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     I have learned in this course just how much I am a conflict-avoider. I tend to deny my aggression and that of others. Ask anyone here who knows me.

     Why, then, would I respond positively to Yael Lavi’s request that I give a lecture on aggression in groups? Perhaps because I’m a masochist. Or perhaps because we have a tradition in analytically-oriented psychotherapy (the group or individual kind) to go for the problematic areas of our or our patients’ personalities and dilemmas. Paradoxically that’s how true learning and growth takes place.

     So…I volunteered, and it is with some trepidation that I speak to you about this difficult but important subject, aggression in groups.

     It is useful to highlight this subject by approaching it historically. Looking at the growth of the group therapy field, apart from Freud himself, there are two “fathers”, Foulkes and Bion. These two men, who lived and worked in the same period in England, have left us two significantly differing “schools” of group psychotherapy. Foulkes’ approach has been developed, taught and passed down through the Institute of Group Analysis in London. Bion’s approach has been taught and disseminated through the Tavistock Institute, also in London. Both men came from other countries, Foulkes from Germany, Bion from India. They both worked for a time at the same institution, The Northfield Hospital.
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     But, aside from these commonalties, there are many differences in their approaches to groups and particularly in regards to aggression in groups. As we are in the Foulksian progrm, I will begin with the Group Analytic attitude towards groups and aggression. Put simply, the Foulksians minimize the role of aggression in groups. They recognize its existence, of course, but this is a kind of lip service. Basically, they see the group as containing elements that stimulate positive growth and personal development. They tend not to get into crippling aggression.

     It has been suggested that Foulks’ idealistic view of groups can be explained by his refugee background. In Germany he was at the Frankfort School, and there he was influenced by Marxism. He fled to England as a refugee before World War II, avoiding the horrors of the battlefield. He was oriented towards making the world a better place. He thought the group could be used to help individual’s improve themselves. If aggression occasionally appears, well, it can be gotten around.

     Bion took a darker view of groups. He didn’t see them as frameworks to help people grow. He saw them as seething with aggression, competition, rivalry and other destructive forces. It has been suggested that his more pessimistic view of group life was influenced by his terrible experiences in the trenches during World War I. He didn’t see growth potential in groups. Indeed, Tavistock groups are not therapeutic but more in the group dynamics tradition. Their purpose is to show participants the reality of group phenomena, including the “darker” forces and how they function.
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     People trained in the Bion tradition find Foulksians too idealistic, optimistic, humanitarian, naive and utopian. Foulksians find their Bion-influenced colleagues too harsh, invasive, confrontative and aggressive. Students of group therapy were caught in this conflict, having to choose one approach or another.

     A turning-point in this dichotomy can be seen in the writings of Morris Nitzun. He is familiar to many of us in Israel, having been a key speaker in a group therapy conference organized at Maale Ha Hamesha by the Israel Group Therapy Association some years ago. Nitzan was trained at the IGA but in his own words,

             My training as a group analyst and years of experience of 

             running groups have left me with the impression that while 

             groups have great therapeutic potential, they can also be volatile,

             unpredictable and destructive…

     Nitzan became disillusioned with the IGA idealistic approach and in his writings has focused on the destructive forces in groups. He calls these the “anti-group”, a rubric he coined and has elaborated on in a number of important articles.

     Basically he says that from the beginning of a group’s life there are forces operating which sabotage the group. These are expressed in negative attitudes and comments about the group, destructive behavior such as lateness and absences and attacks on the conductor or on fellow members. The conductor, in his view, rather than skirting these anti-group phenomena, must face them and work with them in the group. If he/she doesn’t, the group will self-destruct. If he/she does, and members process the “negative” and aggressive forces, the anti-group has can paradoxically contribute to the therapeutic potential.
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         The anit-group tests the group’s strength and generates the elements

         of ambivalence that eventually deepen and enrich the group.” 

     The conductor has an important role in identifying the anti-group and

        “in handling and harnessing destructive forces in the group

         and in recognizing his or her position in the conflict between 

         defensive idealization and repudiation of the group.”

     Historically speaking, Nitzan’s conceptualization seems to bridge the Foulksian and Bionian approaches.

    In Ring of Fire Malcolm Pines, who is associated with Foulksian Institute of Group Analysis, published a series of articles dealing with primitive emotions, including aggression, in groups. One of these is by Jeff Roberts, entitled “Destructive Forces in Groups”. In this article the author writes that contrary to the Pollyanna view that a group can be a positive mirroring place (as has been suggested by Anthony, 1957, and others), a group can in fact be a place of “malignant mirroring”. By this he means that a member in a group can feel intensely persecuted. The group, while having affirmative potential, can also be intrinsically alienating. Some people, he writes, are not prepared to face the truth about themselves and are likely to react catastrophically if it is too much for them. The effect on the group is likely to be the initiation of a destructive phase or amplification of destructive processes already in train. When this happens,

      “the role of the conductor is on the one hand to encourage

        the group to continue its voyage of discovery, while on the

        other, to help it to live with what if finds.”

     This is along the lines of Nitzun and suggests that if the conductor confronts and works with the anti-group, the group can be therapeutic in a deeper and more

comprehensive sense.

     We in this program don’t have to look to books and articles to know about destructive forces in the group. We ourselves have been the victims of such dark processes. We experienced then during the break-up of our program and the psychotic-like states we all subsequently experienced. At the moment we are trying to repair the damage by reviving the course. Hopefully this will be a corrective experience, but certainly the psychic damage has been vast. For a full description of how all these destructive processes got played out amongst us, I refer you to Bracha Hadar’s and Gila Ofer’s article in a recent edition of Group Analysis (2001).

     Finally, I do want to refer to a novel which more than any other I know reflects aggression and destructive forces in a group. I am referring to Lord of the Flies. Here one sees a group of boys stranded on an island, trying to organize themselves till rescuers come. Over time, we see how the boys representing the more primitive forces of violence, totalitarianism, cruelty and anarchy gradually take over. It is shocking and a reminder to us as group conductors of the importance of our role in working to metabolize these dark forces.

     One wonders if a group analytic conductor had been on that island, whether the story’s outcome would have been different.
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