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Buth C. Cohn

%}}}u%{{{ Living-Learning Encounters:

The Theme-Centered
Interactional Method

COMMENTARY

Ruth Cohn supgests that what we learn and the way we learn it are
toa frequently irrelevant to actual human situations. What tends to
happen in traditional learning siluations is that material presented
tay remain emotionally nnassimilated, ie., not relevant in depth.

The theme-centered interactional method is defined and illustrated
in an effort o demonstrate that learning, psychotherapy, and en-
counters all have in common an opportunity to provide a live ex-
perience for people. This opportunity can be realized when the
leader respeets and is responsible to the resources within the group
so that confrontation techniques then become the vehicle rather than
the limitation to pl:rs-m:la] g’.r-::rw‘th.

BIOGRAPHY

Ruth €. Cohn's professional background is that of psycholegy, philosophy,
and psychoanalysis. Her living space includes pre-Nazi Germany, Switzer-
land, and the United States. Her interest has grown to include a variety of
therapeutic approaches with individuals and groups, which include ex-
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pecientialism and Gestalt therapy and the initistion of the theane.centered
interactional method. This approack is geared to use knowledge of group
therapy and group process for the improvement of group leading and group
communication.

Ruth €. Cohn has been on the faculties of National Faychological Assaci-
ation of Psychoanalysia (NP.AP.| and the Group Therapy EmmmeHi of
the Post Graduate Center for Mental Health. She is the foundee/director
of the ﬂ_qauwmrcﬂ Institute for Living-Learning. Publications include a va-
riety of papers on countertransference training of therapists and super-
visors and on training intuition and various articles on the theme-centered
inleractional method,

ScoPE

When lively peeple communicate with each other about a thing, a task,
or a theme Hr_m“___ are in a :._.__m:m.ﬁnm_.:?"m situation. When people strive
for awarencss of each other beyond their functional reles (such as
being the bus driver or the salesman), they are in a living-learning en-
counter. Living-learning encounters are our deily privilege of being
alive and in touch with each other.

Living-learning is the celebration of being a human being who can
take in and change around and create something new. Living-learning
means enjoving pictures, perceptions, new feelings, new relationships,
thoughts, motions, and skills—and never rm.___._.hm te be bored, Living-
learning is the joy of freedom and mastery and leisure and adventure
alone or with another—the surprize of the unexpected, and the curious
expectation of what now and what next and never being still for long.

The term “living-learning” wus coined by Norman Liberman on the
oceasion of our founding the Workshop Institute for Living-Learning
in 1966, We searched for a term that would express the process of
r..:ﬂ.._um as exciling, alive, and with-it. This concept implies the contrast
to dead-learning that most people endure in their acceptance of splitting
life into hours of learning {or having a job} and hours of being free
and living. Students are asked to “leamn’ so they can “live and make a
living later on in life.” This separation of living and learning is a sad
cultural fzct and not a hiologic necessity. The baby reaches out for his
toes, watches a colorful windblown pinwheel, gurgles sounds toward
articulated words, kicks and wiggles and coos—or, if he fails, may rage
and cry. His learning is his living, Our calture pushes children and
adults to learn and work faster and encourages competitive rather than
cooperative games and schooling, What could be a living-learning grow-
ing process hecomes a competitive rat race planting ulterior motiva-
tion and ultimately defeating itself destructively.

:h ™
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The theme-centered interactional method? is a systematic altempt to
bring living-learning encounters and their exeiterment into working
groups—such as academic classrooms, staff meetings, conventions, Te-
search teams, and social action groups. The method is a derivative of
group therapy, teaching, eand communication approaches. Like group
therapy, it offers respeet for the individual’s growth and promotes the
group’s awareness for each person’s participation within the flow of
the group members’ concerns. Group therapy has, however, one theme
and one theme only: “'I want to feel and function better,” The W.I.L.L.
method shifts the emphasis from this one theme of developing an indi-
vidual’s growth potential te any and all tasks or themes that individuals
can be concerned with—without losing the focus of each person’s
uniqueness. Themes may, for instance, refer to police trainees as
“trouble shooting without a gun,” to high school students as “turning
on with mathematics,” to staff relationships as “being myself—being
black or being white,” to therapeutic research groups as “using differ-
ent metheds in different therapeutic situations,” and so on.

The number of possible themes in interactionsl groups is unlimited.
The participants may be children, adolescents, or adults. The themes
may be concerned with educational, scientifie, artistic, and organiza-
tional themes and also family, commune, and community living. The
optimal size of a group ranges from about 12 to 20 peeple. However,
the prineiples of the methed are also applicable for large meetings and
are helpful in private life and smaller groups.

This chapter will give a survey of how the theme-centered interac-
tional method is being used in working groups.

Ewﬂninmﬁw, the theme-centered interactional approach evolved spon-
taneously in one of my psychoanalytic training groups in 1955. As I
conceptualized the method, ideas and techniques from other sources
were Integrated. [ learned most from the Atlanta Psychiatric Clinie
{especially from Carl Whitaker and John Warkentin) and from Gestalt
therapy (especially from Fritz Perls and James Simkin). Progress in
techniques followed by using the theme-centered interactional method
in the Workshop Institutes for Living-Learning—our staffs working in
the community and training professional and paraprofessional group
leaders, The method, despite its firm structure, can embrace an un-
Hmited number of wmnrhmnhnmm or games. These may inelude those de-
rived frem psychodrama (Moreno | and behaviorism, or the video
techniques of lan Alger and Peter Hogan, or the personal and inter-
actional games of Dan Malamud, or the encounter techniques of Eliza-
beth Mintz and Virginia Satir. (Hogan, Malamud, and Mintz are mem-

i Sometimes referred to as the W.1LLL. method 1zoght at the Workshop Institotes for
Living-Learning in New York City and Adanta, Ga,




248 TnxNovATIONS

bers: of W.IL.L.: ”rm.___q and other ereative H:wcH.L.a have shared in
improving the method with their ideas, work, and friendship. )

Living-LEanvine—A Hovlstic ArPROoACH

I encounter vou means [ meet you; it means [ want to know you. It
means | open my senses, my feelings, and my mind to you. Tt also
means I want you to know me and open mysell up to be known, We
encounter each other if yvou too wanl to encounter me and know me, [
might want to know all of you that can be known or just a very little
bit. and vice versa. The fuller the encounter, the richer we become.

To learn mcq_._nmzam from my encounter with you means to keep
something of you in my existence. I can never take into me what is
inside of you——beranuse your percepticns, data, _?u:mrm.. and, of
course, feelings are always yours. The message from you to me changes
on its way from your sending to my receiving. If both of us were to
watch a painter painting a picture, there would be at least three images
of this picture in the room: the painter’s, yours, and mine. (Yet there
is a picture in the room. You—[—We center our learning in each
other and the picture, |

I can accept the mm.Bﬂ;m fact of our Tmmum ﬂmwmrormlnmmn 1zlands as a
beautiful adventure. 1 can playfully enjoy chance and choice of an
infinite number of encounters and learning adventures, | can sccept
that we live in this world as separate and autonomons individuals, yet
that bridees, ferryboats, jets, and rockets hring us into close proximity
—and so can songs, words, smiles. and touch. Or I can fight our
separateness and communion by trying to establish fantasy ﬁEw_Em_m
or establish autistic isclation, Emu.mwu__, losing the perspective that all
islands meet under the ocean and that galaxies are bonded in space.

Whenever a person tries to deny the island quality of human exist-
ence—the ;:.w:? that keeps human beings separate and connected—
his communication to the other hecomes unrealistic and in a nmm._umu
sense eomical. When I try to convinee you of something that is self-
evidenl to me {becanze of my particular background and charaeter-
istics ), | act like a mather who tries to force-feed a child, The child
sWa :E:ﬂm the unwanted has hiz own mm:.wﬁcm:wzmﬁ_. _T_..H:m. force and
may not digest the food—he may vomit, get uleers, and hate his mother.

By the same token, if a teacher tries to “make™ students learn data
or opinions from him Ais way and expects students to learn what he
knows, he does not take into account ﬂm;ﬁﬂaim unigueness of perceiving,
feeling, and thinking and their framework of background and motiva-
ion; these differences change every fact, every concept, theory, and
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method into individual particles of personal systems. Force-feeding of
food corresponds to force-feeding in teaching and communication. The
food may m?;mdmnﬁ_ in the child’s body as the teachers’ words, data,
and utterings may disappear in the student’s learning apparatus, but
such forced learning, lacking vital involvement, is dead-learning. It is
likely to come out undigested or it may poison the student into lethargy
or rage, or—most frequently—into lifeless conformity. The most im-
portant music, words, or formulas—Bach’s, Shakespeare’s or Einstein’s
—have no _ummwm:m. on students whose receptive and mdnmm.h.uni_m Organs
are preoccupied with other mnrnHmHJ, or mundane matters, or are ﬂmE_.i.
or fatigued.

Writing down these thoughts, I feel foolish. The statements in this
last paragraph seem zelf-evident to me. Yet the facts show that schools
and schoolbooks, organizational meetings, and round-table discussions
o on with dead-lesrning programs and methods as if people were data-
processing machines with input, integration, and output mechanizms
that can he fed and forced to fanction E:r a little bit of repair (reward
and punishment) and refinement of procedures. The facts that what
you say is not what I hear and what I know for sure is opposed by you
—and mav he n_u._ﬁn,.«.._w__..m _uu_, Euﬁ&m tomorrow—are hard facts to learn;
they may have to be stated and restated over and over again from
generation to generation—like the commands of “Thou shalt not kill”
and “Gaoti Sau Ten.”

Living-learning is a concept within a holistie philosophy of man. It
encompasses the wholeness of sensing, feeling, thinking, and rwﬂwiww
in the wholeness of w:u:u.m a creature whao integrates past and future in
his prescot mn.EmEm_m._.nTF_ mindful existence. And this ﬂrmamaﬁrf
encompasses man's bondapge in cauvsality as well a5 his freedom of
choice and his being a separate individual and a participant in the
socizl and material universe. The seeming paradox of being a separate
biologic unit and being & social participant presents sach individual
with conflicts, unfulfilled wishes, and dynamic strivings w balanee the
never-halaneed.

Living-learning encounters oceur between two, three, or more peo-
ple. Living-learning encounters can be spoken, danced, kissed, fought,
or cried. They can even be—with more difficulty—written or read. 1,
writer, and you, reader, right now are in such a difficult encounter. The
,..__.Em_mq.umm&mﬂ unit is a nonfeedback encounter. I, writer, want to in-
fluence you, flow into you, make a difference to you, have an impact on
you—with my written-down [eelings, thoughts, experiences, Yet I must
take the risk of not being heard. I must accept and confirm the exis-
tential writer's situation of H_uzmmﬂmmm.ru__...nu.mnﬁﬁmE:nm.wmmm_n_nmm._ I must
ride on the wings of a fantasy encounter—and you??? {Point 8 in this
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hook's Editors’ “lnstructions to Contributors™: “Above all—involve
and interest the reader.”) What Emwromm are there to hridge the gap
from my sending to your receiving?*

H..E.;w._mmqfum can veeur in solitude and in interchange with other
people. ?...Em_mmﬂzﬁm may be experienced in reading or in lonely
ecstasy of seeing a sunset over the ocean, or understanding a nathe-
matical formula. Yet even in solitude most people relate their feelings
and [antasies to an absent person or group—the parent, the lover, the
teacher, the class, the staff {“if only they were here, 1 could tell them™}.
And in absence of such fantasy there still is the participation with
others by the mere fact of shared language, shared symbols, and a
sharad ncnrrﬁncm_ world, No one 15 ever Eaar inside himsell—he con-
tains his partnerships with the past, present, and future environment
within himself. It is only in participant autenomy that we exist. This
participant autoncmous [-We relationship in living can be promoted
constructively in humanistic communication groups and ean be de-
humanized in dictatorial and dead-learning settings.

Cur schools and boards are as yet resistive or ignorant of the useful
role of interactional groups. Classes and meetings are primarily theme-
and-leader-directed. The experience of students and group members is
therefore that their inner needs or wants, abilities and mterpersonal
interests, m.umonhﬁvmn;sm and conflicts are ignored or negated. Living-
learning energy is converted into dead- FmE.Em Boredom, sleepiness,
ﬁ.m_u__m:_ﬁ_r and resignation ensue, T'he international uprising of students
and workers, [ rmrmemﬁ is not only a phenomenon of economic and
racial origin or rejection of nuclear world destruction but alse an ex-
pression of a desire to be respectfully fieard. to be counted as creative
individuals, an entidote against gronymily within an overpopulated
werld,

The WIL.L. method represents an approach to personalize the
impersonalized werld of mass education and mass communication. Tt
encouragss the individuul's self-realization of his sensing and feeling
and thinking potential and his relating intimately and usefully with
people who can become 1 impertant to r::. The method is built on fatth
that a task can be accomplished both more meaningfully for each indi-
vidual and more successfully in accomplishmnent if the physical, emo-
tional, intellectual, and spiritual :ﬁE:mz?m of each person is respected
and enhanced within the group’s involvement with the theme. There-
fore, the method promoles awareness of the 1 and of the You as indi-
viduals as well as the We of the group as a whole, cohesion results from
the awareness of all I's of each other and the theme. The theme-centered

*The common writer's block can be hetter understond by realizing the inherent
difitculty of communication by memory and fantasy.
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interactional group strives for awareness and furthering of each [-
potential and We.cohesion and the accomplishment of penetrating
theme or fulfilling a task. Thus, the L. et triangle is the structural
image of the theme-centered interactional method: the connection of
three points of equal importance—the individual, the group, and the
theme,

Groups

The interactional group is a MT_..mJ. m_uﬁnm in which Hcmh:.E__w takes ﬁmmnn.
| first bhecame aware of its unique mihm.dmwﬂumbm w.uamsmm._ when 1
naﬂmmhmm Ehe m:mmn,ﬂm&m of most classrooms, staff Emmman and
mmmmnmm:”__. lecture halls with the ﬁmmmmnﬂ and enthusiasm m=MmHmmH.mm in
therapy groups; and the repested statements of group therapy patients
that the group has been their mest important learning experience in
life. The interaction in group therapy centers around the participants’
personal difficulties and growth potential. The interaction in such
sroups is concerned with your and my problems and achievements and
with living with each other in the space and time of the therapy
sessions. However, you and T may add other themes to our interaction
than thoese concerning our personal lives. A group is a group is a group
(and not a cluster, erowd, or mass) if all persons within a given time
and space share concern for themselves, for cach other, and for a

theme or task.

[LLusTRATIONS

Father, mother, and child may be :uw_mnrnu in the kitchen, They are
a family by definition; whether this family is a group depends on their
COMNCern E:T each other and their H.Lﬂen_ﬁ_wuu to & theme (task), Father
may fix a mﬁn_mmr mather cook dinner, child draw a picture. .H._.__u...u_ﬂ may
he izolated individuals or they may have concern for each other's feel-
ings and activities. They may share HEEE:? or explicitly a nrmEm
_Enr as :n_E:m :.:umm for .?.3_? _E_zm_., “making our houwse niee,”
“getling things done together,” or even “spiting mmar other.” Such
themes would be expressed in verbal and/or nonverbal communication.
The _.q:n._Hm concern for each (1], for the sroup as a whole {We}, and
for the activity and/or theme (It) makes father-mother-child in the
kitchen a group rather than a cluster of people. The rationale of a
group thus is the IWelt triangle. This triangle symbolizes the impor-
tance of the respect for the individual with his psychosomatic and
spiritual needs, wants, end beliefs, the group as o cohesive leam, ard
the subject matter as the concern of all participants. The degree of
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group cohesion depends on the dvnamic balance of these [-We-It fac-
tors. If for any length of time one or two of these factors are neglected
or deminant, group cchesion dissolves and the people in the room be-
come a ﬁ”_.._hm_.nmuu Or 4 mass,

Cockiail Party. People mill sround the room. 1 meet another I
and another one, Each “I” has his own pursuits: meeting friends from
old times, ::.ﬂ.?m nuw people, showing off clothes, getting money for
a cause, enjoving food or drinks or n,..:...mdmmznz looking at pictures
on the wall. There are meetings from “I” te "I but ne common theme.
No “We" evolves (beyond possibly some flesting subgroups with
private themes ). Tfis is a microlab n_h__ tselation within a mass,

Lecture Haoll. A ﬂ__._n_mnmmn_w or minister speaks about a theme to
many :mn__.u._mm. 1f the w_.._mmh_.n.q has QEE H_E:_&:...u r.,__l__. manners, and
elear and convineing ways of tmt.ﬂsq. and if he is aware of or at least
in tune with the interests of his nudience, he creates a multiple theme-
to-] relationship between himself and the audience. Many isolated I's
thus relate to the speech and the speaker. A “We™ is not created be-
cause there s little communication from the listener to the speaker and
from the listener to his peer listeners, Endu_a lines lead from the [ to
the speaker and to the It: the We is H.m?.mmwzcwnm _.un_.f_q. _.,.u_, nonverbal and
unchecked “thin® lines drawn belween peers. | call this the “star rela-
tionship™ in which all lines zo from participants to the speaker and
the theme, Under the [-We-It perspective, the We falls short. No group
ensiues. | This is a microlad of cultural indactrination. )

Acodemic Semingr. In an academic seminar teacher and students
are concerned with themes. The overt theme may be Plato, trigonom-
etry, forestry, or cubism. Covert themes are the teacher’s status and
the students’ grades. Teacher and students may or may not he in-
volved in the overt theme. Their passion may or may not be else-
where, The “It” (the theme} iz in the Eqamggm, the L-involvement
may include a thin intellectual layer and exclude all other living-
learnine energy; the We-cohezion may b spotty, No group haz heen

(=]
crealed. __,._H.___.wE is @ microlab of competitive ctvilization.}

Family. A family trims a Christmas tree. Father puts up the tree
and the lights. The w:q children put on decorations. Grandmother fixes
broken Tm:win. ._L:L_t. helps little children to cut out paper trimmings.
If the activities are an expression of the ?_._._.FT_ s feelings and the desire
to do this E.wr:._ﬁ a group has been formed. The mmmﬁ_&m ideally,
function as ___u?mn ers’ of this group and are concerned not _.EF__ with
trimming the tree but alse with Llﬁ_n_w the family mmﬁm?ﬁ :Ez:mH
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esthetic, and interpersonal skills and with supperting the grandparents’
emotional and useful position in the family. (This cen be o Hving-
learning group. |

Group Therapy Group. A group therapy group is involved in the
theme 1 want to feel and function better.” The participants may he
interested in one man’s difficulties in getting along with his employer,
The patient exposes his fcelings toward his boss and toward the
therapist. The group members relate their perceptions and interpreta-
tiens to the copatient. They also talk about their own feelings toward
this man as well as their involvements with authority figures. The group
therapist relates in personal ways to the one patient, the group, and
himself. The people in this session are a group concerned with the
I-We-It. [ This too can be a lving-learning group. )

Tue THEME-CENTERED INTERACTIONAL GROUP
(Toe I-We-IT APPROACH)

In initiating and practicing the theme-centered interactional method [
have endeavored systematically to create a group structure that promotes
living-learning in classrooms, research groups, round-table con-
ferences, and any Hurmnm where __u._maﬁ___h meet for educational, organiza-
tional, research, or other community purposes. Such models that occur
spontaneously in families and in group therapy have rarely come forth
in edueational and organizational settings, which have been concerned
with either theme-centered programs or personal care for growth and
health.

PHILOSOPHEY

The _urmn_mn_m_r.mn basis for the theme-centered interactional methed is
haolistic.

The wholeness of man has a multitude of aspects: He is a psyche-
biologic entity who senses and fecls, end thinks, and believes, He is 2
being, determined m_.d__.. and mmnmn.upwu&._m. his past, present, and future.
His vantage point is his here-and-now. His past, present, and future
contain chanee and choice. Man is a participant partner of the universe.
His partnership is determined by all and determines all others.

From the basis of these aviomatic assumptions it follows that man,
a5 a psychobiologic unit in time and space and as participant pariner
in the universe, is both autonomous and interdependent: An individual,
an 1, functions and lives well in the flowing process of his existence if
ke lives within the awareness and consideration of his self-reliance and
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partnership; he becomes a burden lo himself {sick) and to mankind
(asocial] if he distorts his autonomy into the pructice of autism and
his interdependence into the illusion of grandiose independence or
helpless dependency.

Promating the living-learning spirit of each person in an interac-
tional group means to accept each individual's inalienable right and
reality to be autonomous and interdependent.

Only the 1, only the individual, i in the position of inward knowl-
edge of hiz sensation, feelings, desires, and aspirations. No outside
perception equals intrapsychic self-knowledge. The outsider, on the
other hand, can perceive and intuit much about the other person if he
functions with awareness of and sensitivity to reality rather than to his
own projections. Such perceptions and intuitions can be helpful to the
other’s inward recognition and self-realization.

The existential condition of the self being in the center of his own
world gives each person the responsibility for his own experience and
activities. (Nobody can substitute for me as the core of my own exist-
ERCE,

Vs

#"  THE “GLoBE”

The theme-centered interactional method relies on awareness of
what constitutes an interactional group and use of these constituents
dynamically. The group is the meeting of people who are concerned
with each other and a theme. The method encourages free-flowing
awareness of all structural factors.

—— The I'We-It factors designate the group’s balance at any given
momenl. A group, however, does_not_exist unto_itsel byt is embedded

-in Ew.mmwmﬁ circle of environmental circumstances. These circumstances
include the givens of time, space, motivational. hierarchic, and fune-

tional auspices of the human environment in which the Eolﬁmrmm takes

place. These data include strict or fAexible time schedules—such as

= hours per week, week ends. and evening or day series, The space may

be set within classroom organizational quarters, a rented house, a re-
treat, offices, or any other (preferably secluded) space, Flexibility in
the widest sense iz possible—one can make group mqhmnmmﬂgm at
street corners, conventions, bars, and so on (but these are rather
minimal operational conditions for the method ).

The globe includes the purpose of the workshop meeting, The pur-
pose may be set by the group; a group may contract a leader; or
peeple may respond to an advertizement. The purpose or goal may, how-
ever, also be set by people who have power over others—such um\m_-.mmaa
officials over prisoners, teachers over children, administrators and em-
m...__._.n._u...m.n.m O¥VET JHH._._”.U_._.n._..q.__...m.m.w.

—_—
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The mHn._Wn includes the constellation of the group membership, Are
thev all strangers at the beginning or do some TncE_w know each otber?
Are they hostile or friendly to new people? It is vital to know the
constellation of group participants, Once I led a group of ministers for
a week end, knowing that they came from different churches gnd
places. I did not realize, however, that half of the group had met weekly
for half a year but the others were strangers. There was an undercurzent
of hostility between these subgroups of various kinds, which could he
worked through only after the globe factors were known.

Sometimes a “captive” group receives the proup leader as a spy
and perceives the workshop as a planned brainwashing procedure that
is to be resisted. Only when such globe factors are cleared up can
living-learning encounters take ﬁﬁmnm. Most difficulties in interactional
workshops arise not from overt interactions, but from opaque interfer-
ing constellations, or from real or suspected manipulations by putside
forces.

As soon as these are recognized, they become workable challenges
for group interaction.

Exgmples, 1 was asked to give a workshop on staff H._mHmmanEm_m in
a western psyehiatrie clinie, The work seemed easy. People were eager
and cooperative, Only after a relatively long time, did 1 become aware
of the fact that those staff members who were unfriendly to the medical
director (who had arranged for this workshop) had not come to par-
ticipate! The two-party svstem showed up by nenparticipation.

I was invited to lead a workshop in a southern growth center. A few
months later | received a letter from another nottoo-dizstant organiza-
tion stating that they had agreed to join this series. This was confirmed.
A few mm.u.qm prior to the meeting I was informed .Hn_u_q the repre-
sentative of the first nﬂmmﬁmummﬂu that there were more registrants
than T had stated as my maximum, I zaid that this would he m.mlmr_ if 1
were allowed to _..E_.ﬂm a coleader, This was mnnmm,EEm to the person 1
spoke to. On my arrival—a few hours prior to that of my coleader —
the representative of the second organization greeted me in great anger.
He had not agreed to accept a coleader and he would therefore advize
his group to leave if they so chose. My young coleader (who just hap-
pened to be black—a fact not mﬂniacmmum known to the E.mmimm_._.mc:mﬁ
representatives) and I went through a miserable period of clearing the
air before anything else could be accomplished, This was a typieal
.,.m_ﬁ_m_m: errar.

I had been invited to go to England after giving a speech at a con-
vention in Vienna about the theme-centered interactional method, The
invitation was for me to be the “consultant for the staff” of a group
therapy association for a two-week training session for mental health
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workers and leachers, | assumed that [ was consulted to introduce the
W.I.L.L. method. It took the staff and me four days of agony until we
recognized that they wanted me to rm:.h them i improve their own method
rather than acquaint them with mine. Because | was on theoretic and
practical issues in oppasition to their credo (group leaders as observers
rather than as participants |, we found ourselves in a difhieult position.
The misjudgment of the globe here put the stafl and me in conflict.
r= The environmental globe in which each interactional triangle takes
| place does not exist unto itself but, like all steilar globes, 15 embedded
| in the universe and influenced and coguided by all other globes and
the universal condition. Thus, an interactionel workshop takes on
characteristics of its individual members as well us their connectedness
to their socielnl m..&uhbmn._..bﬁ,uu.
In a theme-centered interactional workshop the group leader func-
tions as the guardian of the method. He guards a multiplicity of factors:
the “globe™ triangle Hnwmn?ﬂﬁﬁ-r:ﬁgs513_2 condition) and the
interactional triangle of the multifaceted “1,"” the intricate “We,” and
the establishment and pursuit ef the “It.”” The first and moest important
task is the setting of the scene in cooperation with the _u_mwmauﬁmu who
shares in the responsibility of establishing the workshop series. Time,
space, environment, and themes must be optimally geared to the pur-
pose of the group meetings. Following are some examples of corelating
the purpose of the program with an experiential theme-centered de-

. sigm,

Examples.  (for experientially relating the theme to the globe).

Purpose. Training group therapists as group leaders and staff mem-
bers of the Workshop Institute for Living-Learning.

Time, Fall, 1966, A week end

Place, Renee Nell's country place (a halfway house in Connecticut).
The halfway-house residents participated ﬂﬁ.nnﬁﬁﬁumﬂq repre-
sentatives in the program), Renee Nell as guest member of the
m,mm.m:-ﬁmimnm

E_un.

o One of the built-in theme experiences of that qubd.EwnwlhbuL_.E
~ 4

=

the inclusion of various forms of segrepational axtnznwrnu. These were

_to be in four of eight ﬁcﬁ_u,_mérsmmq... groups: residents (of the country
m_mnw_m | and professionals, blacks and whites, men and women, lews and

ﬁ"ﬁ?:mﬁ? Each participant belonged to one category of each of these
pairs. Each section worked __smﬁrm_. in such a segregated state for one-

half hour, Each person therefore And four different experiences—of

B
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being segregated with “his own kind." Each subgroup. had a_group

——r

leader belonging to the category he led.

SCHEDULE

Friday Evening

O arrival

9:30=11:00 p.u.

Buffet supper (professionals and residents)
Principles and techniques of the theme-cen-
tered interactional method, Ruth C. Cohn

.wnhsw&nw
9:00~ 9:30 am,  Breakfast
9:30-11:30 a.m. Theme: segregation (rotating half-hour
...n_.q_u:m.m”_
Segregated groups Group leaders

Living room
Library
Living room
Library
Hh.iﬂm TOOIm

Library

Renee Nell
Ruth C. Cohn

Win Adams
Morman Liberman

Residents only
Professionals _uuq

Blacks only
Whites only

m.ms.?.,q Hayden
Vivian Guze

Men only
Women only

Living room Jews only T.eonard Schwartz
Library Christians only Hans Priester
11:45- 1:15 .M.  The theme-centered interactional method

1:13= 4:00 e.d

Theme: multiple groups: segregation- .a_n_,___“?
sion-coexistence- Eummqaga

( professionals only ),
Ruth C. Cohn
Lunch and leisure {including indoer and

outdoor sports)

4:00- 5:30 pa Theme: segregation and collision
Various group members and leaders
Professionals and residents
5:30— T:00 p.M.  Theme: Coexistence and integration /
Smrall Tmnmwmm_mﬂmanm Frouns g
. Professionals and residents
T:30 P Dinner
m..__éumam :mmﬁ.ﬁmﬂmhmﬁ: led wJ, Renee Well and resi-
dents
Sunday
0. 00- 9:30 ana. Breakfast
9:30-11:00 a.M. Practicing theme-centered  interactional

workshop techniques with small heteroge-
neous groups on themes such as “fresing

|
._




i

Sunday ;
ereativity,” “freedom and bondage,” “non-
verbal communication,” selected by resi-
dents and wnc?mﬂa:m_m
11:15~ 1:00 p..  Workshep on _mmn_mm.ﬂmrwt ol theme-centered
interactional workshops and creating the
workshop institute
Professionals _umJ.

1:00 p.a. Lunch: end of program
r

4 Notes Referring to One Experiential Part of Dealing with the “Seg-

regation.” At breakfast 1 assigned two rooms, library and living
room, to the various paired groups. truly by sizeé or at random. [
stated the theme as, “How does it feel ta be in this group, not %NHEEH&
to go to the other room, to the other Tw_,_ma__p # [Fach group had a
_HEnrm theme-centered interactional Ecﬂrmrcm_ _rmnrﬂ. except the black
group whose leader happened to be ill.}

The resident group felt the :ﬂ?é:oa as a hestile act. Why were
they “cordemned” to the library while the “head-shrinkers had ‘their’
__Hﬂum reom?” Hostility prevailed and cautiousness to strangers was
recommended.

The complementary group of professionals felt relatively at home.
No m__wm:umm of discriminating or feeling discriminated against were ex-
pressed. “It feels like m?.m,,_m.; We wucE this situation so well.”™ “T
have never been in a room with three Negro na:mqum " The group,
whose theme was meant to lead to experiencing mamqmﬁm::: s .?_H.mm.
sionals, velated instead questions of interrscial segregation. The
in-group experience of _u_m:..q together, blacks and whites, in one pro-
fessional group, was mﬂoﬁnb._:{ prevalent, Therefore, more than a
half-hour’s time would have been needed before the theme-imposed
experience could have come into productive awareness.)

After half an hour the schedule called for separation of blacks and
whites. The black therapist walked out of the living room to jein the
one black resident guest in the library, The three empty seats of our
black cc:ammﬁnm were filled rw white residents. This was painful to
some of us. The room became overcrowded with the influx of about 18
residents added to the 12 white professionals. *“This is not a group.’
“We are too many to communicate.” The residents expressed their
antagonism about our intrusion into thedr living room, We felt H..r__w samme
way about their coming in. We were mEn_:m._.E:.__. divided into “us™ as
a faniiliar group of Emf, York professionals .“_.:n_ “them™ as no:_zﬂ__,
place residents, and vice versa. After some expressions of hostility,
our interest in meeting each other became predominant, Yet the im-
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mediate. cxpei..onee of the deserted and filled-up chairs remained a
visceral undercurrent in some of us.

The black group felt their small size as disturbing, Having one black
resident among three black professionals became the theme. The thin-
ness of the report emphasized hesitancy to mwﬁbaﬂm aur m_nn._cﬁ_p.n.pm
{ This nrmamm.m _..mmﬂnﬂ:q in the mn:ﬁ_s__ﬁm theme-centerad scﬂrmwn_ﬂ |

The clock sent the men into the library. The women staved in the
rﬁnm room and were ._.Emrm by the one female black rrm.ﬂmm__ur We
were comfortable in group size, giggly in ..._w.._qp__. Knitting needles tap-
danced, ﬁwEHzm was eazy. ““Why den’t we miss the %mﬁu: “It is only

a hali- _EE|: is so nice to feel like we are back in college—fert up
E._nh not care.” The faet that a female hlack therapist was _anﬁE
mentioned by one white colleague. This statement hurt the group spirit.
The ri:ﬁnnu was lost. We ﬁ.unrm& on this.

ﬂum men reported an wnhappy group spirit. They felt put upon. *Let
me get out of here.” “We are heading for a collision.” There was great
interest about what might oo on in the women's proup. small subgroup
discussions ensued., mu.mmfzm_ the clesed door open was imminent when
the clock struek for the last paired segregation group: Jews and
Christians.

There were rampant hostility and fractionalism in the Jewish group.

“l hate German Jews; they feel superior.” “American Jews discrim-
inate™ ,.Ha ery person [ like is a Jew to me—I don't care whether he
is or not.” “I don't feel that I'm Jewish—I just know I am.” “How
can you say you are Jewish if you don’t care that your child marries a
goy u_,[#mmE the intragroup split was dominant. Some comfort and
discomiort about the ahsent Christians were expressed,

The Christians did not feel like a group, They felt discriminated
against. “They must have a good time.” “They are a closely knit real
family: they always are.” “We are not a group at all—we are a non-
group of non-Jews,”

The segregation experience stayed on. There was seli-conseiousness
about whe would sit with whom at the lunch tables. We talked about
this too. In most groups self-segregatory experiences had overshadowed
those of being discriminated against.

Another Exemple (for programming and building relevant experi-
ences into the here-and-now of the theme to be explored ).

Tue (roBE
Advertised workshop; developing growth potential (general pub-
lic) and groap Hmmmmumr.mm_ training for W.LL.L, staif (25 partici-

_.u_.m:Hm,_.
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Time, Week end, 1967,

Place, A group leader's office apartment; use of two Tooms,

Theme. “The ﬁrm_an_.. of n:mﬂmun ﬁrxﬂ__aﬁhm participants’ atti-
tudes toward major and minor changes in living; changes that
have to be hnnmﬂ;mn_ and changes that the person initiates; bring-
ing up individual's general attitudes and imminent changes in
their living, including marriage and diverce, job changes, fam-
ily changes, aging, moving ).

Grovr LzapeErs
Ruth €. Cohn and Vivian 8, Guze,

Procram

Friday Evening, Total group meets for a few minutes, then divides
inte two rooms with one leader each.

Saturday Morning. First half: splitting up the groups of Friday
night,

Second half: groups stay, leaders rotate to the other group.
Lunch together, informal.

Saturday Afternoon. First half: groups divided into married
nEHEmm {who eame together] and single participants; each
group with ene leader.

Second half: total group together with both leaders.

Saturday Evening. .«F=E¢9Q4ar -change” party.

Sunday Morning. First ._uml. two W.LL.L. zstaff leaders-in-train-
ing lead groups (the inital Friday evening group: leaders are
now _u_m:wnmﬁuunm”_.

Sunday Afternoon. Training session with group leaders-in-training
only: practice-centered discussion.

In the -.nrm:nzmm-&.crgm.c: workshop experiences of changes out-
side the group are explored within a setting that Hu.%_n_m.mm qu.n_m_mm in
rapid order onto the group members, c:h..muzﬂzmﬂ. in the various chal-
lenge-of-change workshops | have led, the swift change of group
members and group leaders and rooms has not ever led to withdrawal
and hesitation of the participants but rather to an acceleration of sclf-
and-other involvement around the theme. The challenge of meeting
new people and new situations and dealing with this theme has pro-

pelled the urgency of living-learning rather than delayed it.

Another Example. At the convention of the Art Directors of New
York in 1967 Peter Hogan was to show his video tape of my workshop
with ..n._.m_ﬁ art directors on the theme “The Art of Perceiving,” and |
was to discuss this video tape, Before the tape was shown, I asked the
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mE:m:nm {approximately 200 people] to [follow for a moment the

same | instructions | had given to the workshop group of art directors:
ﬁn_ be silent for a few minutes and to be open to that which came easily
into their awareness, After a few minutes [ asked the reverse: to try to
perceive something they had not and would not ordinarily perceive
spontanecusly—to perceive something in this room and situation that
had escaped their attention before. Peter Hogan then showed the video
tape. We both discussed in [ree muﬁﬂhn_.__mﬂm_w with the total andience
whatever _wjumlmﬂnmm or questions came up. The foeal ﬁ_um:_, of every
mm:mmm staternent from the audience was their own mkﬁmummmnm rather
than the chserved video-taped workshop, which had dealt with the
same phenomena. “How do I perceive? What do I perceive? What do [
leave out? How do I deprive myself? How do my blind spots in per-
ception handicap my work? How can I improve my visual, tactile,
auditory, olfactory, kinesthetic senses?"

THEME-SETTING

As is apparent in the above thres examples, themesetting is an
important facet of the theme-centered interactional werkshop. The
theme has to be in tune with the ﬂbiwﬁmﬁmﬂﬂm intercets and motivations.
The wording ol the theme is of great importance, The more stimulat-
ing, Tﬂ.manmmnnm_ and positive the *...,_..;._mgm.. the more _H.H.F.Hw, cohesion
around the theme can be achieved. Words have a hypnotic impset.
“Toward a Team Approach in Our Agency” is a better title than
“Faulty Communication with Our Staff"; “Being Myseli and Being at
Wark” is more .u:p;mﬂmu_:q than “The un.ﬁm?n_nn:mrn Job World,"”
and so on. The *, . . ing” of the verb and the “noun “I" in the theme-
setting are helpful aids.

fntroduetion to @ Workshop.  The introduetion to a workshop series
serves o promote awareness of personal, interpersonal, and thematic
connections, Whatever introduction the group leader chooses, his
_.n._nu_uamm. iz to promote [-We.It awareness, a constructive spirit, and each
person s awareness of his autonomy and Eﬁmwmmmmﬂmmuwm.

In the sbove example of Sﬁ..o_m:a:m the art director’s workshop on
“The Art of Perceiving, " buth in the small group and at the convention
my introduction was spoken slowly with words like these: “Please be
silent for a little while; sink back into yourself and think about ways
you usually perceive things in vour daily living—in vour work, at
home, in the street—which senses are you aware of using mest? Haow
do you remember taking things into you—so you can feel them, use
therm, have them at your disposal?”

And after a few minutes of silence ancther suggestion: “Please re-
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main silent but shift your attention from vour thinking and your mem-
ories to where you are gaw, How does it feel to be in this special groun
here, perceiving whatever you perceive —of yourself, of your body, of
others, of the environment? What are vou aware of here and now,
without pushing vourself to perceive t:u_.“_”+um=m special? Just let things
oome into you as they always do.™ After another few minutes: “Now
try to switch again and try to perceive something vou did not perceive,
before—something you usuglly don't perceive but can make vourself
perceive right now.”

Such suggestions bring to the fore theughts about the given theme
and previous experiences and concepts—connections of thoughts and
memories with the here-and-now and with the immediate experience of
the seif, the group, and the environment. Personal experience is em-
phasized by the request for silence and awareness of feelings and
perceptions in the here-and-now. The final sugpestion puts a theme-
centered task into the foreground.

The introduction of silence in the beginning is opportune in many,

by no means all, circumstances. [t promotes an atmosphere in which
the “I" can communicate with himself, a situation that is frequently
repeated during the workshop series. Alternating between being by
mysell and reaching out appears to be a fundamental :inm#ﬁwm:w
rhythm often neglected in our living ways except for the grace of
having to sleep!
. Although initially silences are oftun rejected by group members as
“religious stuff,” as “Quaker meetings,” or as anxiety-producing,
silences are usually cherished later on. The ehb and tide of heing
within myself and being with others and the permission to be really
with qafml.___ while being with others become a new and beautiful
NHL.vﬂ_mnﬂm.ﬁﬁ.m.

[t is important to estimate the levels of anxiety and hostility in ad-
rance planning, The intreductory procedure is gauged to reduce rather
than increase anticipated negative feelings. In :E.T_?c mroups” such
as parolees or staff members of organizations and agencies, the main
point of order in :he introduction is the attempt to establish a working
relationship with the group leader. This may be achieved by short
lectures and explanations, ¥ very cautious \mxﬂcmm:oﬂ of iwﬂi the
group learder intuits of the anxiety and anger in the group, or by in-
quiries concerning what the group would like to do with this time if
they had free choice (other than leaving the room). The principle
behind the variety of chesen techniques requires that the introduction
promote awareness and communication between each [, the oroup in-
teraciion, and the theme,

As soon as pessible, but only in response to the ongoing process,
grownd rules are stated.

REp——
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Ground Rules for the Participants. “Let each one of us Iry to give
ta this session and to get from it whatever each one of us wants to give
to and to get from this situation, from this group and the theme.” This
ground rule clearly states that each individual is responsible for him-
self. It cuts through the usual expectation of group members that the
group leader carries sole responsibility for the well-being and achieve-
ments of the group. This group rule states that each person is re
sponsible for getting and giving in the interaction with all others,

“Be your own chairman. Speak or be silent as you want to and be
aware of your own ggende.” People in traditional groups, be it in
schools or committees, raise their hands and wait to be asked by the
chairman or teacher. The pendulurn of history now seems to swing to
the extreme of the other side: each person must do what he feels like,
that is, “do hiz own thing."” The encouragement to “be your own
chairman” does not promote dependency on the group leader nor does
it give up responsibility toward the group and the task. “Doing what |
feel like—my own thing” promotes self-expression of feelings, when-
ever, wherever—uwith little m01mmmm_.wn or planning for Ev‘mmum and others,
{1 may feel like smashing my television set because [ see a hated face
on the screen with ne consideration for my own future loss or con-
sideration for the other television users.) “To be my own chairman®
means to include what [ feel like doing into the givens of the reality
situation: other people, time-space [actors, aids and obstacles, and my
own contradictory needs, wishes, goals. and s0 on. A good chairman
has the outline of an agenda—a flexible idea of purpose, and an aware-
ness of the fact that ke functions with responsibility toward a task and
toward people,

The participant as “hiz own chairman” has a multiple job: he is pri-
marily the “chairman of himself” (in fact, thiz was my initial formula-
tion later replaced by the mere popular guidewords of “be your own

chairman™). He is the ab.",.m._ person who can achieve awareness of “his
inside committee members”: his own desires, tensions, pains and
pleasures, conflicts, and goals. His contribution to the workshop in
cludes his offering of experiences, his =elf’s awareness, his rclationship
to others, and his personal connections to the theme. ITe is E._.&.. “ego-
centric.” L.e., each person’s center is within himself. All other people
are peripheral to this center, even though each person as partner of the
universe transcends simultaneously his selfness. Fach person transcends
his egocentricity in two ways: through his communications to others
and through being part of this world.

The “be your own chairman” formulation of the antonomy-inter-
dependence principle has had a profound effect on people within the
STOUD Process as well as thereafter. “I am a theme-centered interac

tional workshop,” sald a sophisticated colleague. “1 regard all my needs
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clamoring for attention as my ‘committee members’ who have to tell
important r_.::mmo bitt [ have the 1mE and :w:mmunnu as my own chair-
man to weigh their voices with regard to my own intent and agenda.
What do I, as the total self, want to do—alflter :mﬁwinn Lo JE_., OWTL
group inside’: to stay in bed, to wash my hair, to read a w_....cr to take
care of many other chores, to be with my friends?” Or, another per-
son's statement: “In any zroop 1 was ineclined to be silent and to listen
to others always waiting to be drawn out. When vou =aid, “Be your own
chairman,” I was very angry at you and felt you just i.m.ﬂmm. to shirk
your _.mmﬂ_uauHr.TT._.... Then I started to anderstand that nobody can ever
substitute for myself. | have been more independent ever since.” Ap-
other statement: “I did not want to go to my sister-in-law's party. 1
don’t care for parties but my wife likes them, She also does not want
to offend her sister by not going, So | thought: *What have I learned
in the living-learning iaaﬂnrnu_: “To be my own chairman,” She wants
to go to nT._w party; q want to paint the ré.u#nmm.m. [ will try lo convinee
rnﬂ to go without me. It really worked after she understood. The
whaole T:.__:? talks about ‘hei g my own chairman.” Strange as it seems,
we seermn to enjov ourselves much better sinee we know that each person
iz hiz own chairman—even our little ones, We as parents are also the
cochairmen of the family group—as you are in the workshop.™

Another ground rule in the workshop is: “Disturbances take prece-
dence, State when you are bored, angry, precccupied, in pain, excited
about mo.ElrEm else—state when you are out-of-it for whatever rea-
sona and can't get hack an YOUT own steam.”™

Passionate involvements with issues not belonging to the theme,
ernotional m_?annnm_mﬁan__ outside ﬁHcr.ﬂEu conflicts with other o group
members, physical discomfort, and so on may be ° ‘disturbances” that
take ﬁwmn..mn:.n_r. The ﬁmncnpﬁmnnm are advised to take the mwmwcmu:u_rﬁ___,
of telling the group when they do not concentrate. Stating discomforts
or involvements is likely to help a member re-enter the group fully.
This happens whether the disturbance or involvement has hLeen ?:.____
exploved or has just been stated and recognized.

The disturbanee, however, is kept in the center of the group discus-
ston only until the “missing group member”™ has been helped to come
back to the group. This rule, :rm all others, has to be applied flexibly and
handled mmrnﬂm?. In cases of _u.mm__u -seated disturbances such as pay-
chotic ﬁﬂmﬂnncﬂmﬂmum or conflicts between married partners, or the a.ﬂ_.;m
of a Eacnnﬁm persorn, tactful decisions are NECessary between: PIUSIERE
the person's disturbance or just sharing and recognizing it as existent
and acceptable.

Itisa strange and beautiful fact that time spent on disturbances or
passionate interferences invariably pays off. The rule is effective,
human, and mwﬁmummﬂn. I, in a confersnce or classroom of 45 minutes’

o

b i 1

Y R RT e I

TEmE-CENTERED INTERACTIONAL METHOD 263

duration, 30 minutes or more is used to clear up interferences, the
remainder of the time is open for important :....mum._n.mwumnm encounters,
To learn this “economic” lesson over and over mm_ﬁ.mﬂ 1= hard even for
an experienced leader. {This rule is most clearly a derivative of
psychoanalytic knowledge: In psychoanalysis, awareness is directed on
defenses that work against the patient's goals. Work on resistance takes
ﬁnnnnmnncm over work on content. |

Examples. An academic seminar of economics was scheduled
within the context of tesching the theme-centered interactional ap-
m_qmmnr The theme under discussion was *Stock Market and Money
Market.” The i Eucﬁ»um teacher Tave a .n_ﬂ_n_ﬂm:__pn_nn lecture of about
15 minutes, exposing in simple and factual ways the difference between
these two markets. The adult class of shout 17 group leader students
[istened quietly and with interest. T functioned as a :_u._E_Enm_qu super-
vizor.” After 15 minutes [ interrupted the teacher (as we had agreed).
I said that two women seemed not to he with it. Several H.E.mmmm_mhnm
got angry; the lecture was interesting, and it would not be fair to stop
the teacher beeause of a small minority, The teacher was frustrated but
agreed with the experiment, The two women stated that they were nat
concentrating on the lecture. They never had been interested in eco-
nomics, but did not mind sitting through this class. [ suggested to them
that they talk three minutes with each other about this lecture. Had
they remembered msmHTMHHmln_mwrﬁ one or two words? One of the two
women, & Swiss citizen, explained that she had never seen any reasen
to be concerned with economic and ﬂﬂ_mmnu— iszues becavse in her
country women had no right to vote; why aggravate herself over some-
thing she had no control aver uhﬁtmeﬂ The other woman said she had
_.Emwm the words “monev market” Eﬁ “stoek market.” For some reason
the words “mountains of meoney had occurred to her. These two
different mountains had amused her, and she continued with a mm#wmmu_..
of one mountzin of money and one mountain of ware. The two women’s
conversation was lively and impish, and the listeners as well as the
speakers related to its humor, Within a few minutes the two outsiders
felt included and the theme-centered discussion preceseded, with the
“deviani members” genuinely expressing the wish to be able to widen
their herizon in money matters.

In econtrast to EToup ;EEE. the theme-centerad interactional work-
shop does not venture to work through people’s individual problems,
desires, and presccupations, Sharing concern about them is meant to
relieve the acute blocking and to enable the group to return to the
theme as soon as possible. A psychotherapist group leader mayv use
some shott-therapeutic techniques such as role-playing, Gestalt Inter-
view, or encounter games, However, s emphasis remains on the
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process that centers around the given theme. [a the abuve example, for
Instance, no attempt was made to go into any interpretation of the
meaning of the money disturbances. Catharsis and group acceptance
were r4._.mu:u:.u,n__“ to re-establish group cohesion.

Another ground rule is: “Speak for ,___.cE.mmh.__ﬂ state Hagﬂmnb__u speak
per I" ..—.ruu rule puts a _..umu:._umw on hiding one'’s own opinion behind
other people's. Whatever 1 feel is my feeling, not yours. To state my;
self as “I" means to take Hrmmnnﬂrmm J_, and to risk persenal commit-
ment. In the extreme, a suggestive “we’ mﬁarnn by a group leader or a
sirong group member may Tead individuals to give up their responsible
H._.:._mdu_..é This “we" iz a oreat danger, for it enables people to lose
conscicnce and conscieniiousness,

In this centext | had an interesting experience on my first return to
my hirthland, Germany, after 36 vears, on the occasion of the DA.G.G.
{ Deutsche Asscciation fuer Gruppentherapie and m_‘:ﬁwm#&.nmn&wf
convention in Bonn, 1969, [ was the lum__HEm: of a panel, and in-
cluded the several hundred ﬁmcim of the audience in the discussion, [
gave some directions by explaining the theme-centered interactional
method and giving some ground rules. At the end of the meeting, which
succeeded in establishing a living- learning encounter between the
audience and the panel, a participant approached me enthusiastically;
"l know why you had us be silent and think and speak ‘per 1': this
Wway you “EEL mass m:mmm.&n: and mass hysteriz."” This was a thought
that struck me deeply coming from a German coll ..pmu._._Tn ,,“_.z..Emrﬁ
that had not enteved my mind in this negative perspective: “to avoid
mass hysteria” rather than “to promote the individual's antonomy™!

Other ground rules concerning technique rather than ﬁ:hEEn are
m:no&mnﬁmm whenever necessary,

Grour LEADERSHIP

{ Editors’ instructions: ““Above all—inveolve and interest the reader.”)
In writing the previous paragraphs I may have gotlen too involved
in my own thinking, having vou, reader, _u_.":q dimly in the back of my
mind. I have, however, the Lope that you have followed mme with your
own thoughts or—like listening to a story or no_w"_cuq|s£ra:" a
direat rEnTm from the writer to the reader,

But now, writing about group wmmmmquﬁ I feel like talking more
directly to you. I want to interest vou in group leading with this
method by :u::__u you about my own experiences. m want to use one of
the awa:um E_m,._ of the method and ﬂmﬁn_ﬂ to you “per L. Of course,
you ,..____= understand that although principles and rules belong to the
method, the style of each group leader is uniquely his own.
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In my writing style 1 will speak to vou about my leading style. You
as the Hmmmnnw ﬂminﬁ. of this nonfeedback dyad will be ..:Ec_.;nn (or
not) to receive and to assimilate {or not) in your own way what I try to
say to a distant (oh so distant!) living-learning partner.

[ stated before that 1 believe that the most important mmnm_w element
of group leading is the discerning of the globe: the time-space-human-
situational envirenment. In my 15 vears of trial and error and of
conceptualizing the method, I have learned that the prework—the
preparation for a workshop series—determines to a large extent its
suceess or Tallure. [ mm___w:m several hours of preparation rm?Hm EVETY
beginning iaﬂrm_._.am_ series, During the .___\Er.wro__u things flow easily if
I have been correct in my ﬂ_ﬂm{,clﬂ. My sirnile is that of giving a party.
I am careful in choesing the guests. I arrange food, furniture, candles,
and flowers carefully. Thereafter [ feel as *i ﬂmmﬁommuvm_m as my guests,
The theme is friendship, sharing, and fun. The external structure in-
vites success. | am my own m_.:muw

The prework consists of several facets: (1) I establish all pertinent
data, such as who wants the workshop, and who does not; who pays for
it, and what is the finaneial situation? What are the dynamie forees that
make such a workzhop desirable in the minds of those wha want it
and undesirable for athers? E_,Tm, should T ar iru... should I not be the
group leader if this workshop comes to pass? How many leaders would
be adequate for the situation? What are the room conditions—ecan we
have a circle and comfortable seating? How much time is necessary to
accomplish what can optimally be done? What compromisss may have
te he made in time, money, and so0 on? {2 [ use my mmsﬂmnq {or
meditating ability) to imagine what kind of situation 1 will encounter,
(1 m?_m,ﬁ assume that the collected data will be partly correet, partly
biased, n:ﬁ_ always EnaEErnn. With these fantasies in mind, [ m.__rmu
around with themes and subthemes that may stimulate me and others
to achieve what we are out to achieve. (3] T nﬁﬁﬁmuzﬂpmnm an intro-
ductory procedure that will fit the situation. All introductory proced-
ures aim at nm::._q a ﬁamH:ﬂm HHEum._mmH:Ea encounter m_“En_\mm_.rmHm and
awarenesz of the u..ﬂ,m.ﬁ factors. In ﬂ_w_m?.:r_mm the introductory pro-
cedure, the estimated level of anviety. sophistication, anticipation from
previous experiences, intensity of needs, and so on all play a role, as
well as the question of whether [ am to lead a group alone or with a
coleader. (4} The prethinking also includes the question of how many
groups and group leaders will Le necessary if the project includes many
people and subgroups ( schools, hospitals, business, and so on}.

Match-or-miss fantasies in the prework highly help or hamper any
interactional group work thereafter.

These and other preconsiderations occur either in lone meditation
or as teamwork with eoleaders in interactional workshop fashion. We
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do not plan the theme-setting beyond a few sessions ... any -eries but
work out later grouping and theme-setting with the participants.

in the beginning of a workshop [ try to promole an accepting, non-
hostile climate. T believe that a negative atmosphere is not conducive
to free communication and learning. The participants are not treated
on the basis of “patienthood” or of “encountering brothers™ but as

m_mu_urm who come together for the penetration of a theme. Thus s_mm.

emphasis s nol on curing pathology or meeting people or getting
something done but on being myself with you _E,Eu doing something
togeiher.

My way of u_un__z_u::m a sensilive climate includes an accepling atti-
tude to anything that is being said, especially in the w_wnEnEm of the
first session., I may reflect what is being said in 2 rogerian way, or
recognize the valas of the proposed statement. Or 1 may shift an in-
adequate remark slightly toward becoming .Hmmﬁ.ﬂm or tell a suitable
anecdote. In writing this down there seems to be more manipulation of
content than actually oceurs; there is rarely any statement that does not
contain a useful component, and it is this useful component that I seek
to siross,

Participant leadership starts at the very beginning. As ¢ group
leader | am not only the chairman of the group but also the chairman
of myself with the same privileges and responsibilities as all other
group members. In the introductory period, until 2 free and workable
mHchm__mem has been established, I accept and even promote the

“star relationship™ by respending to everything that iz being said.

I H_nm_uoum with my own feelings and experiences, propelling th
group’s interaction as well as mmnmw_rmrpum myself as a member of Hrm
group. Usually after 10 or 20 minutes some genuinely constructive
direct statement iz made from one participant to another. From then
on | promote interaction mainly by taking a less dominant role. The
rules and norms of group interaction that support awareness of au-
tenomy and interdependence replace active leadership. However, the
need for :&.zmHEn balancing™ of the I-We-It approach emphasizes the
importance of leadership function as important throughout. I alternate
between being the conductor of an orchestra, being the leading
violinist, and being just any player. Yet very early in my theme-
centered workshep experiences [ found that groups do noet v:ﬁ. cen-
tered around a theme when no one takes personal responsihility for the
dynamic balancing. In advanced groups leadership can be established
in rotation. Yet, f_:fci an appointed or declared leader the simul-
laneous mEﬂ_._u.r_m on all HHEUm_.EE. ﬂn.:.:r gets last, ﬁhcnﬁ_m tend to
become (I- ﬂq_wu_ therapy or sensitivity groups or ([t] academic dis-
cussion seminars, The dynamic-balancing task between the three factors
demands consciousness of function as well as special skills,
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As chairman of the group I use the fantasy of riding a bicyele with
three pedals, labeled “1,” “We,” and “It.” If the group, for instance,
stays excessively with one participant for longer than he needs, t
return to the theme I may step on the We or on .r.m It pedal. [ may aa
this by a direct request, such as taking a “snapshot” nnnﬁnmqﬂum the
We): “In a snapshot way would you please hold on to whatever you
experienced at the moment when [ stopped you. Make the rounds and
say very briefly where you were at when I took the snapshot.” This
leads to rbcr.,zm where each person’s attention was. Such interruption
leads to the “We.” Everybody knows where everybody else iz, and the
aroup can decide whether to <hift attention or to stay with the previous
subtheme. There are innumerable verbal and nonverbal En___ﬁﬂ:ha for
shijting from one “pedal” to the other. More than anything else this
L:..__.E.m. of pedals promotes the dynamic interaction and propelling
force in W.AL.L s living-learning encounters.

As participant leader, I am chairman of the group—the chairman of
myseli—the person with mside awareness, Being my own chairman as
the group leader includes the awareness of myself as well as that of my
job. Thus I choose from all conscious images, thoughts, and feelings
what [ want to reveal as relevant for myself and for the proeess of the
group. This conscious and careful choosing process [ have called
“selective authenticitv,” 1t means that whatever [ say shall be authentic,
but not everything that is authentic will be said. To be authentic does
not mean to be indiscriminate. Jt s ethical and functional to gear my
overt expressions to the estimated receptivity and sensilivity of the
people around me. What paychoanalysis has labeled “timing™ and “dos-
ing” is valid for any group leader’s interventions. It is sometimes
difficult to dercide whether 1 forestall communication because 1 am
anxionus or becavse | am miwm:mnm:d selective. [ helieve, however, that
being aware of this questien and trying to answer it in every situation
15 more helpful than indiscriminate withholding of the Hrmumﬂhmn
personal feelings as in orthedox psvehoanalytic Enwu.mﬁnd or indis
criminate exposing as in radical experientialist encounter groups. I like
my concept of *selective authenticity” as being helpful for both ex-
ﬁrﬂmﬁ:m“ wmﬂnrcm_rnmm&_ and group leading. The hippocratic oath of

“nthil nocere”—never to harm—Iis nﬁ_c?naw.hm to group leaders” ethics as
well as physiciens’ and therapists”. Excluding rare cases of oroup leaders’
sadism, the most frequent way participants are harmed is w_q Emc?:.ﬁ
or ignorance. | consider it umm“_m.u_. if [ do oot put my E,.nmuﬁn_ﬂ on every
F.QHWWTE“ member individually. EHTO:M_., I ask each person to he his
own chairman, | am aware of the fact that nobody is capable of using
himself mcmu_« autonomously, and that the fact of interdependence de-
mands me to (yes) “be my brother's keeper.” To be my brother's
keeper means a dual statement: to give him what he needs if [ have it
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and not to interfere with his autonomy if he can make his own choices,
To give less than needed is theft; to give more is murder.

I regard knowledge of psychopathology as a requisite for group
leading in the community. [ must have a fesl for ﬁmmﬂ_?._m depressions,
paranoid behavior, organic handicaps, end murderous tendencies. I
do not try to “cure” H.:un.ﬁ__m in theme-centered interaction f_o_.rmﬁwn.ﬂ_m
rn.q.c:_..ﬂ E.rnmum group members’ M..Elmnmﬁmmn_a, Yet Hmﬂm; do 1 iry to
exclude a =ick person from a workshop, partly because [ feel that un-
der good leadership such persons do not get harmed but may get help
with regard to the thematic concerns and their relatedness to people;
partly because most workshop groups are organizational or otherwise
constizated :_chmr job or interest affilialions.

[ may deal wtih deeper pathology by intentional and careful non-
labeled recognition of the person’s depression, anxiety, or confusion.
[ may take several minutes or longer to give full attention and recogni-
tion to that person’s present mxﬁmlnsnﬁ. I may concentrate on bedily
awareness, comiorting empathic reactions, or promote a eathartie ex-
pression. Or [ may turn the m.ud:_u_.m attention and my own away from
the disturbed person for a while trying te give him privacy and
comfort in thal way. I try to use and train my intuition so that [ feel
whether turning toward or turning away is what the sick person needs
in this situation, Comforting, not curing; understanding, not interpret-
ing; turning toward reality, not fantasy—these are my most frequent
attitudes. However, even here there are no absolutes. [ remember a
participant who was highlv observant of his dreams, which he faith-
H.E:. brought into every session. Thiz participant was parancid. I
needed to help forestall psychosis and also to lead the group back to
the established theme, 1 decided to let the person tell his dreams hut
to immediately relate the dream content to the theme and to oceur-
rences in the group. This was helpful to the dreamer, who became mare
related to the group, Group members in turn related to each other and
the purpose of the theme rather than to the individual dream interpre-
tation.

[ often spend some private minutes with persons in need in inter-
missions. Such .umnmanu_ altention tends to r.mmm_ il persons maa:ﬁ.mnm-
themerelated. [ sometimesz recommend outside ?..L? if this is mwcmmmr?
and mnamﬁn&:m to the person,

Oceasionally | use shert therapeutic techniques such as role-plaving,
(Gestalt encounters, catharsis, or psychoanalytic interpretations if this
seems to be in the interest of the situation. However. in training
Froup leaders, | mu.mnn__._qmmm everyone from using techniques he is not
fully acquainted with. Selective authenticity is also important in choos-
ing according to skills and needa.

Toward the end of a workshop session as well az of a zerfes | try to
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encourage the ventilation of feelings and thoughts that people may not
want to take home. “What would you resent not having said or not
having asked if we broke up now—a0 minutes before we will separate?
Imagine vou were in the bus or car on your way home—what would
you regret not having said or asked?”

This writing comes to an end. 1 know that 1 want to tell you much
more. Yet there will be another workshop, another chapter, and some
dav a book—I do not have to continue now. I have said what I wanted
to say here within this specific “globe™: the purpose of this book, you,
me, the editors, the space of this chapter. .

{ Paint 8 of the editors’ instructions “Above all: invelve and interest
the readers.”} | would be delighted if I did. I would be more delighted
if you would relieve the lonely writer-reader nonfeedback dyad and

give me your reacilons.




