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Foreword

Dear reader,

You are about to embark on a journey that I hope is the first in a series. This text by Brant and Aodhán is the material of our time and it is my wish that this will lead on to further, deeper exchanges.

It is now 2024 and we are facing war on every continent, brutality, greed, and corruption at every level of social, political, cultural, and spiritual systems. We need a new set of narratives and ways into understanding what has brought us here, and what may help us make a new road.

Through the lens of mythos, Brant and Aodhán have opened a vista for new sight and a capacity for new thought about our social ills and compulsions. This book looks at myths across cultures and historical periods and enters a realm of imaginal narrative in which the contents of the collective unconscious can be seen and connected to the reader, wherever they are in space and time.

In order to engage in a balanced, harmonious future, we need people and systems to be able to hold the complexity of our social field and revisit our mythical matrix—moving beyond the binary and reconciling ourselves as integrated Mythic-Beings.

It is a long Hero’s Journey for all of us, and this text is a vital map on our way. This book is a welcome text to help us put ourselves back together.

Dr Leslie Brissett

Group Relations Programme Director at the Tavistock Institute of Human Relations, 2017–2023




Introduction

How does a Norse creation myth warn us about obstacles that groups face during their forming phase?

How can Odysseus’ escape from the Cyclops inform modern leaders about navigating the mob mentality within a group?

We wrote this book because we wanted to read it, and it did not exist. Advice about group dynamics and leadership is plentiful, as is the application of mythology to personal psychology. Yet the application of mythology to modern group psychology seems to be largely unexplored territory. Both authors contributed to every chapter in this text, but some of the experiences in organisations belong to one or the other. When not specifically noted, the use of ‘I’ refers to Brant’s first-person perspective.

We hope to introduce a different approach to conceptualising groups; an approach that investigates group psychology through the lens of mythology. We wrote it for anyone interested in building a better understanding of group processes—leaders, therapists, and group facilitators may find it especially applicable.

Interpretive work of any kind is more of an art than a science, and this may be especially true when we focus on groups instead of individuals. As a result, there is a level of open-mindedness and tolerance to mystery required from you, the reader.

This type of work asks us to indulge in the dramatic, since the mythic storytelling elements possess a certain grandeur. Marion Woodman (1998) speaks to the function and necessity of grand metaphor in Sitting by the Well. In short, metaphorical connections amplify the meaning we imbue into our experiences.

Myths seem to capture patterns of the universal human experience, and this is because they deal with archetypes. Popularised by Jung, archetypes are inherited psychobiological structures common to all of humanity. Joseph Campbell (1949) wrote his mega-hit, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, because he perceived the same Hero archetype across different historical periods. Campbell observes its manifestation in ancient epics, folklore, and the lives of great religious heroes like Gautama Śakyamūni and Christ, as well as within case notes of modern psychiatric patients. These archetypal patterns are brought to life as gods, demigods, heroes, and Titans in our favourite mythological stories.

I (Brant) have always been impressed with certain colleagues’ ability to connect the seemingly mundane to the mythical. A skilled therapist might say of a client: ‘His story is the Icarus myth. His parents haven’t held boundaries, he parties until 3 am, and he’s ended up in the hospital twice from overdose. He flies too close to the sun, and our work here is to ground him in an identity that allows him to keep his feet on the earth and get a sense for limits’.

As Woodman (1998) states, the application of mythic metaphor takes things to a deeper, more meaningful level, into the realm of the psychological archetype. A curtain is pulled away, and the possibility of deeper self-knowledge and richer associations becomes apparent. We touch something ancient and primal when mythology is brought into the mundane.

Another distinct skill that I admire in colleagues is the ability to manage complex group dynamics and steer groups towards productive ends. In wilderness therapy, where I began my career, most clients attend involuntarily and carry anger and resentment as a result. Many bring a history of intense maladaptive behaviour, and all of them have extensive defence mechanisms in place. Yet somehow, the best therapists and field instructors consistently get extraordinary outcomes. Skilful facilitation enables these groups to hold emotionally safe environments that allow connection and sharing at a deep level. With the right guidance, the group becomes greater than the sum of its parts.

During graduate school, I was introduced to the group relations work of the Tavistock tradition. Group relations conferences usually last three to five days, and instead of lecture formats, they involve visceral interrelational experiences. Most of the time spent at a conference centres around the task of assessing the group dynamics as they arise. It is difficult to explain such an experiential process in words, but there are two defining characteristics of group relations work that changed my perspective on understanding groups.

The orientation of the work assumes a group-as-a-whole lens. This means that we accept that the group has a mind of its own, and that understanding the group psyche (especially the unconscious) is the goal. Further, this means that individuals’ actions are assumed to mean something about the group, first and foremost. We avoid indulging in explanations for behaviour that focus on an individual’s motivations. If a member leaves to go to the bathroom during a session, for example, the assumption is that this means something about the group-as-a-whole. Some part of the group wanted to flee the room, perhaps. We can be agnostic to this concept and still benefit from the process. The idea is to suspend disbelief and ask, ‘What if the group has a mind of its own that is pulling the strings? How does this individual’s action serve the group-as-a-whole?’ The value of this becomes clearer with practice.

The work is done in the here-and-now. The task is to analyse the group dynamics ‘in the room’ as they are happening. This means that politics, childhood struggles, or outside persons are only relevant as they relate to a dynamic currently in the room. This practice leaves most participants feeling naked, in a sense. Group members cannot hide as easily behind past stories of themselves, or the distractions of broader society. In group relations work, the facilitators (consultants) confront the group when the group moves to topics that are not ‘in the room’. For example, in groups that find themselves constantly bringing up politics from the outside, a consultant might remark to the group, ‘This group seems to enjoy the fantasy that they can run away from difficulties in the room by uniting around a dislike of Donald Trump. I wonder what it is that is hard to look at in this group right now’. The group has the choice to take this comment up for discussion or not, of course, and each option says something about the inner workings of the group-as-a-whole.

I left my first conference feeling angry and indignant, but I realised that anything that could offend me could also teach me, and I attended my second conference one year later. This work spurred an ‘Aha!’ moment for me, as I began to look at groups in a different light and started asking different questions. I started to observe the subtle ways that groups use individuals, and the unwritten contracts to which individuals adhere when they join groups. Nuanced roles develop, and behaviour changes drastically for individuals as they step into these roles. A heightened sense of these underlying forces is a kind of superpower for any group member, especially for someone in a leadership role.

Both mythic interpretation and group relations work serve to expand our understanding of the psyche. What happens when we examine group dynamics through a mythological lens?




Chapter 1

The group effect

In the wilderness of the Appalachian Mountains, a group of adolescent boys breaks down camp and prepares to hike. This is a wilderness therapy programme, and none of the boys have elected to be here. Yet, overall, the camaraderie is strong between the eight young men and their four field instructors. They have everything they need on their backs, and the quality of their day will depend on the effort they put in.

The group starts the day off strong—all except for Sam. For the fourth day in a row, Sam shuts down and refuses to do chores, eat, or drink. Group members begin to grumble among themselves, ‘Here we go again’.

Sam’s refusal will impact the group. If he does not hike, they will have to set camp back up and stay at the same site, where they have been stuck for the past four days, which none of them want. The instructors try to contain the discontent of the group members as they glare in Sam’s direction. It seems that everyone agrees that Sam is the problem in the group, and that if he were gone, the group would function at a higher level.

After two more days of this—and heightening tension between the group and Sam—he ends up leaving the programme for medical reasons. The group is ecstatic. The boys play games, joke around, and prepare to hike out of camp. Everyone has the impression that the group is on the verge of building a strong culture and becoming a real team.

This feeling lasts about two hours.

As the students approach the new campsite, Jesse—a student who had been respectful, cooperative, and relatively dependable up to that point—begins to emotionally escalate. There is no obvious trigger; the group had done a hike of medium difficulty in the heat, and it is reasonable for any of the guys to feel homesick, but the timing is certainly strange. He throws a tantrum and begins making threats about walking off into the woods, and two staff are pulled over to sit with him.

In the blink of an eye, the group has a new Sam, and the members resume their grumbling and blaming. Jesse, who had been fairly reasonable previously, remains uncharacteristically belligerent, and this becomes the new normal over the next days.

An instructor mutters, ‘This group is haunted’.

Leaders and experienced professionals who work with teams may relate to this scenario. What happened here? From the field instructor perspective, is it a matter of identifying and correcting the individual problems of Sam and Jesse, or might there be a deeper way of interpreting the situation?

Groups are complicated, and there is likely not a single simple answer that we can ever arrive at with full confidence. We could attempt to explain Sam and Jesse’s behaviour separately from the group context, but we might also consider what effect the group itself had.

The word group is not sexy, but perhaps it should be. Groups exert a powerful effect on individual behaviour, an effect that is typically underappreciated and misunderstood. The phrase ‘a group of humans’ has much deeper implications than ‘a group of buildings’.

Within this book, we will define a group as more than two people who share a mutual and interdependent interest in at least one specific goal. This includes organisations, teams, businesses, and even society. This also includes a group of people riding a bus. It may not feel like a coherent group, but there are some common goals for passengers; namely, arriving at the destination safely.

Groups exist like Russian dolls, nested within each other. The specific group we identify with at any given moment depends on the circumstances. As I write, I am conscious of being an American, a man, a director for a men’s recovery programme, and a resident of Asheville. However, if circumstances highlighted other parts of my identity, my mind would switch gears accordingly. For example, when I hear spoken Mandarin, I recall my days as an expatriate in Chengdu and the student group to which I belonged at the time. The groups with which we most clearly identify during a given moment are dictated by the confluence of our total self-narrative and the context. We all contain within ourselves many stories of identity. The situation determines which of our stories come into play.

On a larger scale, and similarly, societies have stories about themselves and the world as well. Although many new stories are written and adopted, there is something powerful and profound about the old stories that have shaped so much of culture and stayed with us through the ages—the myths. We can hypothesise that they communicate something important about the shared human experience. The application to the individual psyche has been explored by thinkers such as Freud, Jung, Marie-Louise von Franz, Robert Bly, Robert Johnson, Joseph Campbell, Marion Woodman, and others. Yet we see a dearth of mythic interpretation at a group dynamics level at a time when such insight could provide much value.

We do not mean to suggest that ancient myths were consciously intended to speak about human group dynamics, per se. Yet the human unconscious expresses deeper archetypal truths through our stories, and these can be applied to illuminate both the individual and the group psyche. Simply put, these stories are treated as a gateway to the unconscious. The result is that we can draw thought-provoking parallels between themes in mythology and our modern study of groups.

One style of interpreting myth holds that each character in a story represents a piece of the self, and thus any myth is contained within the psyche (or group psyche, in this case). Following this line of thought, myths are not accounts of the past, but accounts of within. Therefore, when myths are narrated here, we use the present tense. The Villain, the Hero, the Mentor, and the Victim all reside inside our ‘interior kingdom’ in the now. With the group dynamics lens in place, this means that all elements or characters within a myth represent elements of the group psyche.

This work is exploratory and interpretive in nature, and not an exhaustive investigation by any means. Astute readers will notice that the themes we have picked out are not distinct, as there is significant overlap between concepts. The frameworks and myths drawn from here are somewhat cherry-picked based on limitations of our own intellect, cultural biases, and current understanding of groups. We view this as a starting point, and hopefully a fruitful introduction for readers to synthesise myth and the study of groups.

We invite you to join us in suspending disbelief and adopting two assumptions that will aid the creative process. The first is that there are no coincidences in myth. Every character and detail has relevant meaning. Every action implies something deeper and greater than what may appear on the surface.

The second assumption is that there are no coincidences in group behaviour.




chapter 2

A little bit of theory: Projection and projective identification

Before going further, there is a pair of helpful concepts we can pull from psychology literature: projection and projective identification.

As humans, it is natural that we feel more comfortable with some parts of ourselves than others. We may enjoy our sense of humour or dislike our quick temper. We are conditioned by those around us at an early age to accentuate some parts of our personality, and repress or tightly control the rest. To be human is to endure this process, since the approval of our caretakers and peers determines survival when we are infants. It is not a process anyone skips; although the style and efficacy of our caregivers matter. Nor do such pressures cease when we reach adulthood, although our mature awareness and relative independence may act as mitigating factors.

As a result of this process, we come to consider some parts of ourselves as unacceptable, and may be unwilling to even acknowledge them. The Jungians call this disowned psychic material ‘shadow’, and Robert Bly (1986) gives us a metaphor of a bag that we carry behind us, filled with the pieces of ourselves we have learned to stow away. We can pack them away, so to speak, but this psychic material never ends up going far. Repressed energies still want to find a way to be expressed, because they are a part of our humanness. As a result, a process called projection can occur.

Projection was discussed by Freud, and then Jung, von Franz, and others. It is the process of disowning a part of our psyche and displacing it onto another. In essence, we ‘send out’ a part of ourselves that is not integrated into our idea of who we are. We hand these qualities to another, imagining them to exist strongly and exclusively in this other person. The other is made to hold our baggage. It is a splitting of the psyche on a subconscious level.

When that projection is accepted by the other, or ‘taken in’, projective identification has occurred (Klein, 1946). If you remind one of your subordinates of their father, and they have not integrated that paternal energy, they begin to think of you as owning those qualities. They may feel resentful, or intimidated, or perhaps more relaxed, depending on their relationships early on in life. There is an unconscious invitation for you to then start acting in a more and more paternal manner. You both enter into an enmeshed relational dance if you ‘accept’ the invitation. These concepts are related to the ideas of transference and countertransference used in therapeutic literature (Stokoe, 2021).

These are not phenomena relegated to those with mental illness; it is something we all do every day, in subtle and not-so-subtle ways. Projections reveal themselves when the light shines just right; for example, when we call our boss ‘dad’ or ‘mum’ by mistake right before a big meeting, implying that our own paternal or maternal qualities are being outsourced. Slips of the tongue reveal much of our inner psychic architecture.

We project for reasons of unconscious self-protection. The inner racist, the inner bully, perhaps the inner weakling; it feels threatening to acknowledge these parts of ourselves, and so we project them outward for someone else to possess on our behalf. For the admirable qualities we refuse to own, we may feel unprepared to shoulder the responsibility that these qualities would demand of us. If I put my ‘brilliance’ in a teammate at work, I am off the hook for coming up with innovative ideas. Nathaniel Branden discusses this phenomenon in his Six Pillars of Self-Esteem (1995). Of course, this does not mean that others never possess such qualities, or that the claim here is that all perception is simply projection. There is room between our ears for both accurate assessment of others and projection. Yet it can be nearly impossible to differentiate between the two with confidence, and in this work, we err on the side of assuming projection to be at play in most cases.

Since the ‘holders’ of our projections are doing something important for us on a psychic level, we tend to be fiercely defensive of our projections. We will set up the holder of our psychic material to validate our expectations, and we may ignore information that contradicts them. We become attached to seeing them a certain way.

When strong emotion comes up, oftentimes it is a clue about our projections, if we know how to look. We should be especially suspicious of the situations that bring up anger in us; anger is a common way that we dim the light of awareness and keep our projections in place. Likewise, that which is considered taboo in groups is typically a rich place to focus exploration, with the understanding that we are treading on dangerous ground. That which offends us reveals us. One definition for revelation is ‘the act of revealing’, and proper personal work or group dynamics work should always have this quality. We should be celebrating the offensive quality of the work around projections. Psychic maturity involves reintegrating the shadowy parts of ourselves and our groups and processing the shame around each piece we have given away. It is not a fast process, and it is certainly painful at times.




Chapter 3

Creation myths and early group stages

In the mid-1960s, Bruce Tuckman (1965) contributed a model of group stages that is still widely cited today. It is a simple model that is easy to apply, and as a starting point it can help shed some light on how groups work. He contended that all groups progress through certain developmental stages: forming, storming, norming, performing, and adjourning (this last was a later addition). Any team goes through a similar trajectory, be it corporate executives or a Viking longboat crew. We might consider it an abbreviated ‘Hero’s Journey’ for groups, for those familiar with Joseph Campbell’s work.

Within Tuckman’s model, we can expect that all groups need time for member relationships to develop (forming), differences to be explored and navigated (storming), and baseline etiquette to be embraced (norming), before we can expect a team to produce great work (performing). This is a simple application, but already we can draw the conclusion that a good leader needs to act in ways that facilitate the progression through these stages. A savvy leader sets appropriate expectations and tasks for the group based on where the group sits on the model at any given moment.

Of course, a model like this is merely the tip of the iceberg. Models give us a template for simplifying and understanding a complex world. Identifying that a group is in the ‘forming stage’ conveys certain information, yet even the forming process itself is complex, and the mere recognition of a group stage may not give us enough actionable insight. But it is a way we can chunk down the world and start to prioritise which pieces of information we grace with our attention, and it is a good place to start to apply our mythic lens.

Like our psychology models, mythology also gives us templates for making meaning in a complex world. As we will see, we can find interesting points of confluence between ancient myth and modern group models. If Tuckman’s model offers a simple starting point for learning about organisational psychology, creation myths offer an intuitive starting point from the mythic side. If myths are a map of the soul, then it stands to reason that creation myths say something about how we as humans form groups. After all, what are creation myths if not a forming of sorts?

Again, myths are grandiose, and their comparison to group processes may feel overdramatic at times. The dramatic element is helpful. It connects us to meaningful archetypes that we can use as metaphors in our more mundane group experiences of everyday life and work.

Let’s start with the Norse creation myth:


Creation begins with a void that sits between two extremes. To the north, there is a land of ice called Niflheim. In the south, there is a land of fire called Muspelheim. Eventually, the heat from the south melts some ice in the north. The melted ice from Niflheim forms the frost giant Ymir, the first being. As the flames warm the glaciers, Ymir’s sweat spawns the race of giants, and a giant cow is created to feed the giants. The cow feeds on salt contained in the melting ice.
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