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CHAPTER ONE

The ‘plurability of experience’: Looking
afresh at the large group

fsmy in this title was first colned | believe by James
loves, | came across it last surnimer, together with the phyase
iy which it appears, when, during an enforced absence from
work, | happened o pick up the Penguin edition of Ulvsses and
started reading. It s clted in the Introduction to this edition by the
trigh academibc, Declan Kiberd (Kiberd, 20001
O might take this phirase as referring to the capacity of the novelist
for dramatisat) to onder into the multiple worlds of his or her charac
ters; something skin o Keats's description of Shakospoare as & Man of
Achieverment” and his famous characterisation of ‘noegative capability”
as the means of entry to such, Imaginative, achievement (Forman, 1931,
pp. 69-72) However, Kiberd makes clear that for Jovee this capacity
refers equally (o the ability and readiness of the author to enter into the
miultiple worlds, the multiple ‘characters’, one might say, of himself.
This s how Kiberd puts it, drawing on a distinction initfally made
by the Armerican Hierary critic, Lionel Tritling, between sincerity and
authenticity:

Brgr pueslongy

“Sincerity, a congruence Between avowal and feeling, s based
oy the Romnantic dea of truth o the self and it présupposes a

1y
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definite identity which it bevomes the task of a lifetime w be
true to. Authendicity .. 8 more exclusively modern demand
miakes the vongruence between avowal and feeling difficulis #
recognises that the issuc is not truth 1o the self but the finding
of the many selves that one might wish to be true to. It makes
the liberating concession thatl a person, or a nation, has & plural-
ity of identites, constantly remaking themselves as o result of
porpetual renewals”.

“The roonantic writer savy there is an essential Ireland to be

zerved and a definite Irish mind to be described. The modern-
ist rejoins: there is no single Ireland, but g feld of {oroe subject
o constand renegotiatlons; and po Irish mind, but Irish minds
shaped by a predicament which produces some comunon char

acteristics in those caught up in 17 {Kiberd, 2000, pp. oovii-iiih

One might perhaps compare this, at the level of the individual, to
the distinction between the psychoanalytic romanticism of, sav,
Winnicott's formulation of the “true sell” and Willred Blon's more
lavered picture, most strikingly on display in hiz psychoanalytic dia-
togue, “A Mewoir of the Prture”, (Bion, 1991), of the many voices out
of whose imagined conversation a personality evolves, develops,
resrosses, 15 conflicted, continually renegotiating its own Bounda-
ries: the group in the mind,

Lwant to suggest that this literary formulation, captured inJovee's
neologism, the ‘plurability” of experience, has a particuiar aptness in
relation to the phenomena of the Large Group, as we encounter this
in conference settings, uminating both s consbructive potential
ard the more destructive shadow that potential elicits and evokes.

I want, then, to use this perspective to raise a number of questions
and reservations, both about how we may work as consultants in
ard to the Large Group and about cortain lmitations that a Group
Relations perspective may set, imphcitly i not exphicitly, on the
boundaries of exploration. § hope this may in turn open up broader
questions of areas of possible innovation in design and technique.

Images of configuration

While Joyee's neologism and its augmentation in Kiberd's com-
ment helped to stake out the territory [ am seeking to explore, the
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immediate origin of this paper | owe to the impact of two images
offered by members during successive conferences at Leicester, in
which I was working as a consultant in the Large Study Group. Both
of these images referred to the physical configuration of the L5G
and each was presented in a session shortly after the mid conference
break. Together they seemed to give birth to the “germ of an idea”
which ©am trying to articulate here and now. Whether it will turn
out to add something new or fresh or simply be another way of say-
ing what we already know, T remain unsure.

Hoth images shared something, in being brief, unexpected arnck
apparently disregarded. Each however differed in their emotional
tomer the first suffused with hope, the second with despair,

The first image was offercd by g member, excitedly, at the start
of | think the second LSG following the break. The group had been,
both for members and for consultants, a pretty turbulent ride so far
In the middie of the first week one member had had to withdraw
from the conference. The shock waves were still around. Staff, con-
sultants and sponsoring institution were all under Intense scrutiny
issues of safety and dependability at a premium. There was also,
as normaily in recent vears, a sharp and noticeable differentiation
between second and first timers, the "knowing” and the “innocents
abroad’.

The image was presented by a first timer, whose background
and profession owed little or nothing to potential conference
know how. He had been pretty active in the Large Group, some-
times welcomed for speaking his mind, sometimes consciously or
unconsciously somewhat patronised. The physical configuration
of the Large Group was the familiar {at least in Leicester Confer-
encest spiral. During the Large Group there had been a good deal
of the sharing of dreams, often quite lengthy, offered mainty if not
exciusively by second or third timers, What the new member now
offered was not a dream he said, but an image that had come to
him that moerning and had excited him. It was simply this: that
he had seen the lay out of the group as an image of the brain.
Although | cannot exactly recall what he went on briefly to say,
the import seem to be of a many faceted and differentiated vehi-
cle for registering experience, which if it could be accessed would
offer .7 It wasn’t exactly clear what, but something additive: an

enlargement.
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Iy the session the conversation moved swiftly on, the image and
its offerer, apparently discounted or ignored. But the image stayed
with me, unusually vivid, intense and apparently  suggestive,
throughout the day and subsequently. Sometime, during a gap in
the programme, | jotted down the following train of thought. 1 am
feaving it more or tess as it came out at the time.

“Uine image (hat will stay with me {from this conference) s the

image of the Large Group as o brain—with all {ts separaie lay-

[t was offered as an image of enlargemaent, of codlaborstion
and conmection (but Dwomder i this inage is at the same i
terrifving (maybe this s why it s not picked up and built on).
Drves it arouse a fear that e trving to conneat with all these parts,
one's own sense of separateness and identity will dissolve?

At the same Gme, i oseems 0 me an image, {a potentially
fearful imagel of each one of us also, of the instdes of our own
heads, As i were we o conduct a conversation bebween all the
parts of our own brains we too would dissolve indo fragments
s dentity seermn but g mirage.

Go hetter & contracting universe than an expanding one.

Weuld this haip t0o make sense of the Poundanes we seam, as
stall and members, o set up: me/ not mer/us/not us; but also
staff / member: male/emale; iy /our/ vour nationality /ethaic-
ity ete, oven on task/off tagk.

They seem so reasonable, but are they also defensive strate-

gigs of confraciion, or boundaries of exghaston™.

T will return to these somewhat unprocessed reflections in a
moment, trying to locate them against what others have written

ay
and thought about Large Group dynamics. But first T need to share
the second bmage that stuck in my mind, one vear on. I referred
t0 this carlier as an image of despain Tt was offered, this time by a
woman, who herself worked professionallyv with groups outside,
forwards the end of 2 session after the break, in which she had Hil
then boeen silent.

fo appreciate the image she offered I need to say something about
the physical lay out of the Large Group on this occasion. One of the
members attending the conference was disabled, as a result of an
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accident some while ago, and confined to a wheel chair. The 156G
comsultants wondered betorchand how best to arrange the Large
Group configuration in 2 way that would enable her to locate a
place, if not completely of her own choosing, at least within a range
of options nearer or further from the centre, We eventually decided
to preserve something of the familiar spiral, but to open up a gap
from the door and through to the start of the spiral in a way that
would allow her to move between the different lavers or rings. One
af us was to describe the arrangement as a bit like a keyhole. Cor-
respondingly we took out one chair In the event this arrangement
was never made use of, the moember in guoestion, with the assistance
of one or other participant, finding her own place somewhere, usu-
ally in the outer ring, with consequent reshuffiing of chairs. Nor was
the arrangement of the spiral ever referred to in the group except
towards the end of the second week. Disability and staff’'s man-
agement attempt to accommodate for it went unacknowledged, in
the Large Group at least, session after session. It was eventually to
emerge in dramatic form during the Institutional Event, after which
it did become possible to name in the 1L5G, but subsequent to the
session [ am referring to.

During this session the member offering the image in guoestion
arrived a little late and took a seat just to the left of the opening into
the spiral near the door, with just two occupied chairs at the end of
the spiral next to her. | cannot now remember the drift of the discus-
sion preceding her comment, though I do recall noting her silence
and a certain air of distress. What she said was that arriving late,
she had taken this seat and had gradually begun to feel that it was
as if she was at the tail end of a snake that had been bitten off. She
conveved a sense of disconnection and an a ttendant anxiety, as if she
had been in some sense depleted or rendered silent.

After she had spoken | was aware of an association I was mak-
ing to her offered image. This was to what | thought of as a kind
of revisionist account of the story of the Garden of BEden, in which
Fve instead of biting the profiered apple of knowledge, bites off the
serpent’s tail.

i his magisterial and to some degree still unsuperceded or
outgrown account of Large Group dynarmics, originally writterr in
the early 70s, Plerre Turquet at one point comments on how, faced
with the sense of bewilderment and bombardment attendant on
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membership of the Large Group (its ‘disarroy’ as he puts it), there
may be the emergence of a:

“paradise myih, the I M lindividaal member) seeing him-
self as being expelled from the Garden of Eden, with a loss of
nnocence and with knowledge as a feared, even unnecessary

oF Ei
erupiion inte what should be a guiet and peaceful existence.
At the same Home there are present wishes to return o such a
state of blissful lgnorance, as ¥ ignorence coukd be recreated”

TRA199S, b 1AL

{Turguet, 19

Wiell, mavbe. But on this occasion, it scemoed and still seems to me,
that this member’s implicit reversal of the paradise story, with its
accompanying aura of despals, expressed and drew attention rather
to some sense of deadness in the rejection of knowing, whatever the
burden of knowing might turn out to be. Something perhaps repre-
sented, though not named, in the silence around disability. Not so
much then a regressive pull as a, partly vain, unconscious, develop-
mental pusk.

The two images T have described [ am taking to be work inter-
ventions, cach of which potentially both posed and offered a dovel-
opmental challenge, though neither at the time gained much of a
purchase. | want to argue that between them they may serve aot
just to illustrate but to iluminate a paradox at the heart of the Large
Group experience: that what may be most feared is simultaneousty
what may be most generative: to refurn to my starting point. the
‘plurability of experience’, in the individual as in the group, each of
which may serve as & mirror fo the other

The probiematising of identity

There s nothing particularly new in the thought that the Large
Croup, with its multiple and not readily encompassable voices (or
faces of experience, voiced or stlent), challenges the individual's
sense of identity. Plerre Turquet’s pioneering account of the Large
Group, which 1 cited & moment ago is after all itself, entitled “Threats
to Identity in the Large Group’.

In this paper Turgquet refers to the “dislocation every confer-
ence member experiences as he takes himself into 2 world which
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transcends the ususl parameters of his own individuality” and the
armihilation”,
of “becoming other than himself (or herself), of being in some way
altgred, pressurised, even diminished” {(Turquet, op Gt p. 944

Later on he comments how

i

ways in which this may threaten him or her with

“the apparent vasiness of the Large Group seems o give sub-

stance ton fontasy of e stngleton /IM's mternal workd as also

vast, unencompassable or boundiess. The singleton reguires of
edernal Ble i ogroups & bounded experience bo take 0 as an

introject onowhich to butdd up his own psychic Hfg-notions of

internal boundaries o Hmdtations, But the nnmediate extoral
picture conjured up by the large group s one of vastness, i ondy
mecause the boundaries do aod seem to be divectly or mmedi-

a3 prme

ately vistble” (Turguet, op cit, p. 117

What | want to suggest, though, is that the Tantasy’ of unencom-
passability or boundlessness may be serving rather as a cover for
what is, here and now, %-z};p&r%@nﬁf{i as um&m‘nnapzzgs;a}:ﬂszf in the
self as in the group: the unacknowledged or unconscious states
of mind that go against the grain of our entertained sense of fden.
not directly
or immediately visible”. To put this another way I suggest that it is
precisely our “psychic life-notions of internal boundaries or limita-
tions” that the experience of the Large Group challenges. It threat-
ens our experience of identity one might say precisely because it
problematises it. On this view the threat of annihilation Turquet

7

tity; states of mind, like all unconscious experience,’

refers to, is not so much of becoming other than one’s self, as of
the risk of discovering the unwanted selves lurking around in the
shagdows,

I believe that it is the anticipatory foar, or at the extreme the
terror, of this unknown territory of the self that drives the drama
of projection and projective identification in the Large Group that
Turquet maps out, alongside the panoply of defensive strategies,
e.g. sub group formation, the obliferation or alternatively the over
accentuation of differences, the attempts to establish implicit or
explicit rules of conduct etc. [ would also think that what Turquet
refers to as “errancy”, the potential for viclence that may eruptin
the Large Group, is both an extornalisation and a defence against
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the felt viotence or potential for violence within each individual’s
inner world,

Int one of the series of seminars Wilfred Bion conducted towards
the end of his life. referring to his experience as an analyst, he
COIUTIents

“the situation in analyvss s misleading, because thore is apparently

only one person there with the analvst, | have found my experd
wrwes i groups useful—a group is almest like one pevson, charac-

ber ar personaliby sproad out over s space” (Bion, 2008, p. 181

The tmplicit quid pro quo is that the person is “almost like” a group,
One way of expressing what Tam trying to draw attention to 1s just
this: that what may seem 0 be spread out over the space of the
Large Group is simultaneously experienced as evoking and gather-
ing together the group within, The fear of and for the Large Group
is then an echo of the fear of and for what might perhaps be termed
the ‘group of and in ourselves’.

I suggest that, whether it i3 a conscious intent or more likely an
unconscious apprehension, it is cur readiness to en tertain the plu-
rality of voices within the sclf that enables us as it were fo negotiate
and give value to the plurality of voices within the Large Group. It
is this apprehension or readiness that 1 think is captured in Jovee's
‘plurability”,

Barlier | referred to the situation in the Large Group as mirror-
ing the situation in the individual and vice versa. But I am not
suggesting that the plurality of voices in the Large Group and the
plurality of voices in the individual member are one and the same.
IF that were so the Large Group would simply appear as a kind
of vehicle for individual therapy, There are real differences in the
Large Group, as many one might suggest as there are individual
members, Ina sense, the ssue in the Large Group and it genera-
tive potential lies precisely in bringing these differences into view,
to borrow a phrase from an Halian analyst as “the focal points of
a multidimensional conversation” (Blon, 2005, o, 36). The point |
am making is simply that the readiness to entertain these differ-
ences and explore thelr meaning-what they are saving about this
gathering of people and the context in which they meet—turns on
our capacity to tolerate, to entertain the differences, conscious arncd

07/08/2012 16:40
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unconscious, In ourselves. And this is risky, precisely to the extent
that it 15 unknown.

£t 1w this foar of what i3 unknown, in one's self no less than in the
group that in my view drives the regressive pull of the Large Group
experience, the descent inte Turgquet’s "disarrov’.

And there s a sense in which, whatever its consequences, this
fear may be said to be completely realistic, since we cannot foresee
the spectres in ourselves, the unconscious, unacknowledged spec-
tral selves that we may meet on the way, Hke the ghosts that haunt
Drante’s hell.

But it is equally Important, though not © think equally acknowl-
edged, that alongside this regressive pull there may also be a
countervailing developmental push, And this is what T took to be
represented, however obliquely, in the second image, offered by a
worman, from which [ started, where the rejection of knowing was
fedt as a deadness, & contraction: a movement or dynamic that fore-
closed the possibility of an expansion, in one’s acquaintance with
and understanding of oneself, the group within one’s being and
one’s being within the group.

I think there are occasions in the Large Group when this develop-
mental push takes hold and indecd wore this not the case it is quite
hard to understand why people shoeld stay the course, other than
perhaps to feel at the end, "well at least we have come through'. But
i my experience for much i not most of the time it seems present
mote as a sensed, feared and never fully realised potential: one
might say as an absent object!

Why? I am not convinced that this developmental difficulty is
necessarily intrinsic to any large group experience. And during the
last few vears | have had experiences of consulting to large groups
in other settings, where In spite of an undercurrent of anxiety, {(as
& participant in one such event put it, “our tendency fo behave as
ifa Ear‘gm ETOUp IS like fac%ng the medusa™), the mutative é’?{'}%ﬁ?ﬁ.tmi
of the large group as a vehicle for unlocking and communicating
differences of experience within a bounded and shared setting {the
membership of a professional society for example), for facing shared
challenges or unravelling fell conflicts, has seemad o have more
space in which o play

There is a sense 1 think in which our conceptualisation of and
approach o the Large Group is over-determined, in a way which
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baoth feeds into and in turn mobilises the regressive pull. In conference
brochures for example the Large Study Group or the Large Study
Event is regularky introduced as follows:

“By contrast (io the Small Study Group) the LSC has more of
the qualities of a crowd in which sub-groups and anti-groups,
alliarces and anti-ailisnces, fentasies and myths emerge”

fThe Leteester Conference brochure, 20033
O

“The Large Study Event (LSE) is of 5 size where individual
relations are difficuit to form and sustain, being swamped by
group myths, both conscious and unconscious, reflecting vari-
ous assumpiions and heir impact on behaviour”

[The Grubb fastituie Conference brochurn, 2006}

The language {crowd, swamped, anti-groups, difficuly to sustaing
seems well designed to arouse an anticipatory anxiety, a sense of
getting into something exciting, unfamiliar, and maybe dangerous.
Why do we feel the need to say any of this beforchand?

Well one answer could be that the conference organisers are sim-
ply alerting members to what will indeed be the case. And in one
sense this is true, But it is true | think, not because a large group is
exciusively characterised in these terms, but because it is precisely
this feature or dimension of the Large Group that the conference
explicitly sets out to frame and explore.

Here we come up agatnst a dilemma which T have argued before
mav indeed be intrinsic, not so much to the theory or indeed the reat-
ity of Group Relations but rather to their institutionalisation in Group
Redations conferences and events. The argument goes as follows:

“Group Relations conferences, whatever the sitles they rade
under, are lemporary Irainkng institetions set up to explome or
study the lensions inherent in group life, using & mothod of
experierdial learning. This is thelr manifest inlention or "pri-
mary task’. In order to study these fensions a frarme smast be
created which mebilises such tensions from the oubset In part

thin frame is created by the very definition of the tazk, singce
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as Bab Gosling once put it with characteristic blunimess “set-
ting up a group that studies its own tensions is a rather peculiar
social experience”, This peculiasity is in lurn considerably com-
pounded by the combination of under and over detenmination
that, appropriately enough, characterizes the organisation and
structure of the Conference and correspondingly the behaviour
of staff i their work roles,

By Cunderdetermination’ T am referring to the stance taken
by consultant staff within the here and now events: the refusal
tor answer guestions, o stractune the conversation, © address
members as individuals eic, all of which are agpects of the rejec-
tion of basic assumplion leadership. By ‘overdetermination’ I
am referring to the firmpess, often felt to be ngidity, with which
moundaries are observed by staff, in particular boundaries of
time, which may be laken as the accontuation almost to the
point of characiature, of a work group culture,

{mdue ohrrusion of the basic group (o7 | might say here of

he defensive stratecies of the Large Croup) are precisely what

the design of such conferences seeks to sustain and henwce make
available for exploration. Ingvitably then. attention tends to
focus on this level of mental functioning. Correspondingly,
the part plaved by work group mentality (the experiences,
thoughts, associations, feelings of the group as an ‘aggregate of
individuals, or porsons’, ) can slip oul of view. It operaics often §
think as & silent factorn, expressed in membery readiness e sfay

in the feld of what can be an extraordinarily unsettling enperi-

ence” {Armstrong, 2005, pp. 14671

Returning to this argument again, now in a different context, |
would want to put it differently. I find myself wondering whether it
i not so much that work group functioning slips out of view as that,
paradoxically, it takes place below the surface, operating uncon-
sciously as members get more in touch with the multiple voices in
themselves and hence more able fo acknowledge, to listen and give
value to the multiple voices in the group. I so one might pick this up
in the changing ways in which differences were being heard, built
o, linked, associated to

I am not always sure that as consultants in the Large Group we
attend or find ourselves attending to this unconscious movement
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within what is happening. The focus on the relation fo the consultant
group wives what might be termed a certain steer to the distribution
and flow of transference and counter transterence phenomena. This
steer and the accompanying emphasis on whole group interpreta-
tion may | think sometimes give rise to what a younger colleague,
Simon Western, has referred to as & tendency towards “totalisation’,
in which something of the variety or multi-dimensionality of the
Large Group experience, as this is being refracted through the prism
of ity different members, is lost, If T am right about an unconscious
movement in work group activity one might imagine that as this
beging to take hold the working relation between consultants and
the Large Group could shift. Towards something more collaborative
and assoctative, loss transferential or interpretative. Why, for exame
ple, was 1 not prepared to share my own associations to the two
images | started from, at the time? What held me back?

The difficulty is perhaps not so much te do with our focus or pre-
occupation with group dynamics as such, but rather with our ten-
dency to read group dynamics or group mentality too exclusively
in defensive terms, rather than in terms of the tension between the
developmental challenges of the work group, the resistances set up
against these challenges and what it is that drives those resistances,
Pierre Turquet's ‘because clause’. In my view the ‘because clause’
will always have to do with the unconscious undertow of the work
group, its sensed internal meaning. Just as in Isabel Menzies Lyth's
path breaking study of nursing, the defensive mechanisms she iden-
tified in the structuring and dynamics of the hospital were seen to
have arisen and be functioning as a resistance or defence against
unconscious anxieties inherent in the task of nursing (Menzies Lyth,
1960 /1988, pp. 43-85).

T dio not think we have ever fully or adequately conceptualised
the specific nature of the work group in conference settings and in
the particular events which frame those settings. Henoe perhaps the
tendency as it were to leave the dvnamics of the work group to one
side {Armstrong, [3. 2005, pp. 139150}

In this regard one might read or hear this paper as one provi-
sional atternpt to locate the unconscious meaning or import of the
work group within the Large Group event. To retumn to my start-
ing poing, that it challenges the singularity of our identity. Teor enter
the large group as a member, that is to take up the role of member,
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necessarilty and unconsciously involves encountering and engaging
with that challenge. This is its unique particularity.

It s, in ray view, this unconsciously sensed particularity that both
limits but simultaneously evokes the transformational potential of
the Large Group: to return to the quotation from which I began, the
acknowledgement that a person or collectivity of persons, {family,
tribe, crganisation, nation) “fas a plurality of idenlities, constanily
remiking themselves as a resull of perpetual reneveals”, Vahaped”, as
the writer goes on to say “by g predicament wiich produces some cone
mont characteristics in H

cgught up in i {Kiberd, op cit, plxvith

One might, then, think of the Large Group as a vehicle for the
exploration of this predicament. And this leads to the last thing |
want o say, cwerning application. am not guite sure how to put
this. The idea of the Large Group as a vehicle for the exploration of
plurability opens up new ways both of thinking about and probing
the nature of our wider organisational and societal attachments. [t
exparnds or broadens the idea of the ‘organisation {or society] in the
mind’, suggesting to paraphrase Kiberd's gloss on jovee's enterprise
im his novel, that we think rather in terms of a “field of force, subject to
constant renegotiations”,

The Large Study Group in itself does not provide a vehicle for
such an exploration, since the focus is simply on itself. There 35, as
it wore, no third shared object in the wings., The conference as an
organisation is not such an object. (The L30 is not about exploring
the ‘organisation in the mind’ and the attempt to make it so, which
may often surfage at the beginning of a group, only serves as a
defence against the anxiety membership of the Large Group elicits).

Moreover the focus on the ‘here and now” and the interpretative
stance taken by the consultants, however valuable in probing the
nature of the anxiety membership of the Large Group elicits, tends,
as T have already suggested, to get in the way of 3 more free floating,
associative mode of working.

1 am not suggesting that the experience of the Large Group Is irrel-
gvant to the kind of exploration [ have in mind. On the contrary, to
the extent that the Large Group opens up the territory of plurability
and the resistances to which i may give rise, it may rather prepare the
ground for such an exploration. But it does not itsell constitute it.

Suppose, though, that one revisits the ways in wiich at present
we think of plenary sessions, in particular those plenaries that take
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place towards the end of a conference, after the ‘here and now’
sessions have run their course. At the moment the focus of such
sessions tends to be on sharing experiences of individual learning,
or non-learning and working at endings.

Another way of construing and perhaps extending such sessions
would be to frame them as an exploration o the conference itself as
an organisation, as this has been and is being refracted through the
mineds of its participants, members and staff, meeting now, collabo-
ratively, as co-workers oF poers, Within such a mecting, the interpre-
tative stance would be suspended, or carrieed 3% it were implicitly in
the to and from of associative work, similar perhaps to what may
happen in a Social Dreaming Matrix, {Lawrence, 2005

Such an exploration could serve not only to continue bud b test
the learning, put it to work, introduce us afresh to the organisation or
organisations in the mind we have been and are part off, the multi-
plicity of their identity, the developmental and counter develnpmuen-
tal forces at work, the predicament at their heart. The analytic stance.
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