  is  l ik e ly  that 

he prefers to be preoccupied by her symptoms rather than face his own 

interpersonal lackings or the problems in th e ir  re lationship which he 

has equal re sp on s ib ility  fo r having created.

These are the basic communicational structures which underlie the 

communicational system described in th is  play. I have outlined George 

and Martha's communicated re la tionship  and Nick and Honey's in accord­

ance with systems communication group theory.

Object Relations Analysis

In th is  section, I  shall b r ie f ly  ou tline the ubiquitous nature of 

basic assumption f ig h t / f l ig h t  in George and Martha's re la tionship along 

with the underlying p rim itive  anxieties and defenses which wreak havoc 

between them. I  shall also describe the appearance of pairing basic 

assumption around the theme of the son myth.

The evidence of basic assumption processes in George and Martha's 

ongoing vituperations is  indisputable. George and Martha ce rta in ly  do 

behave as i f  th e ir  only purpose in being together is to f ig h t or flee  

from th e ir  enemy: each other. Each of them attributes a ll
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re spo n s ib ility  fo r hu rt, pain, and hum iliation to the other. Their 

intense ir ra t io n a lity  has s u ff ic ie n tly  de-skilled them so tha t they show 

no sign of being aware of any task or purpose th e ir  marriage might 

serve, save fig h tin g  or flee ing .

In true f ig h t / f l ig h t  m entality, neither o f them stops ju s t because 

an individual might be hurt along the way. The ind ividual sacrificed 

during the pursuit of the enemy has suffered unavoidable and unlamented 

wounds. The manner in which they each punctuate th e ir  conversations and 

the events in th e ir  lives  generally, serves to  consistently reinforce 

the image each has o f th e ir  re la tionsh ip . This, in tu rn , aids in  the 

continuation of f ig h t / f l ig h t ,  since neither then must take responsi­

b i l i t y  fo r  the casualties o f th e ir  ba ttles .

George and Martha themselves are aware tha t th e ir  patterns have 

sh ifted , tha t things have changed between them. George outlines the 

changes: " . . . I'm numbed enough, now, to be able to take you when

we're alone. I  don't lis te n  to you . . .  or when I  do lis te n  to you, I 

s i f t  everything, I bring everything down to  re flex  response, so I  don't 

re a lly  hear you, which is the only way to manage i t .  But you've taken a 

new tack, Martha, over the past couple of centuries[. . . ] th a t makes i t  

ju s t too much . . ."  (p. 155). Martha's version of the change, of 

course, focuses on George: "[. . JSNAP! I t  went snap ton ight at

Daddy's party. (Dripping contempt, but there is  fu ry  and loss under 

i t )  I sat there at Daddy's party, and I watched you . . .  I  watched you 

s it t in g  there, and I  watched the younger men around you, the men who 

were going to go somewhere. And I sat there and I watched you, and you 

weren't there! And i t  snapped! I t  f in a l ly  snapped![. . . ] "  (p. 158).
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I t  seems that what has changed fo r  each of them in trapsych ica llv , 

is  that each's protective id e n tific a tio n  with the other as a murderer 

has become too v iv id  to ignore or deny any longer. To make any comments 

about the precise nature o f each's projective id e n tifica tio n  with the 

other involves a good deal o f speculation. I  shall indulge b r ie f ly  in 

such speculation based on the data in the play, bearing in mind the 

extreme lim ita tions  o f the m ateria l. George says about Martha that she 

has £. . . ]a father who re a lly  doesn't give a damn whether she lives or 

dies, who couldn't care less what happens to his only daughter . . ." 

(p. 225). As with many such assertions in the play, one never knows 

quite fo r certain that the tru th  in any recognizable form is  being 

presented. However, th is  comment does have the ring  of tru th  to i t  in 

l ig h t o f how Martha herself describes her fa ther and her a ttitude  toward 

him (p. 185). I f  George's assertion is  true, then i t  could make sense 

that Martha's worst te rro r in terms of important people in her l i f e ,  

especially George, is  tha t they w il l  abandon her and tha t she w il l  not 

be able to survive i t .  This speculation rests upon the assumption that 

such a fear is not conscious fo r her and that since i t  echoes early 

in fa n tile  fears, i t  could make sense as a basis o f her pro jective ident­

if ic a tio n  with George. She could s p l i t  o f f  these u tte r ly  helpless parts 

of herself to despise them in George and also s p l i t - o f f  the murderously 

enraged part of herself and fear a re tribu tio n  in kind coming from him.

By contrast, less data is  available in the play about George except 

that he supposedly un in tentiona lly  murdered each o f his parents 

separately. Nothing else is  mentioned about his re la tionship with 

e ither o f them. Even i f  he did not k i l l  them, the fa c t tha t th is  is  the 

only aspect o f his f i l i a l  ro le  which is mentioned could ce rta in ly  lend
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credence to an alternate understanding of the data, tha t being that he 

wished them dead with unusual and abiding passion. In e ithe r case, i t  

is  clear that the feelings underlying his wish or actions were and are 

not known to him. In recounting the story as i f  i t  happened to  someone 

else, he te l ls  Nick: ' t  . . ] there was th is  boy who was f if te e n  , and he

had k ille d  his mother with a shotgun some years before—accidenta lly, 

completely accidentally, without even an unconscious m otivation, I  have 

no doubt, no doubt at a ll L . .]' (p. 94). He then te l ls  how " th is  boy" 

k ille d  his father and tha t a fte r th is  happened, the boy "C . .]was put 

in an asylum. That was th ir ty  years ago. L . J And I'm to ld  tha t fo r  

these th ir ty  years he has . . . not . . . uttered . . . one . . . sound" 

(p. 96). Without elaborating the po in t, i t  is  easy to understand tha t 

with such murderous rage unacknowledged i t  would take no stretch of the 

imagination to speculate tha t i t  is  th is  rage which George has s p l i t  o f f  

and located in Martha, then p ro jec tive ly  iden tify ing  w ith i t ,  and 

fearing re tribu tion  in kind from her.

In George and Martha's marital system, there can be no doubt that

very p rim itive  anxieties and the defenses against them play a large part

in disrupting th e ir  day to day l i f e .  They each p ro jec tive ly  id e n tify  

with the other in ferocious defense against seemingly le tha l anxieties 

reminiscent o f paranoid-schizoid anxiety. The in fant fears the bad w il l  

overwhelm and destroy the good, tha t e ither starvation or deadly r e t r i ­

bution in kind w il l  k i l l  him/her. The bad part objects are s p l i t  o f f  

and then they are id e n tifie d  w ith . In th is  re la tionship each of them

has located in the other those parts o f s e lf they despise and fear the

most; they have each located in the other f u l l  re sp on s ib ility  fo r  the 

hum iliation they each fe e l. They have, in terms of th is  la t te r ,  each
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set out to unequivocably prove the other's respons ib ility  without any 

real awareness of th e ir  mutual re spon s ib ility  fo r  the te rr ify in g  objects 

each has disowned. Both George and Martha see the other as the 

in i t ia to r  o f violence and in fa c t as a murderer.

Toward the climax of the game known as "Humiliate the Host," Martha 

is te ll in g  the guests about the novel George wrote tha t her father would 

not le t  him publish:

Martha: (Pushing on) Imagine such a th ing! A book about a
boy who murders his mother and k i l ls  his fa ther, and 
pretends its  a ll an accident!

Honey: (Beside herself with glee) An accident!

Nick: (Remembering something re lated) Hey . . . wait a
minute. . . .

Martha: (Her own voice now) And you want to know the
clincher? You want to know what big brave Georgie 
said to Daddy?

George: NO! NO! NO! NO!

Nick: Wait a minute now. . . .

Martha: Georgie said . . . but Daddy . . .  I  mean . . .  ha,
ha, ha, ha . . . but S ir, i t  is n 't  a novel at a ll 
. . . .  (Other voice) Not a novel? (Mimicking 
George's voice) No, s ir  . . .  i t  is n 't  a novel at 
a l l . . . .

George: (Advancing on her) You w il l  not say th is !

Nick: (Sensing the danger) Hey.

Martha: The he ll I  won't. Keep away from me, you bastard!
(Backs o f f  a l i t t l e  . . . uses George's voice
again) No, S ir, th is  is n 't  a novel at a ll . . . th is  
is  the tru th  . . . th is  re a lly  happened. . . . TO ME!

George: (On her) I'LL  KILL YOU! (Grabs her by the th roa t.
They struggle)

Nick: HEY! (Comes between them)

Honey: (W ildly) VIOLENCE! VIOLENCE! (George, Martha, and
Nick struggle . . . y e lls , e tc .)
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Martha: IT HAPPENED! TO ME! TO ME!

George: YOU SATANIC BITCH!

Nick: STOP THAT! STOP THAT!

Honey: VIOLENCE! VIOLENCE! (The other three struggle.
George's hands are on Martha's th roa t. Nick grabs
him, tears him from Martha, throws him on the
flo o r .  George, on the f lo o r; Nick over him; Martha 
to one side, her hand on her throat)

(pp. 136-138)

I t  is  not only Martha who sees George as a murderer, but also George who

sees Martha th is  way. 

Martha:

George:

(Tenderly; moves to touch him) 
more games; I. . . .

Please, George, no

(Slapping her moving hand with vehemence) Don't you 
touch me! You keep your paws clean fo r  the
undergraduates!

Martha: (A cry o f alarm, but fa in t)

George: (Grabbing her ha ir, pu lling  her head back) Now, you
lis te n  to me, Martha; you have had quite an evening
. . . quite a night fo r  yourself, and you can't ju s t 
cut i t  o ff whenever you've got enough blood in your
mouth. We are going on, and I'm going to have at
you, and i t ' s  going to make your performance tonight 
look like  an Easter pageant. Now I want you to get 
yourself a l i t t l e  a le r t. (Slaps her l ig h t ly  with his 
free hand) I want a l i t t l e  l i f e  in you, baby. 
(Again)

Martha: (Struggling) Stop i t !

George: (Again) Pull yourself together! (Again) I want you
on your feet and slugging, sweetheart, because I'm  
going to knock you around, and I want you up fo r  
i t .  (Again; he pu lls  away, releases her; she rises)

Martha: A ll r ig h t, George. What do you want, George?

George: An equal ba ttle , baby; th a t's  a l l .

Martha: Y ou 'll get i t !

George: I  want you mad.
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Martha: I'M MAD!!

George: Get madder!

Martha: DON'T WORRY ABOUT IT!

George: Good fo r you, g i r l ;  now, we're going to play th is  one
to the death.

Martha: Yours!

(pp. 208-209)

The fa c t that they each see the other as a k i l le r ,  is  evidence of 

the unconscious mortal te rro r and rage they ardently seek to  ward o f f .  

They each see themself as the victim  o f an ev il and murderous spouse. 

This is a re su lt o f unconscious s p lit t in g  inasmuch as each suspects the 

other o f being at the very core a ll bad, while they themselves are a ll 

good. Any untoward behavior each of them is conscious of exh ib iting  is 

experienced as a re la tiv e ly  innocent response to the w ild ravages 

enacted by the other. This is ,  in large part, the fuel which keeps 

th e ir  f ig h t / f l ig h t  basic assumption going.

U ntil the very end of the play, when there is some evidence of 

basic assumption dependency, the only varia tion in th e ir  basic 

assumption l i f e  is the basic assumption pairing which occurs around the 

theme of th e ir  son. During the th ird  act, "The Exorcism," Martha 

recites with many small pauses between phrases, the story of th e ir  son's 

l i f e .  The rhythm o f her speech and the non-acrimonious s ty le  o f her 

manner and words, lend to the story a certain innocence and ce rta in ly  a 

dreamlike q u a lity . This stands in stark contrast to almost everything 

which precedes the re c ita tio n .

During th is  act, as George escalates his attack using th e ir  "son," 

Martha has, with uncharacteristic simple and moving d ig n ity , tr ie d  to
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stop him twice before she rises to his b a it with a sneer. U ltim ately 

she engages by saying:

Martha: ALL RIGHT!! (By ro te ; a kind of almost-tearful
re c ita tion ) Our son. You want our son? Y ou 'll have 
i t .

George: You want a drink, Martha?

Martha: (Pathetica lly) Yes.

Nick: (To Martha kindly) We don't have to hear about i t
. . .  i f  you don't want to .

George: Who says so? You in a position to set the rules
around here?

Nick: (Pause; tigh t-lipp ed ) No.

George: Good boy; y o u 'll go fa r .  A ll r ig h t, Martha; your
re c ita tio n , please.

Martha: (From fa r  away) What, George?

George: (Prompting) "Our son. . . ."

Martha: A ll r ig h t. Our son. Our son was born in a September
n ight, a night not unlike ton igh t, though tomorrow, 
and twenty . . . one . . . years ago.

George: (Beginning o f quiet asides) You see? I  to ld  you.

Martha: I t  was an easy b ir th . . . .

George: Oh, Martha; no. You labored . . . how you labored.

Martha: I t  was an easy b ir th  . . . once i t  had been . . .
accepted, relaxed in to .

George: Ah . . . yes. Better.

Martha: I t  was an easy b ir th , once i t  had been accepted, and
I was young.

(pp. 216-217)

I t  seems tha t what is  being subtly evoked is  an echo o f th e ir  past 

in the midst of a present which a lte rs i ts  meaning. One can easily

imagine George and Martha in the past te l l in g  each other the "'Our
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son. . . . s to ry . There have been times in th e ir  re la tionship when 

they spoke of th e ir  "son" in the midst o f visions o f b ir th , youth, and 

hope; i t  seems there were times they spoke o f th e ir  "son" while engaging 

in basic assumption pa iring.

Martha describes th e ir  mythical son as walking . . ]  evenly 

between us [. . . ]a  hand out to each of us fo r  what we could o ffe r L . • 1 

and these hands, s t i l l ,  to hold us o f f  a b i t ,  fo r  mutual protection 

[. . .] to protect himself . . . and us_" (pp. 221-222). As in pa iring 

group process, there is  a qua lity  o f hope in her re c ita tio n  and there is  

an a llusion to what could be, a h a lf-a rticu la te d  ind ication of visions 

of the fu ture when she and her husband may be protected from each other 

and themselves. With th is  in mind, i t  is  quite easy to see tha t th is  

unborn son allows th e ir  anxieties and b it te r  fru s tra tio ns  to abate, even 

i f  i t  is  only fo r  the moment. This is  how i t  seems tha t i t  used to be, 

at any ra te . She does not r ise  to George's occasional taunting and 

ba iting , she accepts some of his corrections without a struggle. I t  

would seem tha t she is  replaying th is  game as they used to together. 

She sounds a great deal lik e  someone speaking from basic assumption 

pa iring , and he fo r  the most part jo ins her in  th is  reminiscing.

In the pa iring basic assumption process, the Messiah must remain 

unborn; the group processes are constantly focused on the p a ir 's  

unending creation of the ultimate resolution of the group's d i f f ic u l ­

t ie s , anxieties, and fru s tra tio ns . The predominant fee ling is  one of 

hopeful an tic ipa tion ; the temporal focus is  toward the fu tu re . George 

and Martha's son ce rta in ly  remained unborn; in the midst o f th e ir  

ta lk ing  about him fo r  years, they never actua lly  had a son. I t  seems 

that when George and Martha exchanged views and information about th e ir
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imaginary son, they experienced some shred o f hope, ce rta in ly  more than 

they experienced from th e ir  other a c t iv it ie s . I t  was th e ir  one 

consciously chosen act o f collaboration, tha t th is  mythical son was one

thing they shared between them tha t was never to become public

property. As Martha herself says: '£. . .]the  one th ing, the one person

I have tr ie d  to protect, to raise above the mire of th is  v i le ,  crushing 

marriage; the one l ig h t in a ll th is  hopeless . . . darkness . . . our 

SON" (p. 227). Further, th is  son was to serve as a buffer and 

protection fo r each of them, as well as a bond keeping them together.

I t  must be recalled tha t the content o f the conversation in basic 

assumption pairing does not matter as much as i t  does in the other basic 

assumptions. Martha's expression of so ft muted hope is s u ff ic ie n t to  

blunt even George's rapier tongue, so tha t his ba iting is  merely a

shadow of what he is capable o f. I t  is possible tha t in th e ir  past 

pairing processes, they may have used th e ir  imaginary son as a weapon in 

private against each other. However, these exchanges lik e  those during 

Martha's re c ita tio n  during Act Three, cannot be considered equivalent to 

the acrimony of th e ir  f ig h t / f l ig h t  processes. The essential in teraction 

necessary fo r  the id e n tifica tio n  o f pairing processes is  present. That 

essential in teraction is the communicational focus on the absent 

Messianic member, th e ir  "son," whose existence is  hoped fo r .

As long as the valency is high fo r  pa iring , any communication which 

would in te rfe re  with th is  unending process of creation is c lea rly  d is­

allowed. The boundaries around the pa ir are considered invio lable--no 

one may intrude on the privacy o f the p a ir. The external boundary of 

th e ir  system is  r ig id ,  in fa c t i t  is  inv io la b le ; no outsider may know 

about th e ir  "son" in order fo r th e ir  system to survive as i t  is . The
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importance o f th is  invio lable boundary is clear in the Albee play.

Martha violates the boundary herself by te l l in g  Honey about th e ir  "son" 

and his birthday. This brings a covert issue into focus in the

here-and-now experience of the two outsiders.

Martha's public statement about th e ir  son is equivalent to his

being born. In a basic assumption group, the b irth  of the Messiah

inev itab ly  leads to the destruction of that Messiah; and indeed, George 

proceeds to k i l l  him in the same way George presumably k ille d  his 

fa the r. As I  stated in the las t section, th is  myth is  central to th e ir  

re la tionsh ip . In object re la tions terms, th is  means that basic 

assumption pa iring, which in th is  case has questionable adaptive use, is 

important to the maintenance of th e ir  basic assumption l i f e .  When the 

Messiah is born, the group has no reason to meet, since there is  no one 

to wait fo r in hopeful an tic ipa tion . This is part of the motivation to 

k i l l  him i f  he is  born. By k i l l in g  th e ir  son, however, they have also 

k ille d  tha t fo r  which they were hoping. Therefore, as the play closes, 

one of the issues they must face is what, i f  anything, they now w il l  

attach th e ir  hopes to .

These are the most basic issues of intrapsychic experience and 

c o n flic t which are evidenced in the play. The prim itive  paranoid- 

schizoid anxieties and defenses which are mobilized in George and Martha 

as well as the operative basic assumptions have been b r ie f ly  discussed. 

Integrated Analysis

In th is  section, I  shall speak of defenses which become systemic 

homeostatic mechanisms. I  shall also describe how one's perspective 

sh ifts  when defenses are viewed w ithin th e ir  communicational context by 

defining what I have chosen to ca ll symmetrical projective
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id e n tifica tio n  and complementary projective id e n tific a tio n . The son 

myth w il l  be reviewed, and the analysis of i t  w il l  be extended by 

defining what I  term complementary s p lit t in g  and systemic narcissism.

Systemically, there is  evidence tha t from a re la tiv e ly  stable 

a lb e it unsatisfying re la tionsh ip , George and Martha have over time 

become engaged in escalating symmetrical communication with f ig h t / f l ig h t  

basic assumptions. One can hypothesize from the data they give that 

th e ir  former re la tionship consisted la rge ly  of George ignoring or pre­

tending to ignore Martha's comments, requests, and abuses, while Martha 

launched such communications expecting not to be heard. George fo r his 

pa rt, waited fo r  and expected her communications.

Their expectations o f one another are worthy o f being made in to  a 

top ic  o f special in te rest and sign ificance. The clear m ajority of th e ir  

dialogues are spent d ire c tly  and in d ire c tly  proclaiming, or in some 

other equally unequivocal way, ind ica ting how well each knows the weak­

nesses and behaviors of the other. They each spend a s ig n ifica n t amount 

o f time predicting the other's behaviors. I t  would seem tha t a fte r 

years of such behavior, they became quite accurate in  these 

predictions. But i t  is  not simply a matter o f getting to know one 

another over the years as many couples do, i t  is the current state of a 

communication system which has remarkably few variations in patterns 

tha t George and Martha have ca re fu lly  and painstakingly b u ilt  

together. Their pro jective ide n tifica tio ns  with each other urgently 

imposes a repetitious set of communication patterns fo r  each with the 

other. The same accusations are made with seemingly in to lerab le  

re g u la rity . Martha accuses George of being a homicidal maniac and a 

fa ilu re  while George accuses Martha of being vicious and cruel as well
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as a drunkard. Each accusation, w ith in a short time, is  responded to by 

a counter accusation. Systemically, each regularly made accusation 

lim its  the number o f possible responses to the options encompassed by a 

counterattack. Their relationship rules comrnunicationally allow fo r  

exceeding l i t t l e  varia tion . In th is  sense, th e ir  mutual projective 

id e n tifica tio n  serves comrnunicationally as a homeostatic mechanism.

This state o f a ffa irs , in turn is  part of th e ir  f ig h t / f l ig h t  basic 

assumption l i f e .  As such i t  prim arily  serves two functions. F irs t,  

th is  homeostatic mechanism ensures that neither w il l  have the option to 

see the other in anything but the ro le of enemy. Their moments of 

releasing the other from th is  p ro tective ly id e n tified  with ro le , even in 

th e ir  minds, are noticably rare. Second, i t  reinforces th is  basic 

assumption since one of the results o f such a homeostatic mechanism is 

tha t the only conceivable variations in  such a communicational system of 

symmetrical escalation is figh ting  or flee ing . The basic assumption 

ir ra t io n a lity  reinforces the system of communication, and visa versa. 

I t  bears emphasis that neither causes the other, that causality is 

c ircu la r in nature.

More can be said about the nature of projective id e n tifica tio n  in 

groups. Two foc i o f attention w il l  be adhered to : f i r s t ,  the nature of 

the systemic impact on the intrapsychic phenomena o f projective 

id e n tif ic a tio n ; and second, the nature o f the intrapsychic impact on the 

systemic evidence o f projective id e n tific a tio n .

As has been described above, the nature o f the systemic resonance 

of George and Martha's mutual projective id e n tifica tio n  centers on the 

function of th is  defense being homeostatic. What is being kept stable 

is the symmetrical communication and the f ig h t / f l ig h t  basic
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assumption. This is what I  choose to term a systemically symmetrical 

projective id e n tif ic a tio n . Metacomrnunicationally, they each regard the 

other as being equal to or the same as themselves. No differences 

between them are to le ra ted. I t  should be added tha t most probably 

neither has the subjective conscious experience o f th is , but th e ir  

metacommunications are evidence of th is  assumption of equa lity . Each of 

them behave as i f  they knew the other in tim ate ly , because th e ir  data 

about the other person, in  fa c t, comes from h im se lf/herse lf. The 

c r i t ic a l point to  be made about the homeostatic systemic impact of th is , 

is tha t systemic symmetrical projective id e n tific a tio n  can only occur 

when the p ro jec tive ly  id e n tifie d  with person behaves as i f  the 

p ro jec tive ly  id e n tifie d  w ith objects are actua lly  h is/her own. For 

example, George ob lig ing ly  behaves as i f  he were indeed a murderer when 

he begins to strangle Martha, and Martha behaves as i f  she were a 

"satanic b itch " (p. 137) by te ll in g  George's secret. (See excerpts 

above.)

Because the terminology has become a b i t  cumbersome, I  shall pause 

to d istingu ish , fo r  convenience, between person and object. In object 

re la tions lite ra tu re , one speaks of p ro jec tive ly  iden tify ing  with 

objects. This is a very precise statement which describes the in tra ­

psychic events which take place. People do p ro jec tive ly  id e n tify  with 

th e ir  own object representations which they have defensively (and 

unconsciously) located in someone else. However, fo r  my purposes, i t  is  

important to recognize th is  other person as being more than e ither an 

object representation or a passive receptacle fo r object represen­

ta tio n . I do not dispute nor do I wish to change the Kleinian 

d e fin itio n  o f pro jective id e n tif ic a tio n ; I  do, however, want to place
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projective ide n tifica tio n  in its  systemic context. Therefore, when I 

speak of the person pro jec tive ly  id e n tified  w ith, I am ta lk ing  about the 

person who is being dealt with as i f  he or she contained such s p li t - o f f  

objects, and who can in turn collude in th is  b e lie f, or not collude. 

This collusion is  not ty p ic a lly  conscious. Whether or not th is  

collusion takes place is  o f great importance systemically and tha t is 

why I make the d is tin c tion  between person and object.

Collusion in projective inden tifica tion  by the person p ro jec tive ly  

id e n tifie d  w ith, is  a homeostatic mechanism which closes a negative 

feedback loop. I t  allows l i t t l e  or no change in the overall qua lity  of 

the system's functioning. I t  also thereby feeds the information back 

in to  the system that the process o f projective id e n tifica tio n  is  to 

begin again, once a communication has ended. The dyad colluding in the 

pro jective id e n tifica tio n  have, therefore, introduced negative entropy 

in to  the communication system. They are increasing the organization of 

th e ir  communication, and at th is  level o f analysis, increasing the 

p roba b ility  o f accurate prediction o f future behavior. This is so, 

because th e ir  negative feedback loop lim its  the p o s s ib ilit ie s  open to 

them in fu rthe r establishing th e ir  re la tionship with one another. By 

th e ir  co llus ion, change, when i t  occurs, is  a f i r s t  order change—more 

of the same. For example, i f  symmetrical projective id e n tifica tio n  is 

being colluded in , escalation is the type of change which would occur; 

and conversely, with complementary projective id e n tifica tio n , r ig id i-  

fica tio n  is the type of change which would occur. The systemic 

significance o f projective id e n tifica tio n  collusion depends on the 

pervasiveness th is  process has fo r  the system being studied. In George 

and Martha's as well as Nick and Honey's systems, projective
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id e n tifica tio n  collusion is very s ig n if ic a n t, since i t  is  a central 

feature o f th e ir  respective communication systems.

One way of assessing whether or not such collusion is central to 

the system's functioning, is  to determine what ro le  i t  plays in the 

maintenance or elaboration of the system's basic assumption l i f e .  One 

can say symmetrical projective ind en tifica tion  is  central to George and 

Martha's system, because without i t ,  th e ir  v ir tu a lly  unchanging 

f ig h t / f l ig h t  basic assumption would be impossible to maintain at such a 

ferocious level o f in tens ity . Other basic assumption manifestations 

would occur more frequently i f  th is  type of collusion were not present, 

and perhaps most importantly, work group function would be seen more 

frequently.

Systemic complementary projective id e n tific a tio n  consists of 

phenomena which are s im ilar to symmetrical except tha t the metacommun­

ication and communication contains the assumption that the p ro jective ly  

ide n tifie d  with person, and the person doing the projection, have 

constructed a complementary communicational context. Within such a 

context, the intrapsychic process is  the same, but the systemic 

resonance is  d iffe re n t. For example, Nick and Honey maintain between 

them a fa i r ly  r ig id  complementary pro jective id e n tif ic a tio n . This is  an 

ideal setting fo r  basic assumption dependency to  flo u ris h . Nick is  to 

be the a ll-g iv in g  all-knowing leader, while Honey is to  be the always 

needy, always undiscerning fo llow er. This must needs lend a d iffe re n t 

qua lity  to the process of projective id e n tif ic a tio n . The process of the 

enactment o f th is  defense is  the same as i t  is  in systemic symmetrical 

projective id e n tif ic a tio n . The difference, in  pa rt, is  in the mutual 

selection o f d iffe re n t objects to p ro je c tive ly  id e n tify  w ith . I t  is
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impossible w ith in  a complementary communicational context, fo r two 

persons to p ro jec tive ly  id e n tify  with the same sorts of objects which 

they locate in each other. In the example of Nick and Honey, Nick 

p ro jec tive ly  id e n tifie s  with those objects in his intrapsychic l i f e  

which fo r  him, represent in te lle c tu a l and sexual incompetency and l ib id -  

ina l fru s tra tio n . He deals w ith her on th is  basis. She in tu rn , as the 

person p ro jec tive ly  iden tified  w ith , colludes with th is  view of herse lf, 

and m asterfu lly acts out these expectations (undoubtedly in part due to 

her own valency fo r  such behavior). Honey, on the other hand, projec­

t iv e ly  id e n tifie s  with those objects in  her intrapsychic l i f e  which fo r  

her, represent in te lle c tua l and sexual competency and lib id in a l g r a t i f i ­

cation. She deals with Nick on th is  basis. He, as the person 

p ro jec tive ly  id e n tified  w ith, ardously attempts to collude with th is  set 

of expectations, while faced by severe challenges made by George and 

Martha to th is  ro le .

The stark contrast between the patterns of communication found in 

George and Martha's dialogues and those which take place between Nick 

and Honey, serve well to h igh ligh t the differences in the contexts which 

ex is t systemically fo r th e ir  p ro jective id e n tifica tio n s . In the former, 

the stage is  set fo r each to p ro jec tive ly  id e n tify  with the other around 

the same types of aggressive, p o te n tia lly  le tha l objects. In the 

la t te r ,  the communicational. stage is  set fo r Nick and Honey to projec­

t iv e ly  id e n tify  with each other around opposite types of objects. By 

the word "types" I  am making, fo r he u ris tic  purposes, a d is tin c tio n  

between two types of object representations: Kleinian good and bad 

objects. I  do not mean to imply tha t there are not other types, nor 

tha t gradient types do not ex is t between the two I  am setting fo r th . In
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George and Martha's systemic symmetrical projective id e n tifica tio n , they 

mutually collude in s p lit t in g -o f f  bad types of object representations 

and then acting out o f these unconsciously held expectations. In Nick 

and Honey's systemic complementary pro jective id e n tific a tio n , they 

mutually collude in s p lit t in g -o f f  bad and good types of object 

representations, respective ly.

As I  stated e a r lie r , pathology is  defined, in systems communication 

terms, as an in f le x ib i l i t y  in communication patterns, while health is 

defined as f le x ib i l i t y .  I  would add to  th is , that in f le x ib i l i t y  in 

communication patterns is  also evidence that basic assumption l i f e  is 

present in an unbridled form, while f le x ib i l i t y  is  evidence that work 

group processes are present. George and Martha's symmetrical pro jective 

id e n tifica tio n  is  evidence o f pathology systemically, because i t  is  a 

negative feedback loop which maintains an in f le x ib i l i t y  in communication 

patterns, and an in f le x ib i l i t y  o f continuing basic assumption 

f ig h t / f l ig h t .

This means tha t in George and Martha's system, one can say with

re la tiv e ly  high p ro b a b ility , a second order change brought about from

w ith in th is  system most l ik e ly  would have to be in it ia te d  by an esca­

la tion  which breaks down th e ir  system. The communicational osc illa tions  

would in tens ify  to the point at which i t  would shake i t s e l f  down. This 

is  not to  say tha t other things could not happen, i t  is  ju s t to  state 

these other things have a lower p robab ility  o f happening. This esca­

la tion  in fa c t occurs in Who's Afraid o f V irg in ia  Woolf? (Albee, 1962)

in Act Three, "The Exorcism" and centers on George and Martha's

imaginary son. In Albee's play, the emergence and la te r k i l l in g  of 

th e ir  imaginary son is  an example of basic assumption pairing and 

symmetrical communication.
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I would lik e  to discuss the next aspect o f an integration of object 

re lations and systems communication group theories, by iden tify ing  and 

describing systemic narcissism which I shall then re la te to the play. I  

th ink i t  is  useful to explore the etio logy and la te r meaning of hope in 

group l i f e ,  as a way o f iden tify ing  the systemic emergence of 

narcissism.

Messianic hopes are the cornerstone of the de fin ition  o f a pairing 

basic assumption process. Human h is to ry  is  replete with examples o f the 

Messianic hope which form the foundations o f what Frank! (1963) ca lls  

"man's search fo r  meaning." Erikson (1964) notes tha t the ea rlie s t 

v irtue  o f the human in fan t is  hope which is  developed at a benign 

resolution of the tru s t vs. m istrust stage of development. I  would 

venture to say that th is , the most developmental!y basic of the 

Eriksonian v irtues, is  the energy source and motivation fo r a ll change.

Klein states (1975a, p. 75) tha t hope emerges during the in fa n t's  

experience in the depressive position . The hope in th is  s itua tion  is  

based on what is  in i t ia l l y  an omnipotent sense of one's reparative 

a b il i t ie s ;  the outgrowth of a nascent sense of respon s ib ility  is  that 

one can set r ig h t what in ju ries  one has caused. I  would lik e  to add to 

th is  tha t perhaps an even e a rlie r form of hope can be linked with the 

paranoid-schizoid position. During th is  time, the in fant idealizes the 

good object, thereby protecting i t  from the te rro r associated with the 

bad persecutory object. This allows the in fan t to hope, and indeed have 

fa ith ,  tha t the bad object w il l  not overcome the good object and destroy 

i t .  During th is  time, the in fan t also sustains the hope tha t its  

desires w il l  be g ra tifie d  by a boundless ideal breast.
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In adult group l i f e ,  th is  c o n flic t between hope and te rro r is not

uncommon. I  would suggest that in group l i f e  i t  leads to a systemically

complementary s p lit t in g  o f good and bad group objects. The perceived 

good objects thereby attain a one-up idealized position while the bad 

objects are relegated to the one-down position. I t  is  important to

state again, fo r  c la r ity , that the word "object" in th is  context does

not mean "person"—the same person may at times be perceived as a good 

(idealized) object and at other times as a bad (devalued) object. I 

would suggest fu rthe r, that to the degree tha t a group manifests these 

ubiquitous processes in a r ig id  manner, tha t is  the degree to which the 

group's dynamics are marked by na rc iss is tic  pathology. R ig id ity  of 

these processes can be seen when certain objects are consistently 

assigned to specific  people re len tless ly  and without regard fo r the 

process of re a lity  testing.

S pec ifica lly , when the good and bad complementary object positions 

are assigned in a systemically r ig id  manner, the people assigned these 

positions are increasingly stable. The people assigned as the recep­

tacles fo r  idealized good objects, remain in a one-up position 

consistently over time, and the people assigned as receptacles fo r 

devalued bad objects, remain consistently in a one-down position 

comrnunicationally. This is the hallmark o f systemic narcissism. The 

hope resu lting  from systemic narcissism would be a hollow hope indeed, 

as i t  is  based on a shallow and comrnunicationally r ig id  ro le  assignment.

I  have mentioned that s p lit t in g  in groups is ubiquitous. However, 

i t  must be borne in mind that th is  by i t s e l f  is  not a de fin itio n  of 

health or pathology. When people in groups are, at d iffe ren t times, in 

a systemically f le x ib le  manner, in the one-up and one-down position in
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terms of th is  complementary s p lit t in g ,  in a manner which is  responsive 

to re a lity  tes ting , th is  is evidence of systemic health. In such a 

system, no one is  the consistent receptacle o f idealized or devalued 

objects, and therefore, no one suffers the communicational consequences 

of such r ig id  complementarity. Hope in th is  context is  based on 

perceptions which are founded on the checks and balances provided by

re a li ty  tes ting .

In terms of the play, n a rc iss is tic  co n flic ts  center around the son 

myth in George and Martha's system. Each sees the son as a na rc iss is tic  

extention o f se lf in idealized form, and devalues the spouse in re la tion  

to him. For example:

George: [  . . . ]  A son who would not disown his fa the r, who
came to him fo r advice, fo r  information, fo r  love
tha t wasn't mixed with sickness~and you know what I 
mean, Martha!—who could not to le ra te  the slashing, 
braying residue tha t called i t s e l f  his MOTHER.
MOTHER? HAH!!

Martha: (Cold) A ll r ig h t,  you. A son who was so ashamed of
his father he asked me once i f  i t —possibly—wasn't 
true , as he had heard, from some cruel boys, maybe,
tha t he was not our ch ild ; who could not to le ra te
the shabby fa ilu re  his fa ther had become. . . .

(P. 225)

This exchange takes place a fte r Martha repeatedly idealized th e ir  son 

w ith comments tha t his eyes are green ( lik e  hers), tha t "He was tan 

before and a fte r everyone . . . and in the sun his hair . . . became 

. . . fleece" (p. 220), and tha t th e ir  son was ". . . Beautifu l; wise; 

perfect" (p. 222). Complementary s p lit t in g  can be said to ex is t around

the son myth, but in a more or less hypothetical way, since the son does

not re a lly  ex is t to be in the one-up position comrnunicationally.
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Nick and Honey's system, complementary sp litting  has already been 

described in terms of the ir complementary projective identification. I t  

can be added that systemic narcissism exists in the ir system, with the 

result that Nick is in the idealized one-up position, trying to f u l f i l l  

the role of someone who must be what he cannot be—the boundless ideal 

source of lib id ina l gratification fo r Honey. A result of complementary 

s p littin g , then, is an intrapsychic double-bind. Nick is behaving as i f  

he fu lf i l le d  the idealized role Honey perceived him in via her projec­

tive identification, consequently, he consistently disproves what he 

unconsciously believes; namely, Nick's conscious and unconscious self 

representations are practically opposites. Comrnunicationally, he acts 

on th is con flic t by seeing Honey as the one who is in fe rio r. As the ir 

complementary communication patterns are influenced by intrapsychic 

conflicts, these conflicts are exacerbated by the ir communication.

This section has illustra ted and extended the integration of 

systems and object relations group theories begun in Chapter Three by 

describing the interplay between the intrapsychic and the 

communicational aspects of- group l i fe .  I  believe that pursuing such an 

integrated model has much to recommend i t .  Using only systems 

communication group theory, I can describe in clear terms how a system 

functions, maintains its e lf ,  and changes. However, I cannot explain why 

one group communicates in one way while another does so in a very 

different way. Using only object relations group theory, I  can describe 

the intrapsychic determinants which tend to influence the individual's 

communication in groups. However, I cannot describe how the 

communication of individuals in a group influence how a system 

functions, maintains its e lf ,  or changes. By using an integrated model,
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I  have shown that the lim ita tions  of each of the theories can be 

minimized. I  believe tha t in order to describe group behavior as fu l ly  

as possible, i t  is  necessary to continue the in tegration I have begun.
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Chapter V

In th is  d isserta tion, I  have attempted to make a few modest bridges 

between two theories o f group behavior. I  would lik e  to devote a few 

concluding pages to expanding the issues I have raised to trea t b r ie f ly  

the subject o f K le in 's de fin ition  o f pro jective id e n tifica tio n , re la ting  

i t  to societal functioning in a very general way.

Projective Id e n tifica tio n

Because I fee l that projective id e n tifica tio n  is the single most 

pervasive and systemically s ig n ifica n t defense in the human psycho­

log ica l arsenal, I  would lik e  to  b r ie f ly  indulge in a review of K le in 's 

presentation of th is  construct. Then I shall review the systemic rami­

fica tions  o f th is  presentation.

In K le in 's  paper, "On Id e n tifica tio n " which was w ritten in 1955, 

(1975b, pp. 141-175) she examines the process of projective id e n t i f i ­

cation from three perspectives. She looks at the re la tion  between 

s p l i t - o f f  parts to those le f t  behind, the motives underlying the choice 

of objects to p ro jec tive ly  id e n tify  w ith , and " .  . . how fa r in these 

processes the projected part o f . . . [ t h e ]  s e lf becomes submerged in 

the object or gains control over i t "  (p. 167). She uses, as a vehicle 

fo r  these considerations, a novel by Julian Green (1950) in which the 

hero makes a pact w ith the Devil, through which he can repeat a magical 

formula which allows him to enter the body and personality of another 

person, who then in s im ila r fashion enters the body and personality he 

inhabits.
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In th is  in tr ig u ing  review, she c la r if ie s  some issues having to  do 

with the process of pro jective id e n tif ic a tio n . In view of her f i r s t

question, which has to do with the re la tion  of the se lf to i ts  s p l i t - o f f

parts, she notes the sense of a lienation, longing, and g u ilt  which 

pervades th is  re la tionship in te rn a lly . In te resting ly , because she has 

chosen th is  pa rticu la r novel, she takes up th is  issue from the perspec­

tive  of the s p l i t - o f f  parts which now concretely inhabit another

person. She notes the process of looking back on the remaining depleted 

se lf and the feelings aroused by th is  in the p ro jec tive ly  id e n tifie d

with object. The clear re if ic a tio n  of the s p l i t - o f f  objects in her 

analysis of th is  novel's hero is  in  part determined by the content of 

the novel i t s e l f ,  since the hero concretely enters the body of his 

p ro jective ly  ide n tifie d  with "v ic tim " (p. 167), and p a rtly  because of 

K le in 's notion that th is  represents the internal experience of human 

beings. Klein states (1975b) that the part o f the person which is  not

s p li t  o f f ,  lie s  ". . . dormant u n til the s p l i t - o f f  aspects of his 

personality re turn, [and] represents, in my view, that component o f the 

ego which patients unconsciously fee l they have retained while other 

parts are projected in to  the external world and lo s t. . . . The fee ling  

tha t he does not know where the parts o f himself which he has dispersed 

in to  the external world have gone to , is  a source of great anxiety and 

insecurity . . ."  (p. 166). She notes tha t the hero, Fabian, in the 

body of one of his v ictim s, " . . .  experiences the urge to regain his 

former se lf . . . [  and ]  fee lings o f g u ilt  about having neglected and 

deserted a precious component o f his personality . . ."  (p. 167).

In l ig h t of her second question, which has to do with the motives 

underlying the choice o f objects with which to  pro jec tive ly  id e n tify ,
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she ca re fu lly  de lin ia tes the themes of Fabian's in fa n tile  longings, 

fru s tra tio n s , and g ra tif ic a tio n s . She then shows how these themes are 

evoked by the various people in Fabian's adult l i f e  and serve as the 

basis of his choices w ith whom to p ro jec tive ly  id e n tify . She specifies 

tha t the most important element in th is  selection is  the perception of 

"common characteris tics" (p. 168) between Fabian and his p ro jec tive ly  

ide n tified  with objects. She also notes that in tro jec tio n  of charac­

te r is t ic s  of the p ro je c tive ly  id e n tifie d  object, occur at the same time 

as the projective id e n tif ic a tio n . One of these processes, and the 

issues attached to them, however, becomes dominant at any given time, 

while the other recedes.

Klein then seeks to explain the submergence o f the projected 

objects in the p ro jec tive ly  id e n tifie d  with object to d istinguish th is  

from the domination which the s p l i t - o f f  parts can exert over the pro­

je c tiv e ly  id e n tified  with object. In essence, she puts fo rth  the 

hypothesis that the degree to which one looses oneself in the projec­

t iv e ly  ide n tified  with object indicates the degree to which the ego is  

weakened. Conversely, she states that the reun ifica tion  o f the s p l i t -  

o ff  objects with the se lf occurs when the good s e lf objects are 

discovered and the ego is  thereby able to  id e n tify  w ith them. She adds 

tha t th is  reun ifica tion  is " . . . bound up with a growing capacity to  

love. This corresponds to Freud's theory of synthesis as a function of 

the lib id o —ultim ate ly  o f the l i f e  in s tin c t"  (p. 173).

In a ll three of the questions Klein answers in th is  paper, there 

are important issues which she does not d ire c tly  address. For instance, 

she notes that Fabian's f i r s t  choice of someone to enter refuses his 

request. Now, th is  poses several in teresting questions. Most
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importantly, i t  indicates that co-operation is  necessary fo r projective 

id e n tif ic a tio n . What kind of co-operation is  a more subtle issue. Each 

subsequent exchange o f abodes fo r Fabian's s p l i t - o f f  parts hinges on the 

use of a magical formula which is used without the knowledge, much less, 

the permission o f his v ic tim . Yet, there is  what I  would s t i l l  ca ll co­

operation; i t  is a co-operation based on what the author, via poetic 

license, denotes as "magic" and what the psychoanalytic theoris t would 

denote as unconscious process. Because i t  is  based on unconscious 

processes, one fu rthe r d is tinc tion  must be made follow ing Bion's theory, 

and tha t is what he ca lls  valency. Valency is  d iffe re n t from co­

operation p rim a rily  in that i t  is  a spontaneous event which is  unpre­

meditated and governed by unconscious processes; i t  results in what he 

ca lls  basic assumption processes rather than work group processes. This 

then adds to K le in 's  notions that in order fo r  projective id e n tifica tio n  

to  occur, the recip ient of the s p l i t - o f f  parts must have a valency fo r 

those part objects which is based on the common characteristics held by 

the two partic ipan ts . However, the "v ic tim " is , in a sense, duped 

because the person who is doing the projective iden tify ing  refuses to 

take responsb ility  fo r  the s p li t - o f f  parts, and is  thereby short changed 

himself because he has depleted and lo s t part o f his s e lf.

I t  is  at th is  point in a theoretica l discussion of projective 

id e n tif ic a tio n  tha t the systemic aspects of the process become 

evident. In the introduction to Chapter Two of th is  d isserta tion, I 

raised the issue of responsib ility  in group behavior and in Chapter 

Four, discussed the disowning of re spon s ib ility  by the person doing the 

pro jective id e n tific a tio n  as i t  happened between George and Martha. I 

would lik e  to  add one dimension to the above.
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In reading K le in 's  paper with a systems communication perspective,

I  fee l i t  becomes clear that the person p ro jec tive ly  ide n tifie d  with 

begins liv in g  in the middle of a pragmatic paradox the moment he/she 

colludes with the other person or persons's defense. I  b r ie f ly  outlined 

th is  phenomenon at the end of Chapter Four (above) in describing Nick's 

double-bind in try ing  to carry out Honey's complementary projective 

id e n tif ic a tio n . I have chosen dyadic groups fo r examples in th is  d is ­

sertation because the data, although complex, is  much more manageable 

than larger groups. However, I fee l i t  is  essential to suggest in th is  

conclusion, tha t I  suspect tha t the power o f systemic projective id e n ti­

f ic a tio n  in  larger groups increases in  geometric proportion to  the size 

of the groups in a system which partic ipa tes in th is  defense.

Intrapsychic defenses which are brought in to  play in group l i f e  can 

only be surmised by the communicational behavior which occurs in a 

group. I  fee l that these defenses form an interna l system which is

based or founded on homeostatic mechanisms which can be found in the 

group system. Social and cu ltu ra l norms are examples of such group 

systemic homeostatic mechanisms. Human beings tend to organize th e ir  

behavior around a miriad o f be lie fs and assumptions they have in 

common. These be lie fs  can be re la tiv e ly  uncontroversial and not laden 

by value judgments or quite controversial and very value charged. These 

la tte r  tend to be surrounded by an aura o f ir ra t io n a lity .  The common 

b e lie f that women bear children and men cannot is  not l ik e ly  to s t i r  

passionate responses in  a large proportion of the world's population; 

however, the b e lie f tha t certain subgroups o f the world's population are 

genetica lly, behaviorally, p o l it ic a l ly ,  or morally in fe r io r to other 

subgroups w il l  most ce rta in ly  s t i r  passions of epic dimensions. In
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recent centuries, countless wars of varying magnitudes of destructive­

ness have been waged over precisely such issues of ir ra t io n a lity .

I cannot help but wonder how much of the world's misery (in  humani­

tarian terms), psychopathology (in  psychological terms), or sinfulness 

( in  re lig ious terms) can be traced back to  some s ign ifican t degree to 

systemic projective id e n tifica tio n . Although the overly s im p lis tic  

translations I ju s t made may be unpardonable, I  am le f t  with the 

d is tin c t impression that the humanists, psychologists, and great 

re lig ious thinkers have a ll provided the world with reasonable answers 

aimed at the resolution of the d if f ic u lt ie s  posed by systemic projective 

id e n tif ic a tio n . Whether i t  has been put in terms lik e  "where id was 

there ego shall be" or "do not unto others as you would not have them do 

unto you" the world has not been sw ift in taking heed. One aspect o f 

what I  am emphasizing in th is  review and elaboration of K lein, is  the 

importance of addressing the issue of free w il l  in group behavior 

studies. The most elaborated point I  have made in th is  conclusion, is  

that the s ign ifican t features of small group l i f e  which I have 

described, by using an integrated model o f group theory, can be used to 

describe societal phenomena also.

Summary

I shall end th is  conclusion by b r ie f ly  restating the major findings 

of th is  d isserta tion . In working toward integrating object re la tions 

and systems communication group theories, I  found that basic assumption 

l i f e  (Bion, 1968) and communicational schismogenesis as presented by 

Watzlawick, et a l. (1967) were associated. I  found that basic 

assumption processes are associated with r ig id  complementarity and 

escalated symmetry. I  also found tha t f ig h t / f l ig h t  and symmetrical
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communication are linked, as are dependency and complementary communi­

cation. I also linked what I named non-relational communication with 

pairing basic assumption. I identified these processes as they occurred 

around the essential interactions of each basic assumption.

I have also spoken of intrapsychic defenses as systemic homeostatic 

mechanisms. I identified and elaborated what I called symmetrical 

projective identification and complementary projective identification. 

I also discussed complementary sp littin g  and systemic narcissism. In 

the conclusion, I spoke of the possib ilities of using an integrated 

perspective on group l i fe  to study societal behavior.

The integrated model I have suggested in this dissertation provides 

a stronger theoretical base for understanding group behavior than either 

object relations or systems communication group theories do 

individually.
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