Shame in Group Analysis – what is the challenge
" Shame is both an intimate feeling of self conception as well as a social conception of facing others." (Ayers, 2003, p. 10)

I am going to share with you today two aspects of the challenge that working on shame has for me;

The first challenge has to do with my experiment at integrating the two professional "hats" that I wear as a clinical psychologist – Group Analysis and Bioenergetic Analysis.

Bioenergetic Analysis has developed out of psychoanalysis, the same as Group Analysis. Freud's student and colleague, Wilhelm Reich, argued with Freud about the source of resistance in analysis. He developed the concept of character analysis, in which the character includes both the body and the mind.

He began to work directly with the body as a psychotherapeutic technique in the 1930's. He particularly worked to deepen and liberate breathing in order to improve and intensify the emotional experience. 

Reich's student, Alexander Lowen further developed and expanded this method into what today is called Bioenergetic Analysis.

"Bioenergetic Analysis as developed by Alexander Lowen, can be briefly characterized as a method of psychotherapy comprising psychoanalytic, body-related energetic and social system theories" (Gudat, 2002). As such, it has the capacity to illuminate aspects of shame and the difficulty of working on it in a therapeutic setting.

"Shame strikes at the foundations of the embodied self: our grounding, our sense of boundary, our uninhibited breath, our access to a range of emotions and our intention to be present." (Conger, 2001). This sentence is a quote from a paper written by John Conger, a bioenergetic analyst who wrote about the body of shame. And he writes: "It seems remarkable that for all the literature published on shame, an affect that expresses itself psychologically and physiologically, an affect notable for physical manifestations such as blushing, sweating, increased heart rate and downcast eyes; that very little has been written on the body of shame."

It is the body of shame that I wish to draw your attention to, and we will need to conjoint our energies to reach this goal.
The second challenge has to do with the difficulty of handling shame in the group.

 In 1987 Malcolm Pines  published a paper about shame in the journal of Group Analysis. He concluded the paper with the following sentence: "Group Analysis has to take further account of the ubiquity of the shame experience and contribute to this important area. Shame is fundamentally a social phenomenon; our field of observation is social; we should have much to contribute." (Pines, 1987)

"The presence of others in the group can intensify a person's experience of shame, and can itself occasion the experiences of considerable shame."( Cooper 1992) 

This sentence is a quote from Robin's Cooper paper on the subject of identity in group analysis. Apart from being so much to the point of my topic, quoting Robin is my tribute to his memory. Robin was my group conductor in the Diploma Course in Israel, and he died almost before the end of the course, in July, 2002, in a terrible accident in climbing the Alpes. Talking about the two sides of the group as an environment for working on shame, Robin says: "It is a paradox of the group that it provides an environment which is particularly good at dismantling defensive secrecy because it offers a secure and, at the same time, non-impinging context within which one can express or more frequently develop one's capacity to be alone, different, and separate. We are as close to one another as we dare be apart."

There is a lot to elaborate on this subject:

Thomas Scheff (1994) writes: "Shame seems to arise from our need to feel the right degree of connectedness with others. Shame is the emotion that occurs when we feel too close or too far from others. When too close, we feel exposed or violated; when too far we feel invincible or rejected." (p.46)
How do we monitor the right measure of closeness and separateness in the group? 

We all know that this is the hardest task to accomplish, for the conductor.

John Conger develops a very deep understanding, through Bioenergetic Analysis, of the impact of shame on our sense of being and I will bring here some of his thoughts:  In his elaboration of the subject he quotes many others who refer to shame, which I will mention, through  his elaboration.

First and Foremost, Conger refers to Kohut (1975,1996) who placed shame as central in his bipolar self system. He found Kohut's description of the body of the shamed child, in contrast to the proud child, very gratifying: "good narcissistic balance tends to be experienced as a glowing warmth, red cheeks, sparkling eyes, full lips, that type of thing – the scarcely noticed accompaniment of heightened self-esteem. And  I would add another interesting accompaniment: a reinforcement of the erect posture. The back muscles become taut, the head is held high, the shoulders back; there is a sense of triumph, there is an elevating, upward movement that I do not believe is in most instances, primarily related to phallic exhibitionism…"

Conger mentions that our need, as human beings, for empathic accepting responsiveness is like our physiological need for oxygen in order to breathe.

Therefore, Conger says: "Shame is the emotional experience of a break in our bond with others… with shame (as differentiated from guilt), our whole being is deficient." (p.72)
Since shame has to do with the nature of our bond with others, shame has been associated with the earliest breaks of attention between mother and child.

Broucek (1991) says that "shame involves one's core sense of identity" (p.20).

He names three sources of shame: 

The infant's earliest breaks in attention with the mother

Self objectification

Episodic or chronic experience of being unloved, rejected, or scapegoated by important others." (p. 24)
Let me say something about self objectification: As children, when we are looked at with an "objective" gaze of the other, what happens to us is described most accurately by Sartre (1956, 1992):

"Shame therefore realizes an intimate relation of myself to myself. Through shame I have discovered an aspect of my being… By the appearance of the Other. I am put in the position of passing judgement on myself as on an object, for it is as an object that I appear to the Other… shame is by nature recognition. I recognize that I am as the Other sees me… Thus shame is shame of oneself before the Other: these two structures are inseparable. But at the same time I need the Other in order to realize fully all the structures of my being." (p. 301-303)

Conger says about this transition from subject to object: "As children there came a time, a developmental stage, when we first recognized ourselves in a mirror and experienced ourselves as a felt body self and a visual body self… Such a  movement from inside to outside, subject to object, brought recognition of ourselves, a developmental leap of consciousness, and inescapably some moments of shame. And indeed we are called on, thereafter, to find a way to move readily from the felt body to the visual body, to bridge the discrepancy from the inside perceptual frame to the social network upon which our connectedness depends." (p.74)

This is a tremendously difficult developmental task. Those who fail to accomplish it become alienated from their body. Again, it is Sartre who gives it the accurate words: "The ashamed person physically and constantly is conscious of his body, not as it is for him but as it is for the other… I cannot be embarrassed by my own body as I exist in it. It is my body as it is for the Other which embarrasses me".

And Conger adds: "I am not embarrassed by my felt body, but by my objectified body as I imagine it in the gaze of the other." (p. 75)

The last thing I would like to quote from Conger is: "The mirror experience eventually drives us from Eden and we become aware of our separateness in a world of others. So central and traumatic is this shift that some people are locked inside themselves, isolated with their autonomy intact at the cost of relatedness. Others become locked outside themselves without access to a grounded, internal sense of self. They fit in much too well. The gaze of others is not easily distinguished from an imagined gaze, our interpretive transference. Out of this shame juncture arises a false self, a pretense to protect and cover our nakedness, to keep us hidden, what Reich calls Character. Our primitive shame originates in the breaks of attention between mother and infant, and character initially takes form from the defensive infant's somatic response of contraction, withdrawal, and rigidity. Upon these foundations character may later build its house, suffering under the imagined gaze of others. When we, as therapists, challenge the character of our clients, we are likely to encounter shame." (p.75)

When Conger says "when we, as therapist…" he refers to bioenergetic therapists.

I leave now the paper of Conger and I refer to us, group analysts. I think that there is similarity in the fact that both bioenergetic analysts and group analysts challenge the character of the patient, or the client or the group member. The group situation challenges the defenses of the member, at once. Foulkes writes it many times. 

 One of the similarities between group analysis and bioenergetic analysis is their emergence from psychoanalysis. Another similarity is the importance of face-to-face situation. The group situation, for the person who is defeated by chronic shame, is the ultimate nightmare – a world of faces is gazing at him. If we locate the feeling of shame mainly in the face, this is really harsh. But my contribution as a bioenergetic analyst is that shame is located not only in the face, rather, in the whole body.  If we accept the idea that the character is immediately challenged in the group situation, and underneath the character there is a feeling of shame, then we must take into consideration this affect in our work as group conductors. The situation of group analysis, sitting in a circle of chairs, still enables both the conductor and the group members to hide their bodies in the chair, and by that, to split off their body shame from their experience in the group. 

I would like to use our meeting to enhance your attention to this feeling.))

In his paper about shame, Malcolm Pines explores the reason why shame as a subject was not well served by psychoanalysis.(by now, since 1987, much more was written about shame). One of the reasons to this neglect, Pines speculates, is Freud's personality, because of which he paid more attention to guilt than to shame. 

"Shame is very much caught up with vision… In shame we avoid the eyes of other persons; they are spectators of our state of distress, of our incompetence, ugliness, loss of self-control." Pines' analysis of Freud is that he disliked his image in the mirror. Also, he adds," Freud was very shame sensitive over his Jewish identity."

In an earlier paper about mirroring  Pines says: "We know that Freud himself admitted to his dislike of being constantly looked at by his patients and this, amongst other considerations, led him to construct the situation of the patient on the couch with the analyst sitting behind him." (Pines, 1984)

In his paper about shame Pines says that "in order to deal properly with shame as an affect, we must seek adequate models for the emotions."

He highlights two aspects of emotions (following De Rivera, 1977, and Levy and Rozaldo, 1983):"that emotions represent movements, and that we are moved by our emotions; we are in-motion and through our emotions our relationship to the world is transformed." 

This quote brings me back to Bioenergetic Analysis, this time to

Philip Helfaer who was my mentor and therapist in the field, and who also writes on bioenergetic analysis. What I am going to say is taken from his book "Sex and Self-Respect" (Helfaer, 1998).

Helfaer writes about shame, guilt and humiliation as "chronic conditions… which reflect and express violations of sexuality…"  In the period of Freud they were still considered as guardians of morality -  "dams that direct the flow of sexual excitation into normal channels." Punishments, threats, shaming, humiliating, exploiting, putting-down, abusing – all these stop the energetic movement of the small child and create very real bodily pain and tension in children. "It is easy enough for that pain and tension to become chronic, and soon these bad feelings are interpreted as badness." The small child weaves around these bodily tensions a belief system which becomes part of his/her character. 

Helfaer understands the human being as essentially a sexual creature, but the core of his perception of sexuality is very relevant to group analysis. He sees sex as "reaching into the deepest biological layers of the organism, and it extends into every aspect of the individual's social functioning". He talks about the "polarity between organismic – bodily aspects of sex and social aspects, both meeting in, and have a common root in, the individual person." (p.3) Helfaer sees the same kind of polarity in self-respect. 

For him "Self respect is an organismic, bodily matter, not simply a psychological one. This approach is similar to Kohut's description of the body of the proud child (the child with self-respect). At the same time, self-respect reflects our sensitivity to our position within our group, our tribe, our community. In fact, our sociality, itself, is given to us through our biological  heritage."  Helfaer's theory is a theory of the self, rooted both in biology (sexuality) and society. The core identity of the self is sexual identity. The violations of sexuality in childhood, coming from society, damage the very primal sense of self. Hence, shame is a body system, rooted in body pain and tension, developed into a belief system about the self and serves to prevent the excitatory movement of the individual. A person who is free of shame enjoys good body feeling which reflects healthy functioning of self respect, and an ordinary sense of well-being.

My thesis is that we, as group analysts, need to hold and maintain the perception of us all, conductors and members, as sexual individuals who have bodies. It seems to me that it is not yet taken for granted in the field of group analysis. For instance, the name of the winter conference held in Budapest reflects this uncertainty: Body or Mind – Who is sitting in the circle?

Morris Nitsun, who is a close friend of mine, gave me several chapters to read from his new book in print: "The Group as an Object of Desire – Exploring sexuality in group psychotherapy." In his introduction to the book he says: "Sexuality in the group, like aggression, is germane to the development of the group but its open expression creates anxiety and discomfort and is often avoided and dissociated. 

A striking parallel exists in the group psychotherapy literature, where the relative lack of publications on desire and sexuality reflects an equivalent form of marginalization. In my own field of group analysis, sexuality is virtually an absent discourse." (Nitsun, 2006)

I think that the relatively small discourse of sexuality in group analysis has to do with a defense mechanism used by both conductors and members to ward off the hidden feeling of shame by denying the very physical fact of our bodies being present in the room, but,  at the same time, not addressed to. When I talk about sexuality, I don't mean only genital sexuality, but our whole being from the start. The basic need of the baby to be mirrored in his mother's eyes, and his excitement when this need is met is very sexual. But when it is not met, there is "a fundamental notion involving the whole self that one is in some way defective and unlovable down to the core of one's being." (Ayers, 2003). This is a quote from Mary Ayers' book:  Mother-Infant Attachment and Psychoanalysis - The Eyes of Shame.  She calls this kind of shame – absolute shame, and says: "Shame at this level is more than just a momentary reaction; it is a way of being that is plagued by the polarized feelings of nonexistence and the fear of having one's existence destroyed by a glance."(p.11)

Mary Ayers, although not a group analyst, expresses in her writing the difficulty of handling shame in the group. "Shame makes us want to hide from others. These moments of painful incapacity break communicative bridges of open exchange with others. Shame and its dissociative elements interrupt, paralyze, take over, trip up, and make incompetent anything that had previously been felt as pleasurable. Whatever communication has only shortly before been produced by interaffectivity is severed, and speech becomes impossible. One moment you can feel like a worth-while human being, and the next second banished to oblivion, your total identity disintegrated." (p.13)

The process of communication in the group, mainly expressed by exchanges of mirroring is pertinent to the subject of shame. Here, Pines' differentiation between malignant mirroring and positive constructive mirroring (Pines, 1984) is very relevant. How to create an atmosphere in the group in which shameful feelings will be able to be expressed and healed is an ultimate difficult task of the conductor. 

Broucek (1991) writes: "In my clinical work I have come to the conclusion that if one knows shame one knows psychopathology (and also something about health)." (p.5)

And Mary Ayers adds: "Knowing shame also leads to a deeper understanding of what it means to be a human, vulnerable self." (p.9)

Ayers' book is a profound inquiry into the domain of eye-to-eye- contact about which she writes" it is one of the most intimate relationships possible between human beings and a powerful vehicle of communication. Eyes have the power to repel, conceal, and destroy, and alternatively, attract, connect, and create." (p.3)

We, in group analysis, has the benefit of eye-to-eye contact which is absent in individual psychoanalysis. I wonder whether we have taken all the potential of it into our work as group conductors.

The last point I would like to raise is that "shame carries dual meanings. It has the power both to annihilate and disintegrate the self, and safeguards psychic life by making self-awareness possible." (Ayers, p.3). In our work as group conductors we should be able to differentiate between deep ultimate shame, usually hidden underneath the structure of the character, and social shame, connected to the function of the observing ego.

The first,  hopefully, will be partially healed and diminished by the group process, the second will be enhanced and consolidated in the personality, by the same process.
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