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Rashly, several months ago, when I accepted the invitation to address this distinguished 
gathering, I decided to attempt something that is over-ambitious for a lunch time address. But I 
hope in the next few minutes to draw attention to some connections between group relations 
conference work and the wide, problematic setting in which we all live and work - namely our 
societies and our world.  It is mainly a theoretical paper, which invites you to bring to bear your 
own experiences, both as conferences members and staff and as citizens. 

The felt space between the individual and the vastness of his or her social context is something 
to which a conference may draw explicit attention and even at times explore. Here I wish to  
open up some questions about this space, particularly about the individual, institution and 
society; to explore briefly some general evidence from conferences, especially about 
dependency; and to suggest that in our pluralistic societies at present we may be dealing with 
more complicated (and less tractable) dynamics than we have realised. If this is so, then there 
may be here a new enterprise for those of us who use a Tavistock approach to training and 
consultation. 

"To experience Freud is to partake a second time of the forbidden fruit" (Brown, 1959). A group 
relations conference can be a similar Garden of Eden and lead to another loss of innocence and 
produce a frisson of the illicit. The prevailing structures and mores of society appear with 
uncanny clarity. Businessmen struggle to manage; clergy abandon God; doctors create patients; 
psychiatrists lose their reason. Sometimes terrifying instances occur: members act like terrorists 
or staff display totalitarian tendencies.  But when the initial phase of wonder is past, a basic 
question demands reflection: how legitimate is it to extrapolate from so small and limited event 
as a conference to the vast issue of contemporary society? 

The question is not new. When Bion's Experiences in Groups was published (Bion, 1961), it was 
sold not only as an original synthesis of psychoanalysis and group study.  The blurb writer 
added:  “The application of Dr Bion's thought in relation to such institutions as the  state, the 
church and the army are fundamental and revolutionary, and will compel serious attention to 
aspects of their origins and structures that are all too rarely subjected to analysis.  A 
distinguished succession of thinkers has consistently held this larger view.  But in the quarter of 
a century since Bien's papers were collected society has changed and in group studies new 
concepts have been explored and refined. 

1 Presented at the 7th scientific Meeting of the A K Rice Institute, Washington, 19th April, 1985 



 

Parallels between the individual and the small group are not difficult to follow.  The shift to the   
large group, however, introduces different phenomena (Turquet, 1975}.  And it is the large 
group that appears to provide connections with issues of relatedness in modern society.  The 
membership cannot be apprehended as a whole; the group often feels like a mob, as dimly 
perceived sub-groups appear, reform, and disappear, often with bewildering rapidity. The 
individual feels isolated, unable or unwilling to participate. Personal boundaries feel undone as 
each member finds difficulty in sustaining psychological distance from whatever may be at any 
moment other.  This may be another member, a member’s experience, or the event itself.  The 
world as known and   trusted seems to be permanently dissolved into unrelated fragments.  
Bizarre behaviour, often accompanied by the threat of imminent violence to oneself or others, 
may ensue. (Turquet, 1974}. 
 
In the large group defences are erected against this danger.   The most familiar is a series of 
polarities, by which genuine - but more often fantasised - sub-groups are categorised.  Stasis is 
thus achieved.  For as soon as one such category looks like dominating, its polar opposite 
balances it into effectiveness: consultants/members; black/white; male/female.   Such divisions 
in the contemporary world may be so emotive that any exploration of the underlying dynamic 
can be washed away in floods of socially legitimate liberal pronouncements.  But eventually, 
since the feelings are so contained that examination of them becomes impossible, the next 
stage is reached - institutionalising.   Roles become prominent and formalised. Consultancy is 
rejected in favour of management.  Tradition and conservatism triumph. 
 
Two   main weaknesses may be discerned in this defence of institutionalising. First, it tends to 
encourage a sense of impersonality, which creates renewed problems for the individual. There 
does not seem much choice between just disintegrating or being institutionalised and 
depersonalised.  Second, leadership becomes ritualised, and this inhibits its mediating function 
of enabling work to develop a temporary phase and is not reinforced into supposed 
permanence, it can make a useful contribution to the large group's development.  For it 
provides a plateau between the individual being stuck as an isolate and the longed for but 
unachieved goal of creative life in the group.  Thus temporary, but necessary, security and 
momentary respite may be found. It is therefore, an important facet of the group's developing 
life. 
 
Two observations need, however, to be made on the process.  First, this is not formal or 
structured.  This institutionalising is one aspect of the large group's dynamic, through which 
certain functions are performed.  By   it individuals and sub-groups, using unconscious 
assumptions, hold ideas in the mind by means of which they locate themselves in the world of 
the large group, which feels wholly incomprehensible and unencompassable.  Second, this 



 

creation of some sort of institutional idea provides the conditions for communication to take 
place.   In the whirlpool of the large group, the sense of the self, derives not so much from 
within.  Rather it is established at the skin of the other, whether this be an individual, a sub-
group, a consultant or even just an idea. 
 
These experiences, with which any member of a large group in a conference will be familiar, 
seem directly comparable with those of the individual in his or her relation to that other felt, 
but necessarily unenconpassable other, with which all have to deal - society.  In society - by 
contrast with the temporary setting of a conference - the institutionalising process occurs 
continuously.  Somehow   the psychological space between the individual and the highly 
significant, but vague, notion of society has to be managed, so that there can be some interface 
between them. And a primary means of such management is through the vast variety of 
institutions available to occupy that space between the individual and society. The trouble is 
that in a preoccupation with institutions as they are - businesses, universities, presidents, 
families, or what you will – we seem to overlook this aspect of their functioning. 
 
For institutions provide foci for the individual's projections.  As such they may enable people to 
develop and sustain ideas in the mind which are crucial, if they are to find a way to negotiate 
the space between the individual’s existence and society. For they provide us potentially with a 
means of managing in a controlled fashion our inevitable regressions in the face of an imminent 
and threatening and incomprehensible power, such as society represents.  This is not flight or 
defence.  Rather it is a means by which a person may maturely assume some or all of his or her 
demanding range of roles in society. 
 
We  seem prone today too easily to denigrate institutions, contrasting them unfavourably with 
individuals and their personal meaning. Obviously institutions can and do on occasions obstruct 
personal development, but that should not blind us to their necessary function in managing the 
space between the individual and society. 
 
Let me offer a very simple and trivial example, which may, however, clarify the point.  A man 
may be both father and business executive.  Each of these two roles is demanding and, when 
viewed in isolation, requires heavy expenditure of energy. Each role, too, is under pressure 
from what we generalise as “society. “ The shape and function of the family appears to be 
changing, for reasons which are not wholly clear, and fatherhood is consequently a problematic 
role. Similarly with business and the role of the executive. In each role, father and executive, 
this individual is pressured by an ungraspable, but certainly felt, society. If, however, he is to be 
competent in either role, he has from time to time to be able to regress aspects of himself 
which may be mobilised in one role in order to invest sufficiently in the other. If he is to do this 
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in a controlled, and therefore creative, way, rather than chaotically, he needs a notional 
institution - in this case the family or the company - onto which to focus his projections so as to 
leave him free to work at issues in the other role.  He, therefore, needs these institutions in 
order to manage the space between himself and the unencompassable other of society.  And 
the more confidently he can operate in this way in his various roles (and I have only sketchily 
outlined two), the better he will be able to assume other responsibilities in a range of other 
roles and so become not isolate, nor depersonalised and institutionalised, but a citizen of his 
contemporary society. 
 
Institutions, therefore, are vital in the spectrum from individual to society, since they make it 
possible for the individual to develop a skin as a first step to examining, and then competently 
assuming a necessary range of roles within the felt, but unencompassable, context of society. 
 
From conference experience there are three stimulating ideas which cast light on this nexus of 
individual, institutions and society. Here I only have time to list them and comment briefly. 
First, as a temporary institution with specific boundaries, a conference frees members to 
experiment without putting their own organisations at risk. It enables various interfaces to be 
explored, such as between sponsors and task, staff and members, members and learning. But 
these complicated and stressful interactions, through which learning may occur, are themselves 
only possible because there is in the first instance the conference itself.  We may say, then, that 
between the members, who are real enough, and learning, which is very undefined, the 
conference institution itself provides the basic means through which the transition may be 
accomplished. It enables members to manage away some of their major roles in order to be 
able to take up the specific and demanding role of learner.  It does not, of course, require them 
to abandon these other roles, but the conference institution itself makes it possible temporarily 
to manage them in the service of the prime role of learner. 
 
Second, a major issue in the unusual environment of a conference is that of pathological 
certainty.  In families, displaying pathological symptoms the absence of interpersonal curiosity 
has been observed.  Curiosity is replaced with pathological development of certainty about the 
experience of others (Shapiro, 1982).  Similarly in a conference there is at the opening the as 
yet unexplored contract between members and staff. No one knows what will happen. All are 
invited to maintain an open and curious attitude towards experience. Even so, fantasies about 
certainty - often attributed to the Director or a consultant - are frequently sustained. At times 
this may become pathological, not least when the staff colludes because of the resulting 
personal gratification in a stark world. 
 
Thirdly, confusion may sometimes be detected between purity and integrity. For example, a 



 

consultant may believe that in order to be sufficiently detached from members to be able to 
work, he or she must preserve a cordon sanitaire of ideological purity.  One consequence may 
be the loss of awareness of the consultant's fundamental stance of integrity in relation to the 
conference task.  A rough distinction might be that integrity refers to holding to work at the 
primary task, while purity, around which extreme emotion may be generated, is more 
defensively addressed to a fantasised environment. 
 
From conferences, then, three issues may be discerned - the way in which the conference 
institution, because it is temporary, makes possible the transition from the member role to that 
of the learner; second, the question of sustained curiosity in the face of pressures towards a 
certainty, which is pathological; and third, the contrast between a defensive sense of purity and 
a task-oriented integrity. These issues seem to me equally acute in our modern, pluralist 
societies.  
 
How, for example, when such a society is experienced as intractable and ungraspable, can 
people manage any transition from their individuality to the role of contributing citizen? Or 
how can a relevant curiosity about the wider world and its issues be sustained? And can the 
painful matter not just of personal integrity but also of what I can only think of as corporate 
integrity be faced, with the implication both of a sense of task and a willingness to be 
scrutinised, whatever the cost? 
 
The questions are enormous, but for me they are inevitably raised through participation in 
group relations conferences. They cease to be options or mere speculation, but become an 
integral and necessary facet of engaging in such work. For the moment in this brief 
presentation I will pursue them only in one direction.  This is to consider more specifically 
within the context of our pluralistic societies the way in which institutions might be thought of 
more clearly as providing a means whereby individuals may take up roles confidently for their 
own benefit as well as for that of society. This is a wider issue than that commonly mentioned 
in conferences. There we tend to explore individual awareness of role, the effects of institutions 
and their stresses, and sometimes in application organisational development. All such 
enterprises are, of course, worthy. But here I wish to speculate more freely on ways in which 
we might risk attempts at interpreting society itself as a means of discerning the particular 
shape that issues of human dynamics may take within the type of society that we are creating - 
our pluralist societies. 
 
In a wide-ranging paper Gordon Lawrence has somewhat despairingly suggested that Western 
mass society is now experienced as social passivity. The consequential loss of individual 
meaning leads to an inflated concept of the self. We need, he says, in order to do something 



 

with this, to get a purchase on large scale unconscious processes. Since institutions are 
politically and psychically stuck, change will only come about through the individual in his or her 
role in relation to the systems within which they live and work. This he calls 'self-management 
in role'. All of which, he acknowledges, sounds fine until we encounter the inevitable problem 
of dependency. (Lawrence, 1979). 
 
From Lawrence’s paper I wish to extract three issues and in briefly discussing them link them to 
three conclusions which Margaret Rioch has drawn in her paper on the connections between 
conferences and society (Rioch, 1977). 
 
First, as a concept ‘self-management in role' focuses attention on the individual. Rioch does 
likewise, when she points out that in the decade 1960-1970 a progressively higher standard of 
task performance was required in the Institutional Event in conferences. Becoming aware of the 
institution seemed to lead to a heightened sense of demand on the individual. If, however, as 
Lawrence indicates, the underlying problem is one of dependency, to make heavy demands 
upon the individual to be competent in his or her role would itself seem to be a recipe for 
intensifying dependence rather than enabling him or her to work with it. We see this at times in 
conferences, when staff in various guises berate members for being dependent and thus drive 
them further into dependency.  The larger and more ungraspable the context, the more any 
emphasis upon the individual would seem to encourage dependency, as he or she increasingly 
feels alone and incompetent and at the mercy of uncontrollable and incomprehensible forces. 
 
Second, Lawrence draws attention to the way in which the idea of an institution as this is held 
in the mind may, like a temporary conference institution, provide enough security within a 
dependent culture for work to begin. The dependent longing for reliability tends to encourage a 
sense of permanence. This may, for example, be seen in the way that profound anxiety can be 
generated when dependency bearing bodies within a society seem to change. Apposite here is 
Rioch's observation that she noted a decreasing zest in conferences for forming loyal, cohesive 
work groups. This she attributes to a loss of confidence in institution building as a worthwhile 
activity, with a matching expression of immature dependence. Both Lawrence and Rioch, 
therefore, imply a direct connection between the idea of institutions and how dependency is 
handled. 
 
But the third point is the most substantial for my present argument.  Lawrence's essay is in one 
sense the cry of an agonised consultant:  how can I deal with such massive, persistent and 
stultifying dependence? Rioch's parallel is seen in the decline in emerging leadership, which 
she too seems to feel deeply and for which she appears to rebuke conference members.  
Because differentiation of any sort is felt to be threatening, leaders neither emerge nor are 



 

given authority to act. This, she observes, may be a by-product of the pluralism of 
contemporary society.  Because of its endorsement of autonomy both in individuals and sub-
groups, such a form of society makes definition of genuine boundaries difficult and work at a 
specific task seem almost impossible. 
 
Both writers take dependency to be the key to interpreting these societal phenomena. It seems 
to me, however, that the explanation lies elsewhere, and that its correct location is important 
in our societies for individuals, institutions and society itself.  As already noted, the problem of 
finding appropriate boundaries within the large group promotes important, but superficial, 
polarities. Questions of competence may be submerged under approved symbols, which are 
themselves paired since they provide opportunities for defensive splitting - black/white, 
female/male etc.  Within a pluralist society it is often difficult to discern and   acknowledge 
dependency.  The idea of dependency itself seems to imply a coherent or unified society, within 
which there may be certain dependable foci - president, king, or even God. But in a pluralist 
society the basic human, social experience is not homogeneous. Perhaps, unlike the large 
group, which at least has a time and territory boundary, there may not even be a sense of any 
ultimate boundary at all.  Rather it feels more like a series of attempted pairings, as various 
groups are thrust together in the hope of something emerging. What, then, Rioch calls 
manifestations of dependency, seem to be something slightly different. The pressure is to 
create pairs, not one dependable object.  But such pairing may be viewed as an intensified form 
of dependency:  as basic assumptions they are the opposite end of the range of the other linked 
couple - fight/flight.  She is therefore identifying an intensified, but distinguishable, form of 
dependency, namely pairing. 
 
Lawrence, too, is in touch with something other than simple dependence.  The intractable 
nature of the dynamic he exposes and the impervious nature of the world to interpretation 
indicate an impenetrable mystery, in the face of which he cries out. That, however, is less a sign 
of dependence that of that fourth basic assumption, which Turquet names as 'oneness'.  In 
oneness" members seek to join in a powerful union with an omnipotent force, unattainably 
high, to surrender the self for passive participation and thereby feel Existence, Well-being, and 
Wholeness" (Turquet, 1974).  This is not in fact a fourth assumption.  It rather represents, I 
believe, another stage of regression, beyond that of the customary three, back, we might say, 
to the womb itself.  That is why, I think, Turquet resorts to quasi-mystical, religious terminology 
to describe it.   It has to do with "the mysteries" or with "Existence itself". 
 
Let us return now to the question of society in the light of this hypothesis that the prevailing 
dynamics in our pluralist societies may be pairing and oneness, rather than merely a general 
and stultifying dependence.  For these pluralist societies a crucial issue is pairing: can two 



 

. institutions, two groups, two cultures, even two people, be united to create something new, 
strong and hopeful? Any pair, however, also possesses innate potential for destruction, and to 
sustain a pair, a group usually inhibits its own potency.  Some reversion to dependence is a 
familiar group response after the failure of the pair to produce the goods.  But - and this is 
crucial - in the case of a pluralist society a similar reversion cannot occur. For this type of 
society has already determined that its member groups will be autonomous and highly 
individuated.  This indeed is a primary and highly valued mark of such societies.  
 
Consequently, in such a context dependency itself has only limited currency and will, almost as 
soon as it is expressed, prove inadequate as a holding dynamic.  A society, then, in which 
dependency fails and which is unable to mobilise fight for long, because without an external 
enemy this becomes internally destructive, may regress further than we have hitherto 
recognised into that state of stasis which is called “oneness.”  This, I think, is what Lawrence 
means when he writes of "excessive, individual dependency, or its collective counterpart, social 
passivity". 
 
If, then, oneness and pairing,(and not an all-embracing general dependency) are the prevailing 
dynamics of our pluralist societies, then these have to be considered when we try and  interpret 
that society and understand the individual, institution and society.  This again is the sort of large 
question that arises from group relations conferences and the thinking that is stimulated by 
them. Here I can only outline a brief indication both of an approach and possibly a small 
programme for further work.   
 
In the first level of basic assumption behaviour, creative activity becomes possible as realities 
are tested.  But to move from the more profound and primitive level of the assumption of 
oneness, an additional, interim step is required. A group has first to be enabled to shift from 
that level to a culture where one of the three basic assumptions can prevail.  This is usually 
dependency.  Turquet gives a hint of this when he links oneness with existence or the 
mysteries. In society those institutions which affirm existence or the mysteries - i.e. chiefly, 
though not solely, religious bodies - are those which are also customarily invited to handle 
dependency. To make the move from oneness to dependency, therefore, the profundities of 
existence are first named and then made available for exploration. A key activity in this process 
of naming and then exploring oneness is ritual.  This is a means of acknowledging the mystery, 
thus making the shift out of oneness to dependence, and then making work at that dependence 
potentially possible.  You will not be surprised at my thus staking a claim for religious 
institutions and the implicit importance of worship. But in our pluralist societies ritual is not the 
sole prerogative of churches and similar bodies. There are political rituals as well as other social 
rituals, which, however, are provided by institutions. Presidents and Prime Ministers provide 
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such, as do most familiarly medical, military and sporting institutions.  The question of a distinct 
role for churches is one that I would address on another occasion (Carr, 1985). 
 
If ritual in one means whereby the shift from oneness to dependency can be facilitated, this 
process can be further illuminated.  For ritual behaviour has the characteristic of play 
(Cox,1974) and play, as  Margaret Rioch also pointed out, may in conferences be a  middle  
ground  between education and those issues which are too grim to be faced.  Such a middle 
ground may become merely a refuge. Alternatively, however, it can become a point of 
transition from education to the grim issues, or, as we are thinking, from the learning individual 
to the responsible citizen in the problematic social context in which he dwells.  Ritual, then, or 
creative play, is vital if there is to be any shift from the defensive passivity of oneness in a 
pluralist society to any form of dependency.  Or in other words, it is a means by which those 
issues of life which appear impervious to interpretation can be first named and then addressed.  
And crucial for such a development are institutions and specifically the way in which by being 
available for projections they can perform the function of enabling the space between the 
individual and society to be negotiated. Once again, therefore, institutions are not compared or 
contrasted with individuals - as today often seems the case - but prove vital for individual and 
societal welfare. 
 
But even if this is the way to move from the tendency to oneness, which may be endemic in a 
pluralist society, to some form of dependency, it may seem to many to be no advance 
whatsoever. Conference staffs and consultants in general appear uncomfortable with 
dependency. It often seems to be a blight on any enterprise.  I am suggesting, however, that 
casually identified dependency is too easily blamed for apparent ills, whether in conferences or 
society at large, and that, especially in a pluralist society it can perform, if correctly located, a 
positive function. This is to act as mediating step between passive oneness and potential 
activity in the characteristic dynamic of the pluralist society - pairing. 
 
In such a setting institutions have a much wider range of significances than either their 
members or people in society have yet realised. One most important function is to provide the 
means by which individuals and sub-group in society interact and thus negotiate the space 
between themselves and society.  It may be that a failure to recognise this itself leads to the 
decline into social passivity of oneness. And if so, merely to focus expectations in the individual 
and his or her self-understanding will prove to be a false hope of salvation, both for the 
individual and for society. On the other hand, this approach also implies something about 
institutional responsibility within our pluralist societies.  If they are to be the foci for projections 
so that individuals may take up a variety of roles within a wider range of contexts, they may 
need to take this into account in their self-examination.  Questions arise here, for example, for 



 

consultants: Is the consultant to seek to enable an institution merely to be more effective at 
what it wishes to do and achieve, or is he or she also to offer interpretation of this much less 
easily defined, but no less important, responsibility for people and society? We are accustomed 
to think of economic responsibility?  Do we now need to work towards a sense of what we 
might call dynamic human responsibility?  
 
Whatever the case, it does appear that institutions are crucial for individuals to be able to take 
up their role as citizen within a complex, pluralist society, and are not just of interest in 
themselves as organisations and enterprises.  This point is usually left unexamined in the 
conference setting.  But by raising issues of role, leadership, authority and organisation, and by 
creating temporarily an institution in which these may be explored, conferences are 
unavoidably involved with this issue. For we move inevitably beyond the individual and the 
institution to the question of the function of institutions in their context of society. 
 
But, finally, can the question even be addressed?  While in the Tavistock tradition the 
autonomy and the authority of the learner is upheld, there are signs of awareness of wider 
issues of responsibility. Eric Miller has noted that unless we can work with members in the here 
and now at elucidating the political nature of our involvement with them and theirs with us, 
and accept the pain and the responsibility that flow from that, I fear our conferences will have 
about as much influence on contemporary institutions as a fly on an elephant's back. (Miller, 
1985).  With that I concur.  But there may be one further step worth risking. 
 
The model of consultancy derived from conference work is a useful means by which to examine 
institutions.  But there is a further conference-derived role that might prove a means to 
illuminate thinking about and understanding of the wider question of society.  This is the 
specific role of staff member. If we acknowledge the continuing interchange between 
conferences and the world in which they are set - as I believe we must - then our attention is 
directed to the staff role. For in a conference the staff is collectively responsible for interpreting 
this interaction. 
 
It may then be that further clues from conference experience for the understanding of society 
may come from a focused and considered examination of staff experience and motivation. The 
thought seems worth reflection.  As an approach it is consonant with the model of working to 
which we adhere, namely examination, reflection and interpretation of experience. In terms of 
a possible outcome it could provide a way of acquiring particular evidence rather than 
conference anecdote alone. To focus thus deliberately on the significance of one facet of 
group relations studies - the role and experience of staff member - could also have potential 
consequence for both conference and consultancy work. The design of such a study would not 



 

be beyond us; its sponsorship might even appeal to one of the centers of the A K Rice Institute. 
We are inevitably, as I have tried to indicate, operating in this field of study.  Perhaps now is the 
time to make it explicit. 
 
The forbidden fruit to which Brown referred in my opening quotation was in the original myth 
that eaten by Eve and Adam. They lost their innocence, but in so doing became alive to issues 
of authority and responsibility, curiosity, integrity which remain for all, and especially for those 
of us who have also lost our innocence again through participation in group relations 
conferences. The world cannot look the same again.  But the danger may be that we then 
formalise our view of the world and, albeit unconsciously, seek to have it regularly confirmed 
by each new conference and meeting. Of course, you may by now wish, like a colleague on a 
recent conference staff, to dismiss all this as "bloody intellectualism".  But I should still want to 
claim that in even daring to consider human behaviour in groups we are inexorably put into the 
position of having to be alive to the grim issues of our contemporary societies, if we are to 
continue to make any claim to integrity and genuine curiosity. Extrapolation from our small, 
limited and fairly insignificant world to the vast issues before us and our societies is not merely 
legitimate nor simply desirable. It is essential if the study and thinking in which we are engaged 
is, like that of Bion in 1961, to be something that will "compel serious attention to aspects of 
institutions' and society's origins and structures that are all too rarely subjected" not to political 
effort or pressure for change, or campaigning or complaining, but to the one thing we have to 
offer and which is perhaps most needed, "to analysis". 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


