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The large group as a transformational ’space
Margot Solomon

Abstract

This paper explores the process of a large group — from my expertence as both
a participant and conductor; and using my artwork as a way to facilitate my
understanding. I attempt to articulate what 1s mplicit to large groups and is
difficult for the individually-focused mind to comprehend. I have approached
my paper from the inside out. I have thought about the process of the large
group from inside of me: what I sense, feel, and experience in a large group.
Then, through images that I have made and through Maori mythology, I have
explored some ways of attempting to make sense, to understand and make
meaning.

Large groups can be a means to better understand and learn to engage in
the conscious and unconscious processes that affect us and control us all in
large group settings. Inside the large group many or all of the clements of an
organisation, or even a culture, already exist that offer us the potential means
to begin to engage in more of the whole picture of human life. Large groups
can help us to think about interdisciplinary issues, bi-cultural and multicuitural
issues, political issues, power issues, and all areas where splitting occurs
in connection with difference. It is also possible to experience in the large
group space a transformation of separate individual consciousness, into a
feeling of belonging and community where people can dialogue across their
differences.

Introduction
He awhi tétahi 1 tétahi To find a place in our hearts for each other,
Me noho tahi, téna pea ka tika Let us sit together, and then we will find a way

through.

I aspire to embrace {awhi) others with all my heart without losing my self. I believe
that large groups can be helpful; they take us beyond family and the familiar, towards
the social and the cultural life of our existence. My hope is that we can meet together
with both our differences and our similarities in a creative and productive way. In the
traditional Maori culture, members of an 1wi meet on the marae in hui where *sitting
together’ is the customary way to discuss issues, work out differences, and find new
directions. In the culture I grew up in there was no such space. The transformational
space | seek draws on the blending of large groups based on the group-analytic
frame, the talking circle I learned in heart politics and the hui.
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The other core theme throughout this essay is the capacity to not know. W.B. Yeats
said it best:

God guard me from the thoughts
Men think in the mind alone

He who sings the lasting song
Thinks in the marrowbone.

Here, Yeats addresses a common problem, one that W. R. Bion (1961a, 1962) wrote
about when he talked of ‘K’ and *-K’. This essay explores some of the experience
of being in a large group from my experience as both a participant and conductor;
and from using my artwork as a way to facilitate my understanding. I attempt to
articulate what is implicit to the large groups and is difficult for the individually
focused mind to comprehend. Maori Marsden talks from the Maori world view
about Te Korekore, the world of potential being, Te Po, the world of becoming and
Te Ao Marama, the realm of being. It is through a cyclical creative process that new
life arises. From a different cultural perspective, Daniel Stern says that we prefer the
perspective of the bright light of midday but it is in the hazy mist of the landscape at
dawn that newness occurs (Stern, 2005). I take this to mean that it is when things are
not clear, not understood but more in the realm of potential that change or growth is
possible. The potential of the large group is fo take us beyond the known familiar to
new experience that is centred in the essence of who we are, our marrowbone.

Large groups can be excruciating. As the group forms, the space between the people
shifts: it begins as a collection of individuals with different desires and needs, and
becomes a group with which each individual may or not may not identify. Some
group members feel silenced. Others feel compelled to speak. Some are unable to
find their voice. There are also those who refuse to participate. And then there are
those who do find their voice and find the experience expansive and illuminating.
Each person brings to the group their history, stemming from school, church,
community, cultural, and family settings. These histories then form a lens, which
shapes and limits the ways the new group can be seen.

Why then, you might ask, should we bother to have a large group? Large groups can
be a means to better understand and learn to engage in the conscious and unconscious
processes that affect us and control us all in large group settings. Inside the large
group many or all of the elements of an organisation, or even a culture, already exist,
offering us the potential means to begin to engage in more of the whole picture of
human life. Large groups can help us to think about interdisciplinary issues, bi-
cultural and multicultural issues, political issues, power issues, and all areas where
splitting occurs in connection with difference. It is also possible to experience in
the large group space a transformation of separate individual consciousness, into
a feeling of belonging and community where people can dialogue across their
differences.
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ingredients are. My mother used to use leftovers from the fridge with foods I did
not like. On reflection 1 was able to recognise my unwillingness to surrender at that
moment in the group. I was feeling critical of some group members; I didn’t want to
belong with them! And yet as the group progressed that did change for me and for
others. We began to trust in the group, in the process and in us. I felt as if the self that
I found in the group expanded me, was more than before. We can also reflect on what
people meant by the soup with chopping up blades. It is evocative, and I think is a
wonderful description of the struggle for identity that the large group engenders.

Related to the struggle between the individual and the group is the process of
recognising and understanding that each individual has their own interpretation of
reality in any moment in the group. Our perceptions of the same events are different
and, in a large group, finding a way to meet while accepting these differences can be
a slow and painstaking process. This connects back to surrender and letting go our
familiar ways of perceiving the world.

Belonging

The urge to belong is a basic impulse for humanity. As the number of participants in
a group increases, unconscious processes become more dominant (Seel, 2001), and
it becomes more difficult to establish a sense of belonging. There are so many other
possible realities with which to contend! People find ways, often habitually and
non-reflectively, by splitting, projecting or introjecting, to manage this discomfort.
Splitting occurs when people take opposing positions, such as being too emotional,
or too intellectual; some feel wrong, others righteous, some withdraw, and stuckness
in the group ensues. The usual outcome of stuck divisiveness is that people disengage
from the group. This increases their isolation and reinforces the experience that large
groups are impossible.

For over two years now | have been co-conducting with Russell Waetford of Nga
Puhi, a median-large group at AUT on a weckly basis. The group is called the
Community Korero and it is a blend of a hui and a large group. We meet in the
whanau room called “Te Tuinga” which suggests binding together in a new way. The
participants are students from the adult and child psychotherapy training at AUT.

How to find a way to stay with oneself and join the group? In the Community K&rero
somebody apologetically owned their racism and felt that one of the ways that it
surfaced was through competition. This makes sense when we think about the position
of different ethnic groups. Who has supremacy over whom? For New Zealanders
this brings to mind the Treaty of Waitangi which has been interpreted differently
by Maori and Pakeha in terms of sovereignty (Orange, 2004). My response fo this
student was that idealisation is also racism and 1 owned it as a problem that I have
faced. As a New Zealander born in New Zealand, it has taken many years for me to
begin to value the bi-cultural nature of Aotearoa. Maori culture seemed to offer so

much more. ’
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day with the Maori words in my paper. Early in the second session she said how
much hatred she had felt towards my strangeness. It was hard to understand me
with my odd accent, and it didn’t matter anyway because I lived across the other
side of the world. She wasn’t going to come back since it felt too hard, but then
she realised that she was being racist and felt it was important that she come back
and explore the meanings for herself and she did so. The background story was that
this woman was Danish and currently lived in Norway. She didn’t always feel as if
she belonged or that her difference was accepted. In some way she was transposing
her experience from where she lived onto me. So on the fourth day when the new
wave of immigrants arrived, the group had to work hard to accept the new and allow
the group to change to accommodate their difference, while respecting the ongoing
process that was already happening in the group.

Conclusion

Central to my thinking in this paper is the concept of learning from experience
(Bion, 1962). T am talking about experience that goes beyond the implicit, to Te
Kore, and Te P, to the potential that is inside us for building meanings that relate
to and contain our own and others’ culture. Learning from experience requires us to
be able to bear being in the place that has been called ‘not knowing’ long enough for
our authentic self to emerge and develop.

In the process of writing this paper, I created my own art, inspired by the rich and
vibrant Maori chant, as a way of exploring my own notknowing, to find understanding
that is based in the experience of my senses. The vignettes illuminate the themes of
‘transposition’, ‘not understanding’, and ‘belonging’, and the necessary struggle and
the growth that can occur in large groups. Large groups are not psychotherapy, but
they can expand our awareness in helpful ways. However it takes willingness on our
part to surrender some of our precious hold over our own known world so we can
embrace other ways of being more fully.
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