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Welcome to the Boston Center’s 25th Anniversary Celebration and Spring Symposium.  I’m Jerry Fromm; I’m the president of the Boston Center.  I am delighted that you’ve joined us today in this beautiful space for what I hope will be a stimulating day of recollections, discussions and imaginings.

When I first came to the Austen Riggs Center, there was a cartoon on the bulletin board outside the conference room where we met every morning to review the often unnerving clinical events of the preceding day.  In the cartoon, a number of well-dressed professionals are gathered around a large conference table, but rather than calmly discussing things, they’re standing up, cursing and throwing things at each other.  The caption read: “And then the meeting turned to chaos…as everyone’s medication seemed to wear off at once.”

Fortunately, I’d already had some exposure to group life and the Tavistock model at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital in Washington, and so I had already acquired a bit of a taste for chaos and a beginning conviction that something powerful and useful could emerge from it.  A few years later, I went to my first group relations conference, directed by Marvin Geller at Amherst.  I experienced it—and I’m sure I’m not alone in this first conference set of reactions—as terrifying, galvanizing, fascinating, maddening, moving, and producing bits of insight that stay with me to this day, with the kind of shocking clarity that can only come from experiential learning.  

This would have been around the time that group relations activity was getting started in Boston, and I’m eager to hear today about the pre-history of the Boston Center.  In 1982, whatever was percolating came formally into existence as the Center for the Study of Groups and Social Systems, and this year marks a quarter of a century, the silver anniversary, of continuous work.  That is an achievement, and it’s a great pleasure to celebrate it with you today.  

I borrowed the theme for this event from our own Godfather of Soul, Wilfred Bion.  “A Memoir of the Future” is his late-life, “out there”, set of reflections, and I invoke it today for two reasons.  First, one of its major themes can be summarized in the title of a famous recording by the Talking Heads: “Stop Making Sense.”  Bion, like Winnicott, grew up within the tradition of philosophical Romanticism, in which reason is not to be trusted, appearances deceive, rationales manipulate, and only the data of experience offer access to what is true.  

This line of thought links directly to our work and in fact to our residential conference this year.  Reflecting on the conference theme in her Director’s Report, Charla Hayden wrote: 

“From my perspective, group relations thinking constitutes dissent from the assumption that ‘ordinary reality,’ or what we can observe on the surface of things, is ‘all the reality,’ there is.  During the last several years of…sociopolitical dynamics in the United States, there has been a coercive force moving through the culture to accept an ordinary, even simplified, reality…Why would leadership strive to prevent or stifle dissent, particularly in a culture in which dissent is touted as valuable, even essential, to the collective well-being?”  

Listening to the current political discourse, it’s hard for a clinician not to associate to Helene Deutsch’s description of one kind of severe psychopathology: “the inescapable impression that the whole relation to life has something about it which is lacking in genuineness and yet outwardly runs along ‘as if’ it were complete.”  Group relations insists on a space in which experience may come into being, feelings are precious data, and the “as if,” along with our own participation in it, might become visible.  What a resource!  How we offer it so it can be fully joined might be part of today’s discussion.

The second reason I draw upon Bion’s title is, of course, its paradoxical interplay of past and future.  Somebody once said of psychoanalysis that “it is the disease for which it purports to be the cure,” and we’ve all probably felt that about group relations too, both in our conferences and in the organizations, like CSGSS, that hold them.  There may well be aspects of our own past that we don’t want to celebrate and don’t want to be our future.  At Belgirate, one member of my group had a dream in which his friend had a terrible growth on his neck, which had to be excised without puncturing it, lest the infection spread—this on the morning that Matey, Janice and I were planning today’s event!

But I’m actually not worried about that today.  A French colleague reminded me that to puncture also means, etymologically, to make poignant.  The issue isn’t, to borrow now from Freud, “Remember; don’t repeat;” it’s “Remember what you can, and when you repeat, work it through!”  Freud goes even further and encourages “admitting it”, whatever “it” is, into the “playground” that is the fascinating human mingling of past and future.  So, we’ll see what today’s play brings us.

One last word about CSGSS.  Over the years our membership has been a mix of various subsets, including farther afield members, whom we imagined to have joined only to work in our conferences, and locals, who to some degree grumble about doing the organizational scut work for the others.  This Board, however, has three members from the Boston area, two a few hours away in Western Massachusetts, one in Colorado and one in Venezuela. The membership itself spans Wyoming to Milan, Chicago to Caracas.  Who we are, what we are doing and where we are going are fair questions for today’s work, as are questions about who will be our next president and why we don’t, at the moment, have a nominee.  So once again, welcome to our 25th anniversary celebration.  I’m looking forward to a terrific set of conversations.  

