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The analytical group competence: its contribution in a society in transformation 
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Our job, as group analysts, allows us to meet transformations in society, where the group dimension 
becomes more and more important thanks to the multiplication of possible relations among human beings. 
Which contribution can we make in a society in transformation? How can we use our group competence to 
preserve and develop the beneficial aspects existing in different human aggregations? Now a even more 
general question: what sense can we make about “the group” as a good thing? (In a recent meeting of the 
British Group Analysis Society they spoke in terms of “economy of the group”). This paper intends to 
contribute to understanding the change occurring in the relationship model in western society, about the 
problems that this transformation produces and which require our attention. In particular, this paper will 
propose not only the perspective of our commitment at present and for the future, but also how these 
perspectives are already studied and tested by the experience in our Confederation, the COIRAG. 
 

 

La competenza gruppo analitica: il suo contributo in una società in cambiamento 

 
Il nostro lavoro come analisti di gruppo ci permette di prendere contatto con le trasformazioni che 
avvengono nella società, dove la dimensione gruppale diventa sempre più importante grazie al moltiplicarsi 
delle possibilità di relazione tra gli esseri umani. Quale può essere il nostro contributo in una società che 
cambia? Come possiamo utilizzare la nostra competenza gruppale per conservare e sviluppare gli aspetti 
benefici presenti nelle diverse aggregazioni umane? E, una domanda ancora più generale: in che senso 
possiamo parlare del gruppo come un bene? (In un recente congresso della Società di gruppoanalisi 
britannica si è parlato di “The economy of the group”). La relazione intende fare il punto sulla modifica del 
modello relazionale avvenuta nella società occidentale, sui problemi che tale modifica produce e che 
richiedono la nostra attenzione. In particolare proporrà non solo le prospettive d’impegno che ci 
riguardano nel presente e nel futuro, ma anche come tali prospettive vengono già studiate e sperimentate 
nella nostra Confederazione, la COIRAG. 
 

Ermete Ronchi (Director of COIRAG Study and Research Center) 

 
Making the best of the differences among groups, creating integration by research. The institutional 

case of COIRAG 
 

C.O.I.R.A.G. is in Italy a “crossroad of culture”, a place of thought where groups converge to study, 
investigate and exchange ideas: our aim is the theoretical and methodological development of the results 
of this comparison in clinical practice, in the institutional and social context, as well as their executive 
application. Which kind of research is suitable for entering and listening to the “interior institutional world” 
– Crossroads of Culture - in complex groups? During this “Colloquium” we will show how the method of 
research that was put into practice by COIRAG has made a “clinical” listening of spokespersons of 
Confederated Organisations in COIRAG possible. These institutional subject are in fact collective subjects 
who made history working with groups in Italy and who, at present, are developing perspectives of this 
research. Moreover, we will show how information and emotions connected both to the collective history, 
and to the individual histories, at critical points - closeness or irreducible differences, common perspectives 
or emerging conflicts - have become a spring of wealth and learning and also feelings of discomfort.  
We will also show, the reciprocal techniques of valorization of counter-transfer at the individual, group and 
institutional level, as well as those concerning the progressive restitution of learning and discovering. The 
common aim is to develop an institutional culture which can make the best of the group differences by 
creating integration at different levels. 

 
Studio e ricerca per valorizzare le differenze tra gruppi creando integrazione. Il caso istituzionale della 
COIRAG 
 

Coirag ï Confederation of Italian Organization for analytical research on groups ï è a livello Italiano un 

ñCrossroads of Cultureò, un luogo di pensiero, ñwhere groups convergeò in unôazione di studio, ricerca, 



confronto e sviluppo teorico e metodologico nonchè di applicazione operativa degli esiti di tale confronto 

nella clinica, nelle istituzione e nella società. 

Che tipo di ricerca ¯ possible sviluppare per accedere allôascolto del ñmondo istituzionale internoò, 

Crossroads of Culture, di realt¨ gruppali complesse? In questo ñColloquiumò si dir¨ come il metodo di 

ricerca messo in atto da COIRAG abbia reso possibile un ascolto ñclinicoò dei portavoce delle sue 

Organizzazioni Confederate, soggetti collettivi, ossia di coloro che hanno fatto la storia della gruppalità in 

Italia e ne sviluppano oggi le prospettive. Si mostrerà come sia stato possibile far emergere informazioni ed 

emozioni legate alla storia, alle storie, ai punti critici, alle vicinanze, alle irriducibili differenze, alle 

prospettive e ai conflitti emergenti nellôincontro con altre gruppalit¨ fonte di ricchezza, di apprendimenti e di 

disagio. Ci si soffermerà in particolare sulle tecniche di valorizzazione del controtransfert reciproco a livello 

individuale, gruppale e istituzionale e su quelle di restituzione progressiva e ricorsiva di scoperte e 

apprendimenti in direzione delle Organizzazioni Confederate con lôobiettivo di favorire lo sviluppo di una 

cultura istituzionale in grado di valorizzare le differenze creando integrazione a più livelli. 

 
Franco Di Maria (Editor of “Gruppi, nella clinica, nelle istituzioni, nella società”, the journal of COIRAG) 
The journal as net-model for scientific and professional elaboration 
COIRAG represents one of the few confederate realities in the world of the research and analytical practice. 
A dimension strongly innovative, which has tried to cope with both identity and the meeting of culture and 
different professional dimension. For this it has decided to provide a scientific and professional instrument 
represented by a journal of widening and scientific growth. 
In 1999 the journal Gruppi, nella clinica, nelle istituzioni, nella società is born, by the scientific direction of 
Franco Di Maria, an editorial staff which gathers the presence of all the associated and an international 
scientific board of highest prestige and which involves many among the more famous members of IAGP. 
A journal that has decided to be occasion of comparison over aspects of clinical work, which topics need 
today of constant reviewing and development, according to the problems that frequently emerge by the 
clinical work. 
At the beginning with two numbers per – year, now with three, the journal decided to focus each number 
over a key topic, allowing further investigations and reviews that, in each number, informs over Italian 
publishing news. The setting, the contraindications of group – therapy, the family pattern, the feminine 
culture, the trans – culture, the teenagers, the services: these are some of the topics faced in the numbers 
of the journal which ends now its fourth year. 

 
The journal as a net -model for scientific and professional elaboration  
 

by Franco Di Maria (Editor of ñGruppiò [Groups]) 
 
Coirag represents one of the few confederate realities in the world of the research and analytical practice. 
A dimension  strongly innovative, which has tried to cope with both identity and the meeting of culture and 
different professional dimension.  
For this it has decided to provide a scientific and professional instrument represented by a journal of 
widening and scientific growth. 
The journal Gruppi. Nella clinica, nelle istituzioni, nella società (Groups. In clinical work, in institutions, in 
society) was born in 1999, under the scientific direction of Franco Di Maria, supported by an editorial staff 
gathering the presence of all the confederates’ representatives and by an international scientific board of 
the highest prestige, which involved (and still involves) some of the most famous members of IAGP. 
Gruppi has the purpose to assert the centrality of groups in psychological culture, in the dimension of 
psychological intervention, in the deepening of knowledge on intrapsychic and interpsychic world. Gruppi 
wants to highlight and investigate the physical and psychological presence of the group dimension in every 
human phenomenon. To do that, the journal has been thought as an occasion of comparison on several 
aspects of clinical work, whose topics need constantly to be revised and updated, as an opportunity to 
reflect on clinical cases and on different contexts and settings such as organizations and institutions.  
Last but not least, COIRAG journal has the merit to follow the spontaneous path that psychology is leading, 
going every day faster along a way that conceives group work in psychological intervention as increasingly 



important. Every attempt in this direction is inscribed in the awareness of the necessity of working with the 
clearest comprehension of the methods acknowledged by the scientific community. The aims of this kind of 
work do not regard directly the accumulation of knowledge or understanding, but rather the ways and 
procedures by which knowledge and understanding are achieved; because there are no lasting knowledge 
and understanding without a strict applying of method. Just in everyday clinical and social work we find 
how significant is a solid and balanced theoretical background to build an accurate plan of research or of 
intervention. Our idea of building a widely shared agreement on methods is to be intended as a scientific 
exigency, which can be reached only by the broadest opening to the views coming from different 
professional and theoretical perspectives. 
Six-monthly in the beginning, Gruppi focuses each of the today’s three numbers per year on a key-topic, 
widening the view providing the readers with information on Italian publishing news, reporting critical 
notes on freshly published books and informing them on the most important conferences taking place all 
over the world. Setting, contraindications for group therapy, family, women culture, trans-cultures, 
teenagers, services, community: these are some of the topics treated by the journal, which is now almost at 
the end of his fifth year. 
An in-progress balance can be drawn up and it seems satisfying. Actually, a short analysis shows how the 
increasing of the subscriptions has been constant and appreciable: a sensible rise in the second year 
subscriptions (more than 16 per cent) highlighted the warm welcome of the readers; a rise held also in the 
third year (gaining another 14 per cent), definitely more encouraging if we take into consideration that in 
2001 the journal became a four-monthly. Overall, from 1999, Gruppi’s year of birth, until 2002 
subscriptions increased of nearly the 50 per cent. Adding to these data the ones coming from the similar 
growth of the single numbers sales in the bookstores, and the wider and wider diffusion of the journal’s on-
line articles, it is easy to evaluate that the circulating copies are more than the same publisher could testify. 
These numbers are going to send Gruppi, by the year 2005, on top of the list of the most sold scientific 
reviews in Italy. 
This certainly represents a sign of appreciation of the work we have done, but mostly an encouraging 
stimulus to go on keeping the net-model followed in the making of this editorial experience. A model that 
have made possible for the considerably different confederates’ souls to stay together, not as in an 
experiment of juxtaposition, but as different angles from which the same subject can be looked at, like 
different voices of different voyagers can narrate each his own story of the same journey, no one being less 
true or less interesting than the others. 
New thing introduced in the last three years is the wider space given to the contributions of young analysts 
coming from the COIRAG postgraduate school, in the attempt to stimulate the cultural and professional 
growth in young professionals too, giving them at the same time the possibility to access to the scientific 
community by the main entrance and the opportunity to bring their perspectives in. 
Gruppi and the different souls giving life to it seem to recall the image of the Greek polis, the place where 
the ideas of institution and constitution first took place; but they evoke also the spirit of the agorà, the 
physical and, mainly, psychical place where people had the possibility to meet, to talk, to negotiate, to 
change things and each other. This is why Gruppi doesn’t think exclusively to the academic and somehow 
aristocratic world of research and auto-referential scientific culture, paying a special attention, instead, to 
those knots in the social net that crosses individual and social discomfort, community centered questions 
(with a particular interest to situations of risk), problems deeply-rooted in the nature itself of organizational 
and institutional dynamics.  
In this sense, our work tends to find ways to promote well-being, to build spaces where it could be possible 
to obtain the right of citizenship for every kind of diversity and difference. It has been our duty, therefore, 
to privilege those contributions dealing with the topics related to the difficulties coming from the close 
encounter of differences, to the multicultural and multiethnic dimension and to the necessity to gain 
innovative instruments, though changing not the approaches, to confront with today’s intensifying 
complexity. 
 

 

Silvia Corbella (Studies and Research COIRAG Center) 
 



The Pupil/Teacher Relationship in the Training Model of the C.O.I.R.A.G. School of Specialization in 

Psychotherapy 

 

The specific aspect of the training model that I intend to underline is its congruence with the basic 

paradigms of group epistomology, being, the complexity, the complementarity and the supplementation. 

Paradigms moreover, that have been unanimously verified in studies made among teachers belonging to the 

different confederated associations. In these studies, one can observe in particular, a constant awareness of 

the complexity of the object of research which contributes to rendering the pupil/teacher relationship 

particularly complex also. There is also a special awareness of the complementarity between the different 

disciplines and perception of the limitations (in that there is still much to explore), opening up space for 

further research and the posing of new interrogatives. In particular, the importance of examining our own 

thoughts on the ethical implications involved in training, being mindful of three important factors: the 

psychoanalytical functioning of the mind, the social constitution of the individual, and the ceaseless 

dialectical interaction between individual and group, with all the personal and social set-backs that this 

involves. We must be ready to recognise the fact that our work in the field of formation also requires a 

capacity for transformation, since training involves considerable cogitation both for the pupil and his/her 

teacher. Apart from the importance of instruction in itself, attention is laid on reflection on ourselves as 

teachers, on the pupils and what is happenning in the training group at conscious and unconscious levels, 

intra- and interpsychic levels, and lastly on personal and transpersonal levels seen from a synchronic and 

diachronic point of view. 

 
Silvia Corbella (Centro Studi e Ricerche COIRAG) 

La relazione allievi-docenti nel modello formativo della Scuola di specializzazione in psicoterapia 

della Coirag 

 
Lo specifico del modello formativo che intendo evidenziare è la sua congruenza con i paradigmi basilari per 
l’epistemologia gruppale quali: la complessità, la complementarità e la supplementazione.  Paradigmi che  sono stati 
concretamente inverati  nella ricerca fra i docenti delle diverse confedarate: dove costante è la consapevolezza della 
complessità dell’oggetto di ricerca che rende particolarmente complessa anche la relazione docente-allievo, della 
complementarità fra le diverse discipline, del senso del limite e dunque di un quid di inconoscibile che apre lo spazio 
per  nuove ricerche e interrogativi. In particolare la necessità di interrogarsi sulle implicazioni etiche della formazione 
mantenendo presenti la funzione psicoanalitica della mente, la consapevolezza della costituzione sociale 
dell’individuo e la continua interazione dialettica fra individuo e gruppo, con tutte le ricadute personali e sociali che 
questo può comportare. Questo implica anche la presa di coscienza critica della necessità che nel nostro lavoro 
formare richiede la capacità di trasformare, perché formare  mette in discussione a livello profondo sia il docente che 
l’allievo. Il nostro modo di intendere la formazione dunque, accanto a momenti più squisitamente cognitivi, non 
potrà prescindere da una riflessione su di sé come docenti, sui discenti e su quanto accade nel gruppo di formazione 
a diversi livelli:  conscio ed inconscio, intra e interpsichico, personale e transpersonale, inteso in senso sincronico e 

diacronico.  

Silvia Corbella 
The candidate-teacher relationship in the training model of the COIRAG School of Psychotherapy  
 

Preface 

 

This paper deals with the results of the first phase of a research on training promoted by the the COIRAG 

(CSR) Centre for Studies and Research on the different associations that make up the COIRAG, proposed 

by myself and other colleagues (see extract of the project). The COIRAG is promoting a wider research on 

its own institution, that will be published in a monographic issue of the journal ñGruppi nella Clinica, nelle 

Istituzioni, nella Societ¨ò (2003) when it is completed. 

 

The research on training 



 

The answers that came back to us in this first questionnaire
1
, confirmed the idea we already had on how the 

institutional fields, for instance, our own COIRAG members, group analysts, psychoanalysts, 

psychodramatists, conjugate the verb to form. When we are talking about, educational or socio-health 

organizations (e.g. schools, hospitals, prisons, work-places, factories etc.), the verb to form has wide-

ranging meanings and is expressed differently in these social organizations. However, what characterizes all 

these organizations is the particular attention they have towards the complexity of the relations between 

people, the purpose being to direct these relations towards a common project and give it significance
2
. 

The capacity to formulate ideas, to make opinions on things, to understand relations between things, to be 

able to think of people, to understand the relations between them, to explore and sustain common and 

shareable objectives, keeping in mind the various levels of reality (conscious, preconscious and 

unconscious) of the people involved in the common project: these capacities need to be instilled by 

formative training, and this is not an easy task. Apart from the specific formative aim, there is the risk of 

eccessive, theoretical abstraction, or an eccessive empirical reductionism which is equally dangerous: in 

these circumstances and in others, dialectics come to our help to maintain a continuous and constructive link 

between the two extremes. In particular, since formative processes have a propensity to group thought, the 

paradigms that make up the epistomological base to group work, in other words, the awareness of the 

complexity, the value of the conjunctive logic thatôs at the base of the complementarity and the concept of 

supplementation cannot, and we believe should not be ignored. 

As far as a COIRAG ñway of thinkingò is concerned, we deduced from the answers in the questionnaire that 

óto formô means above all to educate to group thought. Group thought is not only manifested dialectically 

between theory and practice, but also between the individual (to think in group) and the group (to think of 

the group) taking into account the above-mentioned paradigms. 

Both the paradigm of complexity and that of supplementation bring us face to face with the limits of 

knowledge and also our own personal limits. Encountering limits is always distressing and it could lead us 

to search for a unique  illuminating theory or a sole means for resolving all the paradoxes and contradictions 

in a system that appears united. The satisfaction deriving from the illusion to have found the Truth and the 

Light, eliminates doubts and uncertainties, and sometimes even desperation
3
 (in the etimological sense, to 

be without hope). And it leaves us óblessed and in peaceô, out of the mire, in agreement with Heraclitus who 

says that polemos generates all things. If we accept the uncertainty that derives from critical analysis, it is 

always painful, and in the best of cases stimulates ambivalence. For this reason adepts on formation seem to 

feel the worthiness of representing a model that not only accepts, but encourages scientific debate, exposing 

their theories and work to critical analysis and sharing this with the candidates by way of processes of 

ñmentalizationò. We often find the term ñmentalizationò cited in papers by COIRAG members, it stands for 

the capacity to symbolize (symbolization), to connect the various problems on their complex levels to trains 

of thought open to new significations. The individual and the group poles (sometimes intended also as an 

institution) are in continual dialectical tension, aware that the well-being of one is functional to the other. 

From the answers to the questionnaire, we also have deduced a common need to widen learning from our 

area of intervention to the social field which can be divided up into many outlets. The awareness of this 

                                                             
1 The more significant questions were: Are you involved in Training? Which setting do you use? Answer: always, sometimes, never 

a) Individual 

b) Small group 

c) Medium group 

d) Large group 
Indicate which medium/s you use in Training: 

a) Interview 

b) Group discussion 

c) Psychodynamic group 
d) Dramatization 

e) Games 

f) Role-playing 

g) Other/s 

What medium/competence in your own psychotherapy training do you find efficacious in the training field? 

What expert teacher in a technique/approach not used in your profession could nonetheless be complementary to your Training 

project? 
2 Ermete Ronchi (1997) accurately reminds me that Freud considered our work as one of the óimpossibleô professions. 
3Translatorôs note: O.E.D. From Latin desperare, from de- ódown fromô + sperare óto hopeô 



reciprocity between individuals and groups, and therefore also institutions, is another aspect felt to have in 

common, and so is the possibility  to be able to utilize the privileged ñpsychoanalytic function of the mindò. 

This expression, writes De Polo (1996) means a specific capacity to enter in relation with the other, and to 

transform the unsupportable and unthinkable affective elements of the painful human experience in 

communication and thought, not only enabling personal development but in an indirect way also social 

development. In this sense, the ñpsychoanalytic function of the mindò can be utilized in any context, even 

collective, especially in those groups where ideas and affects of unknown origins are prevailing, hindering 

its functioning to a set task. 

 

If the ñpsychoanalytic function of the mindò and group awareness of the individualôs social make-up is 

activated in formative training contexts, in particular we need to reflect on the processes and the effects of 

the training on the conscious and unconscious level, the intrapsychic and interpsychic level, and the 

personal and transpersonal level (in the synchronic and diachronic sense). 

The candidatesô need to pose questions, brings us to sustain that every formative project should be 

considered a process whereby conductor and candidates are part of a joint project that examines the 

candidates at different and complex levels of reality, stimulating doubts, curiosity and ïquestions. 

Reflecting on the complex, relational implications that this type of training involves, above all the 

ñpsychoanalytical function of the mindò, the awareness of the individualôs social make-up and the continual 

dialectical interaction between the individual and the group (with all the personal and social pitfalls that this 

entails), our critical conscience cannot ignore our work of formation requires the capacity of transformation, 

because this work, as we have already clarified above, raises many queries at a profound level for the 

teacher as well as the candidate. 

The relationship between teacher and candidate is necessarily an unbalanced one,  creating unavoidably 

dependency of the latter, therefore it is our duty to take account of the complexity existing in the work of 

formation. Even though dependency is functional to learning and maturation, itôs unavoidably accompanied 

by the teacher and the candidateôs transference and counter-transference, taking place internally in a 

dialogue where identity and narcissism of all the participants are questioned, producing individual and 

collective defense mechanisms. For this reason the formative setting should encourage reflection on its 

functioning that helps to make comprehensible and subsequently tolerable, the ineludible frustrations and 

limits that often group processes disclose. Thus it is our intention to utilize the group as a moment for 

reflection and research between the candidates of the different associations. 

Lastly, the group was elected as the most eligible formative method in the questionnaire. The use of the 

small-medium group as an instrument for formation offers various advantages. In the first place, the group 

origin of the individual is brought to the fore, creating a social matrix in which learning and affects can 

develop together. 

Moreover, the diffraction of the transference elements consents an amplification of the relational 

possibilities between teacher and pupils. When the formation has a psychoanalytical approach, often the 

group puts itself in the position of the subject and contemporaneously object of the formation, this enables 

us to verify in the óhic et nuncô exactly how much is sustained theoretically and helps to accept the 

uncertainty of the form and the demarcation through the creating of transitional spaces not only between 

internal and external worlds, but also between the different theories. Another constant factor we have 

deduced from the answers in the questionnaire is that everybody is aware that the different theories are 

complementary. 

There is awareness that exchange brings no harm, rather it allows all the participants to have an experience 

of enrichment and development in common, on which converge the conscious, the unconscious and the 

preconscious in a complex, dynamic and vital way.  

Furthermore, formation cannot not overlook love for the object of research: and here I conclude with 

Morin(1999) who reminds us that ñPlato indicated the only way to learning is through eros, being also 

desire, pleasure and love; desire and pleasure to transmit love for knowledge and love for the pupils. Eros 

helps to abate pleasure linked to power, to the advantage of pleasure linked to the gift of transmitting 

knowledgeò(ibid Morin). Here I find appropriate the myth that recounts of Eros son of Penìa (lacking- the 

material in which any determination is absent) and Poros (an expedient for going over a river, a bridge). In 

this way, if the transmission of knowledge can satisfy a lacking, thanks to theories and methods that 

conserve the identity of the institution, it must be able to throw a bridge towards unexplored coastlines 

where thoughts that have never been thought are expressed, forging ahead in the unknown. 



In this way the institutional container loses rigidity and becomes a place of possible encounters and as 

Calcagno writes, ñfertile to the creation of new words, possibly inventive, and creative thought that for its 

nature is object of reciprocal offerings, and so it can detach itself from the reciprocity of roles [é] Love for 

knowledge and offerings, belong to the world of reciprocal excitations, to the world of play and virtuous 

circularity where formation becomes a pleasure capable of healing and soothing the unsatisfactions and the 

frustrations that are unavoidable in the training processò (Calcagno 2000). Thanks to group participation 

love for knowledge, becomes a shared element of the group culture with positive effects on the group itself, 

on each participant and on the social context. Moreover, I believe the group has a story thatôs very much 

alive, it is ideal for transformation and transmitting knowledge, learning, creativity, play and also dreaming. 

 

 

 

STUDY AND RESEARCH ON THE ñCOIRAG TRAINING PROJECTò 

Supervisor: Silvia Corbella 

 

Staff: 

Annamaria Burlini, Claudio Merlo, Maria Vittoria Metelli, Fiorella Pezzoli, Alessandra Simonetto. 

Aim of the Research: 

Knowledge and divulgence of the competences and experiences of OC members in the formative training 

field. 

Premise of the research: 

The utility of becoming more acquainted with a vast area of existing training activities, to promote 

exchange, discussion, and evaluate the development and the importance of the professional COIRAG 

specificity. 

Fully clarify, identify and subsequently accept the demand for training from the social environment that 

could correspond to the capacity of replying to this demand within the competences of the OC members. 

The bringing to light of common formative factors deriving from different models and perfectly 

integratable. 

 

The Stages 
I Stage: Gathering of data regarding the training resources of the OC members, and also of outside people: 

projects already under way, in development, or still at a rudimentary phase. 

Questionnaires to the candidates, relating to the more suitable areas of intervention with respect to what the 

specific group training is able to offer. 

II Stage: Classification of the gathered data, relating to reference models, to the settings (instruments 

utilized and utilizable) and to the operative areas. 

III Stage: Elaboration of data enabling to distinguish common training factors among the various models 

evidenced by the described operative interventions, in an overall valorization of the originality of the 

specific methodologies. 

IV Stage: A hypothesis congruent with the results of the research. 
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Wilma Scategni (Studies and Research COIRAG Center) 

Project ñDreams and institutionò 
 
Work on dreams in groups has always represented a meeting point among different worlds and cultures. 

Through dreams,  the unconscious ï the personal, the group and the collective unconscious ï overcomes 

every ethnic and linguistic barrier and finds a means of communication that speaks the language of the soul 

expressed through images and common to every angle of the world. For this reason, COIRAG, where the 

different ñgroup culturesò on the contemporary Italian scene can find room to come together,  is currently 

conducting a research project entitled ñThe Dream and the Institution,ò which is investigating the dream 

world that develops within an institution itself. This work is strictly tied in with and woven into the other 

lines of research work being undertaken at COIRAG. The ñnight-time repercussionsò emerge from the 

research that other lines of investigation are going into on different levels and in different contexts. This 

paper at this convention will outline the method, the aims, and the hypotheses that make up the various 

phases of this research project. 

 

 

Wilma Scategni (Centro Studi e Ricerche COIRAG) 

Progetto “Sogno e istituzione” 

 
Il lavoro sul sogno nei gruppi ha rappresentato da sempre un punto di incontro tra differenti mondi e culture. 

Attraverso il sogno lôinconscio personale, di gruppo e collettivo, superando ogni barriera etnica e 



linguistica, trova una via di comunicazione che parla il linguaggio dellôanima, comune in ogni angolo del 

mondo, espresso attraverso le immagini. Per questo la COIRAG, punto di confluenza delle differrenti 

ñculture gruppaliò presenti nella realt¨ italiana, ha in corso una ricerca sul tema dal titolo ñSogno ed 

istituzioneò, che ha come soggetto di indagine il mondo onirico che si sviluppa nellôistituzione stessa. Il 

lavoro è strettamente connesso ed intrecciato con gli altri filoni di ricerca in corso nella COIRAG. Dalla 

ricerca emergeranno i ñrisvolti notturniò che gli altri filoni di indagine esaminano su differenti piani ed in 

differenti contesti. Lôintervento riassumer¨ nella sede di questo convegno il metodo, gli obbiettivi, le ipotesi 

in cui si articolano le diverse fasi del progetto di ricerca. 

 

 

RESEARCH-STUDY PROJECT: “THE DREAM AND THE INSTITUTION” 

Conducted by E. Ronchi and W. Scategni  
Excerpts from the text approved by the Center 23 Feb. 2002 and the COIRAG assembly 25 Feb. 2002 and later edited. 

 
0. Preface: There are many fields of research and individual studies that have been examining institutions in 

their daytime operations. This COIRAG Study and Research Center project proposes to devote the same 

attention to that kind of ñdream breeding ground.ò  This is something somehow present in institutions and 

able to take on various shapes that the consciousness can potentially get to. These shapes -- as well as the 

elements that remain out of reach of an individualôs rational consciousness --make up the raw material that 

become the bases for the lines of thought and choices that determine how an institution functions. This raw 

material is something that goes beyond the level of the individual. It imposes itself on the level of the group 

and of the institution in its daily workings. This research project aims to focus on the dream and the 

institution while taking into full account the limited environment and related limits under which the Center 

operates. 

 

1. Aims: The research project aims to listen to the ñnighttime spaceò of an institution, COIRAG. This 

institution is to be understood as a subject and re-observed as an ñincubationò area, a very rich source of 

knowledge of the social and institutional dream matrix in a (work) group established for a specific purpose. 

These are the aims of the project, as already expressed in the Center: 

to inspire COIRAG members to pay more attention to their dreams -- particularly those about the institution 

-- and offer their dreams as raw material for this experimental research project; 

to catalogue, publicize, and distribute the research work and writings about dreams that already is there in 

COIRAG; 

to help COIRAG and its individual  members get to know each other through a number of  ñtheirò dreams;  

to work out a new methodology of institutional analysis through dreams by using COIRAG as an institution 

as a source of dream material. 

 

2.Research hypothesis: Our research hypothesis is that a ñdream networkò exists inside an institution. Even 

before people realize it, a ñdream networkò has already been acting to produce thoughts, images, and 

phantasms. These leave a trail of emotional nuances and organizational decisions. How does this ñdream 

networkò act to develop and transform the way people work and create knowledge? How do the contents of 

this network reverberate on various levels on the inside in terms of emotions, sentiments, fantasies, and 

phantasms and on the outside in terms of organization and culture?  How does all of this interact with the 

social, political, artistic and cultural ñreal conditionsò that create the environment in which the institution is 

living?  

 

3. Types of Center researchers: The Center will use a large number of researchers for the first phase of this 

project in the following roles: 

 

Basic researcher-dreamer: a COIRAG OC (Confederated Organizations) member or ex-student of the 

COIRAG psychotherapy School who e-mails one or more dreams accompanied by a free association and 

some information about its context. 

Referent-researcher and collaborator of the COIRAG research staff: a regular member of the COIRAG 

OC who has notified the research coordinators that she or he is available. She/he should receive at least one 

dream by e-mail, read it, write a free association about it in light of an institutional reading, and forward 



quickly the dream and the free association to the online data bank available, with password, by the staff. 

Researcher-member of COIRAG research staff: member of a small group that will be responsible for 

conducting the research and communicating its findings to the Center and COIRAG and for supervising all 

the researchers. Coordinators W. Scategni and E. Ronchi are joined by these 8 members of different OCs 

from all over Italy who do not hold managerial positions in COIRAGôs national structure: Benedetto 

Gustini (Rome), Serafina Lavigna (Cosenza), Roberto Pani (Bologna), Roberto Peraldo (Genoa), Fiora 

Pezzoli (Milan), Marco Zanasi (Rome), Graziella Zizzo (Palermo), and Leonardo Speri (Verona).  

Researcher-outside collaborator of the research staff - member of COIRAG OC: a distinguished figure 

in COIRAG. Such a researcher asks to contribute research, presents a project of interest, obtains approval, 

works independently on this project with a staff and issues its findings along several basic parameters. 

Researcher - collaborator of the research staff  - non-member of COIRAG OC: a distinguished figure 

from any scientific or cultural institution aside from COIRAG International or COIRAG Italy. Such a 

researcher asks to contribute research, presents a project of interest, obtains approval, works independently 

on this project with a staff and issues its findings along several basic parameters. 

 

4. Internet resources: The bulk of the work of collecting, filing, viewing, and exchanging material will 

take place through Internet in http://www.coirag.org in a special section of the Study and Research Center 

protected by a password. The web space of the COIRAG Center will serve as a permanent on-line secretary 

and data bank. The idea is to create a special program to work in the secure area of the Center. When a 

researcher-dreamer deposits a dream in the ñdream bank,ò the program will automatically signal this to the 

coordinators and simultaneously forward the dream by e-mail to three referents chosen randomly from a 

special list of referents who have already made themselves available. 

Thus the dream will be, most preferably, acquired directly in Internet through a special form that can be 

filled in the secure web space assigned for this research on the secure SSL of the resident server. (This will 

assure that the data can be consulted simultaneously by all members of the research group and that they can 

maintain their privacy. Researcher-dreamers associated with the OC COIRAG must obviously be registered 

with the web services of www.coirag.org and so possess personal user IDs and passwords.) Once the dream 

is inserted in the ñdream bankò, the program will automatically signal its arrival by e-mail to three referents 

chosen at random from among the group of referents. The referents will thus be able to connect to the site 

and send in one of their interpretation-free-associations to the ñdream bank.ò The program will be devised 

in a way that the referents can have access only to the dream that the program has assigned to them. They 

will be able to read the text and the data about the context that the dreamer pointed out. However, they 

cannot see the data about the dreamer, which will remain anonymous. The research staff on the second level 

will then work on the whole of this material. 

The digitalization and creation of an ad-hoc computer program was effected primarily in order to exploit the 

potential of the Internet and of the virtual group that it can host. Secondly, this can make a series of 

repetitious actions automatic, including the sending, reception, forwarding, re-forwarding, filing, and 

consultation of material. In this way, the Center officeôs secretarial work, as well as everyoneôs, will be 

reduced to a minimum. Furthermore, everyone will be able to consult the data bank that is being compiled 

24 hours a day. (é) 

 

6. Steps of the Project 

 

Step I (2002 ï 1
st
 semester 2003): First, the dream material supplied by the ñdreamersò is collected. Second, 

it is filed in an on-line data bank. This data bank is secure but accessible by all research group participants. 

Third, it is reread and commented upon by the referents. Fourth, it is re-filed along with the new random 

level of readings. The dreams are to be sent in with a guarantee of anonymity. However, if the ñdream-

donorò and the referent wish, they can include their own names in an special final note. The corpus of 

dreams is analyzed by the research staff. Semi-structured interviews may possibly be conducted at this 

point. 

  

Step II (2
nd

 semester 2003 ï 1
st
 semester 2004): Ad-hoc daylong seminar of the Center (2003) with all 

research participants. The day is to include free time for É ñPlaying Archetypal Dreaming Matrix,ò a 

research space whose results will be recorded. Presentation of the progress report on the 15
th
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converge.ò 

 

Step III (2
nd

 semester 2004 ï 1
st
 semester 2005): Synthesis, drafting of a report, interaction, comparison 

and contrast, and debate Ad-hoc daylong seminar to announce the results of the research. 

  

7. Research staff (second-level researchers): Coordinators: E. Ronchi (Brescia) and W. Scategni (Turin). 

Staff members: Graziella Zizzo (Palermo), Marco Zanasi and Benedetto Giusini (Rome), Leonardo Speri 

(Verona), Fiora Pezzoli (Milan), Roberto Pani (Bologna), R. Peraldo (Genoa), and Serafina Lavigna 

(Cosenza).  

 

8.Time span: In all, about 3 years: about 18 months for Step 1, and then 12 months for the convention, 

report, and subsequent review.   

  

9. Review: A special final encounter to review the findings and reflect on them first involving the staff, then 

the Center, and then the COIRAG assembly. 

 

10. In-progress use of the material produced: Daylong seminars, group-unit activity in dream-material 

collection and study, and drafts of in-progress writings on paper and on-line. 

 

11. International contacts: Contemporaneously, contacts will be made with people in other countries so 

that we can reflect in common with ñoutside researchers,ò some of which have already expressed interest in 

this topic. 

 

Attachment: CSR-COIRAG Project ñThe dream and the institutionò (see www.coirag.org) 
  

SOCIAL-DREAMING GROUP-UNIT 
Context: COIRAG Nacional Congress ï 19 October 2002- Saronno (Varese) 
Introductory notes by W. Scategni and E. Ronchi 

 

What is meant by social dreaming? 

Gordon Lawrence has been working for about 20 years on a technique that he named Social Dreaming. It aims to 

investigate and strengthen the connections, relationships and links between dreams and their associations. These are to 

be collections over a single time span on a single date within an open group of people together, which he termed a 

Matrix. Lawrenceôs basic hypothesis is that the dreams that emerge represent a kind of ñmemory of the future.ò These 

dreams are able to gather ñsubliminal thoughtsò that have not yet come into the consciousness and sometimes never 

do. The aim is to give a voice to what Bion defined as ñthe shapeless infinite that surrounds us.ò 

From its very beginnings, the thought of Carl Gustav Jung recognized a kind of Paleo-encephalon of the Psyche, a 

more archaic structure that he defined by the term Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious. These archetypes find 

their way of expressing themselves through strong symbolically laden images that can catalyze and channel intense 

ñideo-affectiveò psychic energy, which is the common heritage of all humanity. This is attested to in the analogies and 

parallels encountered in themes in myths, tales, and dreams common in the cultures of various ethnic groups in various 

historical epochs. Several years later Gordon Lawrence used Social Dreaming to determine a method that allowed him 

to highlight the ñconstellationò of archetypal images of the collection unconscious. 

Even since 1995 Peter Tatham, a Jungian analyst and student of Lawrence, has been applying the technique of Social 

Dreaming in a continuous way through an on-going group. He defines this group the Social Dreaming Matrix. It is 

held every morning during the course of IAAP (International Association for Analytical Psychology) conventions as a 

way of faithfully gathering the conventionsô nighttime echoes. 

In the end, what characterizes a matrix is its open character. It is a space open to dreams and associations with no 

attempt to ñfence themò into rational schemes. Instead, the space is simply for accepting the messages of the dreams 

and associations. Here people are not to be frightened by the ambiguities and the enigmas without answers that dreams 

inevitably evoke. Social Dreaming represents an important point of convergence and contact between Jungian and 

Freudian thought. In our reading of it, Social Dreaming offers us material that helps us contact those levels of the 

workings of the mind that are beyond the individual. Instead, they are on the emotional and cognitive borders that 

connect ï one after the other ï individual, group, institution, and polis. Social Dreaming gives us a chance to listen to 

them. 

 

Why have a Social Dreaming session at a COIRAG convention? 

A current research project of the COIRAG Study and Research Center is entitled ñthe Dream and the Institution.ò It 

http://www.coirag.org/


aims to explore the institution through the dream dimension that it emits. It seemed to us that the tool of the Dreaming 

Matrix ï in its COIRAG version ï is an appropriation aid for exploring this field of work. 

   

How does it proceed?   

At 8:30 on Saturday morning the participants meet together in a pre-arranged room. In it, the seats are arranged ñin a 

spiralò for the period of an hour and a quarter. This ñopenò arrangement distinguishes the space as different from that 

of a group. In fact, the space is not ñcircumscribedò but open in its characteristic indeterminate quality. Specifically, it 

is an undifferentiated matrix. Any participant who wants to can bring in dreams and brief associations, preferably in 

the form of images. The first dreams may be followed by others, and still others, in an environment of listening to the ñ 

shapeless infinite.ò 

 

What modifications has the research group proposed in this context? 

The matrix is to last one hour. We have added the term ñplayingò after ñSocial Dreaming Matrix.ò This has to do with 

the last quarter hour. During this time the participants are invited to write down and hand in some fragments bearing 

witness to the experience they have just gone through. These can be open to connect freely with the institutional level 

ï dreams, images, and associations contributed for our common research.  The contents that emerge will, in fact, be 

those that have been evoked by this COIRAG event, from the atmosphere and the expectations of the convention. 

From this, the research can gather, at least partially, the emotional nuances, subliminal thoughts, echoes, and images. 

 

SOCIAL-DREAMING GROUP-UNIT 2 
Context: University of Bologna ï 29 Marzo 2003 
Notes by W. Scategni and E. Ronchi 

 

WHY HAVE A SOCIAL DREAMING SESSION IN A UNIVERSITY CONTEXT? A current 

research project of the COIRAG Study and Research Center is entitled ñthe Dream and the Institution.ò It 

aims to explore the institution through the dream dimension* that it emits. It seemed to us that the tool of 

the Dreaming Matrix ï in its COIRAG version ï is an appropriation aid for exploring this field of work. The 

research staff includes B. Gustini (Roma), S. Lavigna (Cosenza), R. Pani (Bologna), R. Peraldo Gianolino 

(Genoa), F. Pezzoli (Milan), L. Speri (Verona), M. Zanasi (Rome), and G. Zizzo (Palermo). They are 

coordinated by E. Ronchi (Brescia) and W. Scategni (Turin). More than 20 COIRAG didactic referents are 

collaborating. In their project they intend to develop the theme ñthe dream and the institutionò in various 

institutional contexts and to use these direct experiences to clear some space for listening to dreams that 

concern institutions. In this context the university as an institution seems to be a particularly fertile ground 

that can give us the chance to contribute a great deal of dream material to research. In turn, the research 

material that is collected can spur us on and direct us in appreciating the universityôs reflecting upon itself 

 

A FEW ORGANIZATIONAL NOTES (THE SETTING COORDINATES It is important not to be 

swamped with a surplus of dream material. We should limit our work by focusing our attention on one 

ñsampleò group (which could be the group that participated in the Matrix in the morning). We should focus 

on some definite characteristics to identify the material that is the object of reflection. 

 

Here are some directions concerning the ñdream material that is the object of reflectionò: 

 

Dream material on any theme that is dreamed on the night before the seminar or in any way evoked by the 

ñDreaming Matrixò (written down and collected by the dreamer-researchers on the green sheets of paper 

that the COIRAG Center research staff will make available.) 

Dream material with the same characteristics but not narrated publicly in the Dreaming Matrix group 

(written down on the blue sheets and collected) 

Associations about dreams on any topic and/or those linked to ñInstitutional Events that they refer to 

(written down and attached to the dreams they refer to)   

Dream material that explicitly concerns the theme of the university as an institution, which is thought to 

be significant for our research and is dreamed at any time (written down on red or pink sheets and 

collected). Participants can write down any suggestions about the data or about other ñInstitutional Eventsò 

that they judge to be significant in this context. (written down on the yellow sheets, collected and attached 

to the previously-written sheets). Notes, suggestions, proposals and directions on how we can continue this 

research in the context we are dealing with (in this case, the university) can be written down on white sheets 



and collected 

 

What modifications in the classical ñsocial dreaming matrixò has the coirag study and research 

center proposed in this context? Traditionally understood, the matrix is to last one hour. We have added 

the term ñplayingò after ñSocial Dreaming Matrix.ò The ñplayingò indicates some of the aspects of putting 

the above-mentioned themes of institutional subjectivity into context and theory. In addition, it is the name 

of the technique that concerns the last fifteen minutes. During this time the participants are invited to write 

down and hand in some fragments bearing witness to the experience they have just gone through. These 

may be dreams, images, and associations to be contributed for our common research, according to the 

special directions handed on beforehand on the sheets of colored paper. The contents that emerge will, in 

fact, be those that have been evoked by the University and COIRAG event and by the atmosphere and the 

expectations of the seminar. From this, the research can gather, at least partially, the emotional nuances, 

subliminal thoughts, echoes, and images. Specifically, it is free play of matrices. 

 

 

Girolamo Lo Verso (COIRAG Past President) 
Prospective training in the group model of the COIRAG Association 

 

C.O.I.R.A.G. has created a functional and original experience: in order to set up a large National School of 

Psychotherapy that is made up of numerous training centres that have common interest concerning clinical 

group with analytical reference. This project was very useful and full of potentiality also, because it was 

integrate from rigorous training and continual work in theoretical clinical and methodological research. 

Possible future developments are: a) the on going integration of formative work inside COIRAG; b) the 

continual in depth study regarding the group techniques in several type of clinical work; c) a development 

of a epistemology our group philosophy. This is not only with group work, but also in those individuals, 

family and institutional works and in the study of identity and psychopathology. Other frontiers that 

compare integration with elements that come from other forms of psychotherapy from biology/neurology. In 

conclusion some vaster things for example the developming of epistemology in terms of complex thoughts 

concerning the clinic and the diffusion of a óclinicô of the fundamentalist thought. In other words, out of all 

of the forms of ñnon-thoughtò fear, psychopathology that consider ñthe otherò (individual, family and 

anthropological collectiveness), opportunistically or paranoically, as an enemy, barbarian incomprehensible 

and crazy. They think that ñthe otherò serves only in order do be manipulated, despised and not considered 

human. 
 

Girolamo Lo Verso (COIRAG Past President) 
Prospettive formative nel modello gruppale COIRAG 
 

La COIRAG ha creato un funzionale ed originale esperienza: quella di realizzare una grossa scuola di 
psicoterapia che mettesse insieme numerosi centri formativi che avessero in comune l'interesse per i 
gruppi clinici ed un riferimento analitico. L'operazione si è rivelata assai autile e piena di possibili sviluppi 
anche perchè è stata integrata da rigore nella formazione e da un continuo lavoro di ricerca teorico, 
clinico, metodologico. Sviluppi futuri possibili sono: a) la sempre maggiore integrazione del lavoro 
formativo all'interno della COIRAG; b) l'approfondimento sempre più forte delle tecniche di gruppo, in 
molti tipi di lavoro clinico; c) lo sviluppo di una epistemologia e filosofia “gruppale”, pienamente 
relazionale non solo nel lavoro con i gruppi, ma anche in quello individuale, familiare ed istituzionale e 
nello studio dell'identità e della psicopatologia. Altre frontiere sono quelle del confronto integrazione con 
elementi che vengono da altre forme di psicoterapia, dalla biologia e neurologia, dall'antropologia ecc.. E, 
infine, alcune cose più vaste quali lo sviluppo epistemologico in termini di pensiero complesso sulla clinica 
e la diffusione di una “clinica” del pensiero fondamentalista e cioè di tutte quelle forme di “non pensiero”, 
di paura, di psicopatologia che considerano “l'altro” (individuale, familiare, antropologico-collettivo) 
opportunisticamente o paranoicamente come nemico, barbaro, incomprensibile, folle. E che pensano che 
“l'altro” serva solo per essere manipolato, disprezzato, considerato un “non essere”. 

 



Sergio Calabrò, Roberto Ghirardelli 
Local Health Centre n° 3 ï Liguria Region ï ITALY 

In quest of a setting:A psychotheraphy group in an emergency psychiatric ward 

Organizing an analysis-oriented psychotherapy group in a psychiatric ward was no easy matter. We had to 
solve a number of technical problems connected with the setting and the irregular attendance. 
In fact, it is difficult to find a welcoming and separated place and time to allow reflection and confrontation, 
due to the turbulence and scanty room of an emergency psychiatric ward. 
Moreover, the limited hospitalization time (one week to one month, on average) seemed to prevent some 
group therapy factors, such as catharsis and group cohesion, from setting in. 
But this experience was positive and allowed us to reduce the number of repeated and too frequent 
hospitalizations. 

 

"Aiutiamoci a Guarireò: un gruppo psicoterapeutico in un reparto psichiatrico d'urgenza 

Non è stato facile organizzare un gruppo psicoterapeutico a orientamento analitico in un SPDC. Abbiamo 
dovuto risolvere alcuni problemi tecnici sia legati al setting, sia dovuti alla discontinuità di partecipazione. 
Infatti la turbolenza e la limitazione di spazi di un Servizio di guardia psichiatrica rendono difficile trovare 
un luogo ed un tempo accogliente e separato, che permetta la riflessione e il confronto. 
Inoltre il tempo limitato di ricovero (da una settimana a un mese, in media) sembravano impedire 
lôinstaurarsi di alcuni fattori terapeutici di gruppo quali la catarsi o la coesione di gruppo. 
Ma lôesperienza ¯ stata positiva e ha permessa di ridurre il fenomeno dei ricoveri ripetuti e troppo 
frequenti. 

 

Social Dreaming and social dimension 4 in dreaming  
 
by Franco Di Maria, Gioacchino Lavanco  
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How did Social Dreaming originate? 
 
Social Dreaming, is a group technique which means to set off the contribution given by dreams to the 
comprehension, not of the dreamer’s inner world, but of his/her social and institutional reality. Gordon 
Lawrence (1998b), the creator of this technique, claims that dreams contain fundamental information on 
the present situation dreamers are living, without any intention of challenging the great contribution given 
by the psychoanalytical approach. 
Social Dreaming, as Lawrence asserts, has a very long past and a short current history. There is nothing 
new in the building material of Social Dreaming – dreams and free associations – but there is something 
really revolutionary in the method and perspective. The close connection that links the dream to its 
dreamer eclipsed, for several centuries, the communication functions dreams have for groups and 
communities.  
Many tribal cultures and very ancient civilizations used to tell and discuss regularly dreams – just as myths 
– in special gatherings. The group shared so much in terms of symbols, language, traditions, that its 
members were able to ‘read’ most of the dream’s meaning. Their ‘specialist’ (who were, first of all, rituals 
specialists) intervened, anyway, essentially by accentuating, illuminating, integrating and elaborating these 
tellings through poetic resonance rather than disenchanting them, and used them to draw interpretations 
and prophecies. 
Dreams interchange, we can affirm, facilitates the adjustment of communicative processes and 
relationships among group members; this could be extremely useful in those areas of the community life 
in which it was of the greatest importance for cooperation and interdependence to be reached easily, 

                                                             
4
 Tajfel H. (ed.) (1984), The Social Dimension. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 



harmoniously and promptly. Hunting and fighting, for instance, require to operate as a unity and need to 
highly rely upon companions. Sharing tellings and dreams was very effective to create the relational net, 
which represented the fundamental basis of tribal life. 
Within the classical period of the urbanized Mediterranean – Mesopotamia, Egypt, Israel and Greece – 
dreams became messages to the individual dreamer. Once transparent and important to the whole group, 
the language spoken by dreams became more and more obscure: dreams carried significant messages, but 
their meaning had to be interpreted to be understood. Dreams were no longer a vehicle of unconscious 
tuning within the community, requiring a collective response, but just cryptic images revealing something 
regarding the fate of the individual dreamer. 
In the second century A.D., Artemidorus of Daldia – quite a long time before Sigmund Freud – wrote a 
volume dedicated to the dreams interpreting. Both Artemidorus and Freud developed assumptions 
leading to an individual approach to dreams, which needed specialized expertise to decode the message 
ciphered by the action of condensation and displacement. Both of them assumed the existence of a split 
between the individual’s conscious and unconscious and very much attention was paid to the allegorical 
dreams and to their multilevel images, as to the day residues.  
Crowning this line of research, Freud placed dreams at the core of the scientific project of psychoanalysis, 
as privileged vehicles to reach unconscious level of the personality through their multifaceted interpretation. 
Notions as ‘censorship’ and ‘displacement’ were developed to give reason of the processes involved in 
remembering and forgetting dreams. Freud’s extraordinary effort of setting dreams free of their magical 
and superstitious aura made them fundamental aspects of psychological work. 
Many authors added and underlined some aspects that Freudian psychoanalysis neglected. In particular, 
they began to consider dreams not just as disguised expressions of repressed wishes, but rather as a 
representation of feelings, fantasies and thought, extremely important for the dreamers’ affective life and 
strongly linked to the situation they are living at the moment the dream is made. Dreams seem to contain 
not only significant elements that help to understand the personality of the dreamer, but they also give 
information on fears, representations, expectancies and desires present in the social environment in which 
each one lives, in what we could call the social imaginary in which each one is immersed. 
Conceiving dreams this way leads to a perspective which is similar to the Social Dreaming one, considering 
dreams as special representations of an individual point of view on the community in which people live 
and on organizations which they belong to. 
 
 
The Matrix: where it all takes place 
 
Social Dreaming’s roots can be recovered in the early eighties, when Gordon Lawrence was part of the 
scientific staff of the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations. Being the co-director of the Group Relations 
Program, Lawrence developed an approach to groups centered on the concept of relatedness, intending to 
include in such a notion all the ways by which the individual experience and behavior are expression of 
conscious and unconscious constructs and processes of significant groups or organizations. 
Then, by Patricia Daniel’s side, he conceived the idea of a group of people ‘dreaming socially’. First 
experience was dated 1982. Sessions were called ‘Social Dreaming Matrixes’. Members of a social 
dreaming group meet and associate, as freely as possible, to the tellings of the dreams made available to 
the matrix.  
‘Matrix’ stands for a meeting, in which people share dreams and associations, but in general terms 
Lawrence uses this word in those circumstances in which others would use ‘group’ instead. The word 
‘group’, in his opinion, recalls a bit too much the idea of a certain number of people gathered in a room; 
while he wants, rather, to draw attention on what exists among people, fed just by their presence, 
spontaneously stimulating thoughts, fantasies, dreams. Lawrence wants to voluntarily keep in the 
background the group dynamics, as traditionally conceived, to concentrate on the feeling coming from 
being an integral part of the matrix. 
A matrix, therefore, is the mental connection that lies below the surface of a group life, a place where new 
things happen and arise, things that are impossible to conceive in every other setting because strictly 



related to the special setting where they were born. 
Matrix notion belongs to the work developed by Foulkes (1964). According to his theories, the group is a 
whole, a living being, having its own moods and reactions, its peculiar spirit and affective atmosphere. 
Consequently, Foulkes describes what he called matrix as something shared by every member of the 
group, regarding not only the interpersonal relations dimension, but also and especially the transpersonal 
dimension. The matrix generates every verbal or nonverbal communication; just through the matrix it is 
possible to understand the meaning and the significance of what happens to the group.  
Looking from such a multifaceted perspective, it is possible to state that Social dreaming mobilizes the 
potentialities of the matrix, through the amplification of free association and the immersion of the whole 
group in the dimension of dream. 
There is a risk to be warned of in the appreciable clinical use of the concept of matrix: it is rather common 
to look at it in a very concrete way, as something really existing instead as a concept, or, on the contrary, 
to conceive it in a pronounced metaphysical way. Such a drift could represent a serious obstacle in the 
correct use of the notion. 
 
 
Methodological remarks 
 
The plasticity of dreams fits perfectly both the psychoanalytical and the social dreaming settings. Social 
dreaming technique, however, could offer some hints to the traditional dream analysis, turning to be very 
interesting for psychoanalysis rather than to group psychotherapy. 
The Social dreaming method emphasizes the importance of telling and sharing dreams among the 
members of a group, in order to promote a better quality of the relations. Also the psychoanalytical 
setting benefits from sharing the narrative of the dream before stepping to the interpretative phase, giving 
a positive contribution in the process of fine-tuning between the two poles of the relationship (Friedman, 
1999). 
Then, we have to underline, as already done by Freud, the problem solving function performed by dreams. 
Dreaming, asserts Freud, is just one of the forms our thinking takes, and the way it tries to solve our 
problems is not astonishing, as far as our consciousness does. Tagliacozzo (1992) and Fosshage (1998; 
2001) highlighted how the appearance of a new configuration in dreams can be a sign of a current 
significant passage in the dreamer life and in his/her analytical work. 
One last remark has to be done, concerning group psychotherapy in particular. During the Social dreaming 
sessions, the dreamer and the meaning the dream has for him/her remain in the background, in order to 
keep the greatest attention to the dream’s social significance. Group psychotherapists, moving back and 
forth between the group dynamics and the individuals, run the risk of losing something of the whole social 
scenery. As Earl Hopper clearly states: ‘An analyst who is unaware of the effects of social facts and social 
forces will not be sensitive to the unconscious recreation of them within the therapeutic situation. He will 
not be able to provide a space for patients to imagine how their identities have been formed at particular 
historical and political junctures, and how this continues to affect them throughout their life’ (Hopper, 
2003: 126). 
 
 
The Cell: the Unthought Unknown 
 
Getting into the Social Dreaming group reality, we find very interesting to observe that the usual 
amplification shown by groups towards the social and transpersonal dimension, here shows an 
extraordinary increase, thanks to the peculiar characteristics of dreams, naturally rooted in the social 
unconscious (Hopper, 2003). Social dreaming, using the words of Bollas (1987), releases ‘the unthought 
known’ or what Hopper prefers to think in terms of ‘dynamic non-conscious’: information ‘that could not 
and cannot really be known directly’ (Hopper, 2003: 127).  
As free association and dream processes, thus, Social dreaming can be considered as a form of thinking, 
leading to have access to a dimension particularly difficult to enter: the social imaginary. 



Occidental philosophy has been unfair towards images and imagination, historically regarded as 
misleading deceptions conflicting with the Christian iconoclasm and the binary true-or-false logic asserted 
by rationalists. The discovery made by Freud of the territories of the unconscious represents a real 
Copernican revolution, not only because it gave back dignity to oneiric contents, but especially because of 
its significance in the revaluation of the imaginal dimension. Further fascinating sophistication came from 
the Jungian theories on the collective unconscious and its archetypes, that built human psyche on archaic 
images, with an unconscious collective nature.  
The cinematographic imaginary described by Edgar Morin represents the intersection of a psychological 
and a sociological reading: the genesis of the imaginary is linked to Freudian mechanisms of projection and 
identification, but the peculiar processes of civilization the mass-society triggers, made cinema the main 
vehicle of the consumer society imaginary, having its new myths and rites in the star-system phenomena. 
From one side, then, imaginary is conceived as a series of representations, belonging to the obscure and 
indefinite territory of symbols, dreams and fantasies; from the other side a socio-psychological approach 
looks at the imaginary highlighting collective representations and mythology present in everyday life, in 
mass fashions and modern lifestyles. 
Social psychology added the constructivist theories to this perspective, defining reality as a continuous re-
construction of fragmentary scraps of data coming from inner and outer world, based on hypothesized 
cognitive and affective operations. Serge Moscovici’s concept of social representation clarifies this system 
of empirical experiences and values, giving birth to constellations of socially built meanings and relations. 
These reflections light up the horizon in which we can inscribe some considerations on third millennium 
imaginary. Globalization seems to gather in itself most of the images fluctuating in today’s collective field, 
showing, amongst the advantages and privileges that the fall of physical boundaries brings, also the 
deepest collective fears living in our days: social risk and uncertainty, homologation, cultural flattening on 
market requirements. Today’s production and utilization of the imaginary have an economical importance 
they never had in the past. Finding effective ways to develop and elaborate these images into widely 
shared imaginaries is crucial for the consumer society and passes through the institutionalization of 
images in dominant symbolical codes. The worldwide spreading of the messages through the mass media 
makes the rest. 
Entering this cultural system requires finding the proper instruments to permeate the social unconscious, 
reaching these social and cultural elements and processes not perceived, or not acknowledged, or not 
taken as problematic or with enough detachment and objectivity (Hopper, 2003: 127). The group could be 
the first step level to work on collective imaginary, to build the foundation of a more acute awareness of 
the links connecting individuals to their collective dimension; it can be conceived, metaphorically, as one 
of the cells of the wider body represented by the community, in which it is possible to intervene for the 
benefit not only of the single cell but giving positive results also on a systemic level. 
Lawrence and his technique show better, now, their significance in this perspective. He always conceived 
Social dreaming as a method for action-research, using the group to have wider effects on the social 
dimension as a whole: individual dreaming has the purpose of transforming the person, while Social 
dreaming has the purpose of expanding knowledge of the society and the communities.  
Sharing dreams in a frame socially and politically aware as tribal societies did: working on images to build a 
shared utopia and new imaginaries, opening new spaces where it is possible to meet, to think and imagine 
the change and export it outside, as a cell does with its products. The purpose is, in this case, to reach the 
Unthought Unknown, coming out of the matrix in its uniqueness, being, as every other social reality, a 
continuous re-construction based on cognitive and affective processes. 
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New of the last two years the wide space given to young analysts coming from COIRAG, this way 
stimulating the cultural and scientific growth in young professionals too, which give a daily contribution of 
research and widening. 

 


