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DEEP DEMOCRACY IN LARGE GROUP CONFLICT WORK

We thank Brigitte and Albrecht Mahr for having created and invited us to the Hellinger Congress in 2001 where we gave a short lecture and workshop. We learned many things and together with others, felt inspired to make new developments, which we hope will make everyone’s work more useful in the world. 

The lecture was taped at the conference. We wrote it up almost verbatim from the taped lecture, editing only where needed to keep the style as lively as possible and also to include the audience. If the reader needs a more academic and complete information hinted at by this short paper, we suggest checking the literature. See for example, Arny’s, The Leader as Martial Artist (Harper Collins, 1990) and Sitting in the Fire (Lao Tse Press, 1996). (In German. Der Weg durch den Sturm. Via Nova, 1998 and Mitten Im Feuer, Hugendubel, 1997.)

That lecture appears in the first part of this paper as, I. Lecture from the 2001 Congress. After the lecture, comes the second part of this paper, II. Supportive and Critical Ideas about Constellation Work. Here we bring forward our supportive and critical ideas about Constellation Work after our experiences at the 2001 Congress.  Hopefully these ideas will be helpful for future developments of that work.


I. LECTURE FROM THE 2001 CONGRESS:
Arnold & Amy Mindell
Wurzburg, Germany
4th May 2001

World Conflict Theory and Mysticism Lecture
Amy:  It’s a pleasure and an honour for us to be here today at this conference with so many of you. Should we speak German?  Ich merke dass wir koennten auch Deutsch reden. 

Arny:  (Speaking at first in German. Audience claps.) I better not speak German because it comes out sounding like Swiss German and you might not understand …so… (laughs).  In any case, we lived for many years in Switzerland.

Amy:  Even though we lived in Switzerland for many years German is still difficult for me, so I’ll speak English. We want to thank Bert Hellinger, Brigitte and Albrecht Mahr, and Hunter Beaumont for inviting us here. And we would also like to thank the many people who have organized this event. It takes a huge amount of work to bring so many people together. (Clapping)

We are happy to share some of our experiences working with groups and conflict situations with our method, we call “Worldwork”. We thank everyone for the work you are doing, whether it is your own inner work, working with relationships, or with communities. It takes all of us together, to work together, to make an even better world than we have now. Now, before we begin, for the sake of all of us as a community, even though we are such a large group, please turn to someone you haven’t met yet, (audience laughter), and just introduce yourself. This helps make more of a community atmosphere. Just take a couple of minutes for that and then we will go on together. 

(Pause while people turn and introduce themselves to one another) 

Arny:  (Speaking German) Thanks for doing that. Should I go on in German?  (Clapping.) Oh…that neglects the English-speaking public.  Sensing groups is fifty percent of the solution to world problems. (Laughter) 

I also want to welcome people. First I want to welcome our Native American elders. Then I want to welcome gay and lesbian people who are here and not forget to welcome the heterosexual people as well. (Laughter and clapping). 

Welcome to people of all races and people of all nations, also people with various financial situations, those who are financially better off, those who have less financial power. Such recognition can be an important part of our work. I just want to suggest openness and to recognize everyone. Even though we are all the same that is we are all made out of stardust we are also very different. Amy, do you want to go on?

Amy: Perhaps I can say something briefly about us personally. We are therapists and conflict resolution facilitators. We lived for many years in Zurich, Switzerland. Together with others, we created a school of process-oriented psychology there in Zurich. A few people here in the audience today were part of that creation. About ten years ago we moved back to the United States where we are from originally. We moved to Oregon on the west coast of the USA, where we developed process work further. 

There are many different aspects of our work that I’ll speak about after Arny talks. In the moment, let me say we work with individuals and with large groups as well. Today we will mainly focus on what we call Worldwork, the large group aspect of our work. We’ll bring some of its theory and philosophy and we’d like to also mention some examples and hopefully some skills if we have time. 

In the moment, I would like to share with you something that is on my mind. A few days before coming here, we were working with an international group of people in one of the former concentration camps in Austria. Later in Vienna we meditated and focused on the spirit of the land, the ghosts and the dead that were there. It was a very strong experience and it is still very much inside of me and in my feelings. In Vienna we worked on issues around World War II. It was a very deep and a very moving experience for us. So I am still there somehow. Would you like to say something about it also, Arny, and then we will go further and talk about Worldwork?

Arny:  Yes… (Pause), I don’t want to jump over all the feelings we have about what happened there. It was a very important experience to work with the dead and listen to them telling us they didn’t want us to go on with conflict and revenge but instead wanted us to create a better life for everybody. It was a deep experience.

As Amy mentioned, today we will focus on Worldwork. I define Worldwork as a multicultural, multi-levelled awareness process. It’s a way of working with small and large groups of people. The appearance of worldwork depends upon the culture and it depends upon which level of reality we are working at. One level of reality is the everyday diversity situation involved in such conflicts. We focus on local or international conflict, business and organizational problems but also upon the dream level of these events including roles, ghosts and deep feelings. And there is even another level that we call the essence level. 

Let me give you an example. Recently, we were helping a Native American group negotiate with their Government about land rights issues. At one point we were involved in a normal legal proceeding. (Arny walks around and says) Please excuse my American behaviour; I have to walk around when I talk. 

In any case on one side there were Native Americans and on the other side was the Government. The Government people were speaking,  “We want trees, and we need them for business.” The Native people responded with, “We need our land, it’s sacred to us.” 

It was a battle. At a given moment, one of the legal specialists said, “Let’s take a vote.” From the back of the room, a Native American woman raised her hand and quietly informed us all, “I want to say something.” But because of the legal procedures, one of the lawyers said, “No, you are out of order, you can’t speak now. Now is the time to vote!” 

We encouraged the whole group to take a moment and let that woman speak. She not only spoke, she brought in the world of dreams.   I can’t show what she actually did, but she went into a half trance, moved, danced and spoke. Things came out of her. She said that the Great Spirit spoke through her. She told us what was on her mind and, at the same time showed us by a kind of trance-like dance. It took only a minute or two and afterwards even the government people were very moved. They had been on the side of big business, but now joined her in her arguments. Everyone was touched by what happened and wanted to work together afterwards. It wasn’t like they thought they should work together; it wasn’t a must. They wanted to.

I tell this story to emphasize that Worldwork is a multi-levelled approach where we appreciate negotiations, everyday reality, and also the power of dreaming. 

(Jokingly) The story of our work began with the big bang millions of years ago! (Laughter) But for me the history of worldwork began when I was in Switzerland working as a Jungian analyst. Some of my teachers said to me, “Don’t do large group work. It’s dangerous. You lose your identity, you go unconscious, and you won’t be yourself.” But I thought that we all are part of large groups, and -- like it or not-- we are a large group. So let’s study it.

I am interested in expanding psychology so that it includes large group issues. I understand that many European psychologies have avoided large group issues and stressed individual consciousness. That’s extremely important to us as well. But our goal, our hope, is to bring individual consciousness, our centeredness with us not only when we are alone by ourselves but also when we are in the midst of group process. This is no simple undertaking. For me enlightenment means consciousness in the middle of an argument. I can’t do it all the time, but I want to. No one should have to do it alone. Together with everyone else we can, and must, learn to keep our awareness. We need to learn how to do this together, alone, in small and large communities. 

In the 1970’s in Zurich, I began by focusing first on dream and bodywork. I learned that what is happening in your body is also found in your dreams. One of my early discoveries at that time was that your body dreams. I’ll give you an example of that. Imagine a large group of people talking about race relations in Chicago. It is a very heated discussion and at a certain moment an African American woman stands up and says, “I have something to say.” (Arny’s voice changes and sounds as if he has trouble speaking.) And then this woman suddenly can’t speak and she starts to cramp up in her throat. She comes forward and says, (Arny’s voice changes to a hoarse whisper) “I can’t speak,” (Arny clears his throat) and she looks in her pocketbook to pull out her medication. We thought correctly that she was having an asthma attack. 

So we said to her, “Do use your cortisone? Before you use it, please tell us what your body is experiencing.” She said, (Arny’s voice changes to a hoarse whisper) “It is like this inside. I’m feeling this.” (Arny makes a clenched fist with his hand, expressing the feeling she had in her chest.) 

I said, “Well, if you go deeper into that clenched fist, what would it be doing?” She said, “This would express all my feelings about…” and she paused… “about my personal history, about what happened in Chicago for me as an African American woman.” And then she began to sing and to talk. Her asthma got better, at least for that time and place. She didn’t use her cortisone. She expressed herself with a clenched fist, which for her meant her passion.

My point is that the body is not sick, it is dreaming. In her case, asthma was a medical term for her passion and expressiveness. Afterwards people voted for her to be the leader of that organization. And she was a good leader. 

So there is a lot to say about dream and bodywork. Perhaps Amy will give you an overview of our work and then I’ll come back again with Worldwork theory. Are you in agreement with that, Amy?

Amy: Yes! (Laughs and the group laughs) I’d like to give you an idea of the various aspects of our work, since the time of Arny’s idea of the Dreambody. The Dreambody implies there is mirror connection between what we dream at night and what we experience in our bodies. Since that time, Process Work developed in many areas and has many different applications. We think that you need a little bit of knowledge in each of these areas to work with large groups or to do worldwork. I’ll just name some of those areas, starting with dream and bodywork. 

Arny just mentioned working with body symptoms. See Dreambody (originally Sigo Press, 1981, now Lao Tse Press, 1998) and Working with the Dreaming Body (originally Routledge, 1985, now Lao Tse Press, 2002). (In German, Dreambody, Bonz, 1996 and Der Leib und die Traeume, Junfermann, 1987).  Another area is movement work, working with people’s movement and movement difficulties. My background is in dance and music, so this is an important area to me. 

Another aspect of Process Work is working with people in near death and in comatose states. That is an area that I have been researching a lot and writing about. See Amy’s Coma, A Healing Journey (Lao Tse Press, 1999). (In German, Koma: Ein Weg der Liebe, Via Nova, 2000).  We just had a very moving experience with my own mother who was in a coma before she died, following her signals. It was a very beautiful experience. Another aspect of our work has to do with relationship work, working with the signal interchange between two people. See Arny’s The Dreambody in Relationships (originally Routledge, 1987, now Lao Tse Press, 2002). (In German, Traumkoerper in Beziehungen, Hugendubel, 1994).  We also work with people in extreme or so-called psychotic states See Arny’s City Shadows (Routledge, 1988). (In German, Die Schatten der Stadt, Junfermann, 1989).. And of course, we also do small and large group work. 

I know all of that sounds like a whole lot but there is an idea that pulls the different areas together.  That is the idea of process or nature, the ideas of Taoism. We have found that within the processes happening, whether you are working with somebody with an asthma attack or whether you are working with a large group, if you are working with somebody near death or at the point of death, the process itself has its own wisdom. In other words, within the difficulty itself lies the solution. And our job is to follow and unfold these experiences. That is the idea that brings these areas together. But maybe we can go on more with the Worldwork aspect of things.

Arny:  We developed Worldwork by asking ourselves, what’s the problem with the world? There is just too much war and too much conflict.  We don’t accept that. Why haven’t we solved this problem? Engineers and physicists developed the possibility to land on the moon. Now there are different kinds of psychologies that can analyze your dreams. Why is there so much conflict? Why is it still going on? Now each of you has your own answer to that and your own ideas. 

One of our answers is that the concept of democracy is weak. This beautiful thing called democracy is a combination of Greek words “Demo-kratie”. “Demo” means citizen and “Kratie” is a Greek word for power. Citizen power means if we debate, either you or I will win. We try to be strong, win at wrestling with one another, competition. That is part of democracy.  Democracy aims at equal representation. But no one does this, not inside at least. Most of us are still tyrants when it comes to our inner worlds. There is very little democracy, very little equality. There are very few of us that feel our parts have equal value! 

For me, the basic problem with democracy is that it is about power. It is not about awareness. Awareness is a very different kind of paradigm. Awareness has to do with noticing what is happening in yourself, in your interactions, awareness in your signal exchanges, awareness of dreams, awareness of deepest things. So while cultures aim for democracy, we want a deeper democracy in which awareness is central, not just power. 

Where do we look if we want teachers for awareness work and democracy? They are very hard to find. There are too few of us using awareness in community work. We are just learning; we are babies in it. Perhaps our first step is to admit that.  Admit that you and I don’t know.  Let’s find the way together. So I always look outside for where there is a leader. Where is there a mother, a father that will help me with all of this? Where is the spirit of leadership? I should do a constellation on that surely! (Audience laughs) 

Actually we have! (Audience laughter) Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, these are fabulous characters, Martin Luther King.  Gandhi’s idea was that you have to be the world you’d like to change. Model the changes yourself.    

In any case, I ask myself do I create and belong to organizations that model democracy and awareness? We try. When our Portland groups work together, we try to do it. Sometimes we work together as a team with fifty facilitators. Let me tell you, working with fifty facilitators simultaneously itself is not a simple business! Well,…. that’s the price of democracy. 

Very few of us work in organizations that have awareness. So changing the world begins in your organization, in your family, in your group, becoming aware of different realms. We need each other. This kind of awareness is not something you can do only with your individual consciousness; it needs everyone to help. 

In any case, we work with the reality of situations and with the dreaming level. Let me give you an example of the third level, the essence level. Once Amy and I were walking on the river in an Australian town where we were doing some conflict work. An Aboriginal elder put his arm around us and he said,  “My dear kids, look at the center of the town. What do you see?” And we said, “Ohhh, we see cars, we see smoke, we see smog, we see too much noise.” “No, look again” he said. And we looked, and he said, “What do you see?” Again, we said “We see the same thing; the city is noisy as hell! We’d like to go into the green part of the city.” And he said, “No, no, no. You white folks have a problem. Use your eyes, your inner eyes”. And we looked again and I have to admit, my inner eyes weren’t working yet. (Audience laughs) 

The Aboriginal Elder said, “Don’t you see the dreaming that was there before the economic center of the city was here? That is the place where my people did their business. They sold fish; they did trading, right there. There is a dreaming that comes before the creation of the city.” Arny tells more about this story in his Dreaming While Awake (Hampton Roads, 1999). (To appear in German from Via Nova, 2003) 

Contact with the earth requires feeling such “essences”, feeling “the dreaming” behind our cities, our earth. And so the Aboriginal peoples have taught us; feel the dreaming. That is where we are friends with all things. That dreaming is the Essence level of a city, of a community. Roles and ghost roles, ancestors and the dead, are usually figures closer to consciousness then the sense of dreaming’s power which can’t quite be put into words. 

Think for example of an organization in which the vice president was a thief. They hired us because the vice president was stealing money from the organization. To make the story short, Amy and I stepped into the center of the group, and made one spot for the thief as a role. Then we got into that role and let it speak.

Amy: This person was no longer in the organization any more, but we made a spot to represent that thief. He then spoke and said everything!

Arny:  We went into that role first and said, “I want to steal, and I need something.” Soon, others took over that role and said, “I want more, give me something, I’m needy, damn it! Nobody says anything nice to me in this organization!” Someone else said, “Won’t somebody be nice?” 

That thief role is part of the dreamland of the organization. People realized,  “Oh my god, we are all thieves! We want more love from one another. In any case, that thief helped the organization to come together. Today it is a great organization and finances improved! (Audience laughs.)  And those folks are nicer to one another. 

Amy, do you want to mention the possible influence of the field of an organization or group on the city? We don’t know for sure about this influence, but can you give us an example?

Amy:  Okay, because of time I’ll be brief. We had an experience a number of years ago in Oakland, California in the United States. We worked in a part of Oakland that is essentially African American. It was at the time when the Rodney King trial was happening. I don’t know if people here in Europe know about that. Said briefly, some white policemen were accused of beating up an African American man and were put on trial. There was a lot of tension and a lot of fear. If these white policemen were acquitted, everyone was afraid that there would be rioting all over the United States, especially in the African American sections of cities. 

In any case, we worked in Oakland at that time. We were joined by two of our colleagues about two days before this verdict came out and as you can imagine it was unbelievably tense. You could feel the tension in the air. It was a highly charged situation with about three hundred people and a lot of policemen who were there because they were afraid of what might happen. 

To make a long story short, at one point there were two groups in conflict. On one side there was an essentially black, African American group and on the other side an essentially white, European American group. Everyone was angry about the topics we were discussing; racism, privilege, and economics. At a certain point when things were escalating, an African American man from the very back of the room, began to cry.  And then bit-by-bit, his cry became louder and louder and soon he began to wail. His sounds were incredible. He expressed the agony and sadness that was present. He expressed all the pain that was behind what everyone was saying. Everyone’s feelings were deeply moved by him as he wailed. At first a few people started to turn toward this man and embraced him. Then, one by one, people joined them. The two groups that had been fighting stopped, and everyone eventually turned and circled him. We all started to sob together. It was quite something; it is difficult to describe. It was an incredible moment together. It was a spontaneous group hug. After that we could go further and deeper into our work around racism and listen to one another.

I am telling this story now because when the verdict did come out, the policemen were freed and riots did happen. But Oakland was one of the only essentially African American communities in the United States that didn’t riot at all. The newspapers even went there to report on why they didn’t riot! A main newspaper even gave credit to that group work for having affected the city, though I don’t think this is completely true. But I am bringing this example to say that we don’t know the exact effect of large group work, but it seems likely that working with large groups does indeed effect cities and communities, either directly or perhaps even para-psychologically. 

Arny, maybe you can go on with some of the goals.

Arny:  How do such connections between group work and city life occur? Maybe there were so many people who went out peacefully afterwards that they had an effect on the city. We don’t know. 

We want to be brief and must stop in about five minutes. I want to just say that the appearance of worldwork depends very much upon the language and the goals of the organization. Some groups work on civil rights issues, others on finances or other organizational development issues. When our Japanese Process Work group does worldwork, it looks completely different. When the Slovakians do it, it looks Slovakian.

In the last minutes, we’d like to act out another example and ask you what you would do, how would you work with a group at that spot.

Imagine the city of Belfast just before the voting on the Peace Accord.  The city of Belfast asked us to come and help them with the problems there, with the conflict between different sides that always broke out after springtime marches. However, before we came, the person that hired us was shot. Then the next one in line was blackmailed. So in the last moment our work had to be moved from Belfast to downtown Dublin.

Imagine downtown Dublin. Imagine hundreds of people drawn together in the Samuel Beckett Theatre. There are people from the North. They have just spoken vehemently about their viewpoints. Then people from the South spoke about their viewpoints.  At this point, the following situation occurred. Imagine a huge debate constellating around two people in the center of the room, surrounded by hundreds of others who are all very upset. 

Amy:  We are going to play out the roles those people were in. But they were not playing. They were real people speaking for themselves and their peoples.
 
Arny: None of this is a comment about the Irish; it is simply a demonstration of what to do in conflict situation and the kind of deep questions that come up. We love the Irish.

Amy:  OK, I am representing a man from the South of Ireland, a Catholic. And Arny is representing a man from the North, who is Protestant. He has a British background and the argument went something like this. There were three roles.



               ROLES IN THE CONFLICT FIELD


           Man from the South             Man from the North


                         Amy and Arny as Facilitators 





Arny:  (Loudly, as the “North” to the “South”) “I can’t stand you!”

Amy:  (Even louder, as the South to the North) “I hate you, you have killed so many people in my family in my group.”

Arny:  “What are you talking about? I have killed your people?”

Amy:  “Yes you have!”

Arny:  “Just a few days ago in Belfast you came and blew up the tavern I was sitting in. You murdered my grandmother. I could just k….”

Amy:  “Who are you to speak? After all, you don’t know what happened in my family. When my father walked out of the door, he was killed in his own yard!”

Arny:  (As the North, still furiously) “Well of course he was killed, we wanted to kill him. What do you think? You guys are terrible.”

Amy:  (As the South, almost screaming)“You’re horrible.”

Arny:  “You’re horrible.”

(Both Amy and Arny continue escalate the tense situation. Then after a few minutes, Amy and Arny abruptly stop playing the North and South so that they can talk to the audience. Arny turns to everyone and speaks.)

Arny:  Okay what, dear friends, would you do at this point? It was a pretty hot situation. Take a moment and think about what you would do.  Would you have prayed, screamed, cried, meditated, entered into the middle, called the police? Remember there were hundreds of people all yelling at just about the same time. 

Amy:  What happened was this. Arny stepped toward these men and tried to facilitate. 

(Now, Amy and Arny turn away from the audience and go back to play out the situation in Dublin. Except that now, Arny plays the role of the facilitator in that situation, while Amy remains in the role of the South). 

Arny: (As one of the facilitators, speaking to the North and the South) “Stop!” 

Amy:  (As the South) “Are you crazy, you must be totally crazy! I haven’t talked to someone from the North in twenty-five years. Let me go on now!”

Arny:  (Now, moving from being a facilitator into the position of the North) “Yeah I hate you too!”

Amy:  “I hate you, you killed so many people.”

Arny:  (Turning towards the audience) We realized that just having a place for these people to meet and speak was solving half the problem. Then things proceeded. The two men in the center were still furious, but the many people standing around them quieted down. The man from the North then said, “I can’t stand you.”

Amy:  (As the South) “I can’t stand you”

Together: (Yelling at each other simultaneously) “I hate you!” 

Arny: (To the audience) Then Amy and I used our awareness. We saw that the man from the South was holding his neck. And in the midst of the turmoil, we remembered our training and saw him holding his throat, for us that was a crucial body signal. We noticed that his neck was very red and we said to him, “There is a big red mark on your throat.” That is all we said, “There is a red mark on your throat.” 

Amy:  Whatever happened next was incredible. In that moment, that man from the South just looked at us, and stopped. There was nothing anybody could have said at that point that these men would hear. But the man I was playing stopped completely and said, “Oh I can’t talk about that.” 

Arny:  (As a facilitator to the man from the South) “Why can’t you talk about that?” 

Amy:  (As the South) “Well actually I have lethally high blood pressure and my doctor said I shouldn’t get so upset. I could die from it”.

Arny:  (As the North) “You have high blood pressure? I had three heart attacks in the last month and my doctor told me not to come here today!” 

Amy:   It was an incredibly poignant moment. Everything froze, it stopped. These two men just stood there, looking at each other. And this is what happened.   

(Very slowly, Amy, as the South, walks around to the side of Arny, the North. Arny looks very suspiciously at Amy, but she slowly puts her hand out and then places her arm around Arny’s shoulder. They stand together like that for some time, quietly, both looking shyly toward the floor.)

Arny:  (To the audience now) Well they stayed together like that for a while. It was awesome. The nearness to death, we think pulled them together. Noticing and following the red spot on the neck, following body signals brought up the dreaming world, it reminded them of death. 

Could we not have seen that earlier? Yes. We could have brought the dead in earlier. However, under those near violent circumstances, in a place where people had not yet talked directly with one another, stopping them from arguing would have been disastrous. 

So the dead came in through the body signals. Their work witnessed in the center of all those people changed everyone’s feelings. And they stood together, holding one another’s hands, while the rest of us worked on discussing our similarities and differences. During two days of further work, they never parted.

Amy:  I was so touched. But now we have to finish as we promised.  We don’t have time to say everything. In our workshop we will discuss some of the skills and the methods using this work as an example. But I will just mention one point. Further details can be found in Arny’s Creating Deep Democracy in Open Forums, Hampton Roads, 2003.

A core element of our work with large groups is focusing on hot spots, strong emotional moments. We found that if you don’t focus on those hot moments, things tend to escalate, sometimes dangerously. The point is, if something really big comes up don’t go on. Use your full and total awareness, that’s the thing that works. The moment has the solutions. The bodies of the people are wise. We don’t know what to do with our heads. But awareness brings up signals that can be followed, which are very helpful. So slow down at hot spots, try to stay awake and follow the moment as best you can. 

Arny:  In closing, we want to stress that in this last example, we were facilitators. However in our work, and in general, we stress that the facilitator role itself is a role in the field. It is something that is shared by everyone. No one is just a facilitator or a participant, but both. 

In the workshop, we will focus on how to do all this in practice. We will focus on the theme of Neo–Fascism, the right wing and diversity issues in today’s Germany and Central Europe.

Amy and Arny: Thank you.

(Clapping)


II. Supportive And Critical Ideas About Constellation Work 
(Written after the 01 conference, in June of 2002 for an intended book on constellation work.)

We wish again to thank Brigitte and Albrecht Mahr for the opportunity to speak about our ideas concerning constellation work. We are happy about this in part because we support the further development of the psychodrama work of Jacob Moreno. Also, we are happy about this opportunity because we have certain reservations concerning the practical application of this development as seen in particular in some of Bert Hellinger’s spoken and written comments. 

The following includes several points categorized under the headings, A. Agreements and B. Disagreements.
-------------------

  
AGREEMENTS

1. Movement Work 

In the early part of the last century, the Viennese therapist, Jacob Moreno invented or discovered psychodrama, a method of acting out given figures in a client’s story. See for example, Jacob Levy Moreno, 1889-1974: Father Of Psychodrama, Sociometry, And Group Psychotherapy by Rene F. Marineau, (Routledge, International Library of Group Psychotherapy and Group Process, 1989). When applied to social issues, Moreno called his method socio-drama.  By adding an essentially non-verbal movement channel to the psycho-dramatic techniques of Jacob Moreno, Bert Hellinger added a needed channel of expression to the meaning of “acting out” an experience. Movement is a welcome addition to otherwise strongly verbal psychotherapy techniques developed by Freud, Adler, Jung, Perls, and others. 

The movement “channel” enables “actors” to gain access to what we call the “dreaming background” to the stories, family constellations, issues, and events. Using movement gives the actor access to altered states of consciousness, and with awareness of subtle movements, to shamanistic elements as well. Actors truly “shape-shift” from their ordinary selves into dream-like figures and often into the non-dualistic or essence level of experiences. See our Riding The Horse Backwards (Lao Tse Press, 2002). (In German, Das Pferd Rueckwaerts Reiten, Via Nova, 1997.)


2. “Ghosts” 

In addition to gaining general access to the dreaming process through movement, following body experiences non-verbally brings out background issues. Hellinger’s adding trans-generational spirits, ghosts of people who have died or who are not present, to the overall “play” conforms in the most general way to our basic idea of what worldwork calls, “Ghost roles.” See in particular, Arny Mindell’s Sitting In The Fire. (Op.cit)  Working with ghosts (such as the “thief” in the previous examples) is important because it adds the “missing” feature completing and contributing to resolving scenes and conflicts. 

  
DISAGREEMENTS

Our disagreements are limited to the actual work of Bert Hellinger that we have witnessed and to parts of Love's Hidden Symmetry: What Makes Love Work in Relationships and his Acknowledging What Is: Conversations With Bert Hellinger. See, Love's Hidden Symmetry: What Makes Love Work in Relationships, by Bert Hellinger, Gunthard Weber, Hunter Beaumont, (Introduction). (Zeig, Tucker and Theisen, 1998), and Acknowledging What Is: Conversations With Bert Hellinger by Bert Hellinger, Gabriele ten Hovel, Colleen Beaumont, (Translator). (Zeig, Tucker and Theisen, 1999).  What we say may not apply to the work of other family constellation therapists whose work we have not seen but who may be different than their founder. Hopefully what we say can be added to (or is already incorporated in) constellation work.

1.  Lack of Multidimensionality 

Our own passionate interest in social issues and our particular style emphasizes the multidimensional enactment of all kinds of issues in personal life, relationships and world situations. As stated earlier, any given political, social, family, or relationship problem has a consensus reality (CR) level which deals with facts and figures, as well as the dreaming levels with ghosts and subtle feelings. We are interested in following all the levels:

	The CR level of a problem involves the conscious mind of the participants and relevant descriptions of the situation. We prefer hearing all the details of people’s concerns, problems, facts and figures, as well as historical elements and other relevant material.


	 At the same time we are interested in incorporating unintentional body signals, dreams, and dream-like states of consciousness that appear during slow movement, but also during spontaneous auditory and visual experiences. 


	 As stated earlier, the non-dualistic quality of a problem is important to us; it is the common ground, beyond the conflicts involved.


All three levels are crucial not just because of the principle and philosophy of deep democracy – which claims that interest in diversity requires equal representations of individuals as well as all levels of consciousness-- but because if one level is neglected, the overall process tends to get blocked. 

For example, while we may have dream-like acting out experiences in which we make breakthroughs, without the conscious mind being involved the breakthroughs tend to be short lived. In our experience, working on the hesitations of the conscious mind is as important as making breakthroughs in a trance-like state. 

Furthermore, in the work we have seen, Bert Hellinger sometimes follows the people when they are ready to make these breakthroughs, but sometimes he creates these breakthroughs by rearranging the “actors” on stage himself. While there may be relief from rearrangements, especially if they go along with an individual’s process, rearranging the actors means that individual clients need to eventually make these changes with their own conscious minds. This active participation of individuals in their own constellations is not supported enough as far as we can see. We understand that many things can happen in altered states, but they eventually need support in everyday consciousness.  

Such rearrangements can be momentarily satisfying, but leave the client alone with dealing with real life situations. These can turn up in everyday life not as inner figures, but as other people who disagree. What is not worked on inside, happens outside, in individuals and organizations.


Naïve Politics

Before speaking at the Hellinger Conference in 01, we read Love’s Hidden Symmetry and felt that some sections tend to pathologize, or patronize Gay or Lesbian sexual orientations. For example, in one place Lesbian and Gay people are pitied for not being able to have children. (Gays can of course, have children!) 

We had very creative and fruitful discussions with several of Bert Hellinger’s collaborators about our criticism. Their openness was encouraging to us, and we gladly participated in the 2001 conference.  After that conference however we read Acknowledging What Is, and once again felt that Hellinger looked down upon people; this time upon social activists, accusing them of propagating the same abuses they want to clear up. While we share his viewpoint about some activists, again, his statements are too general. In our opinion, they promote fatalism in politics. 

Realizing that we easily misunderstand the written word, and can take an author’s ideas out of context, we checked back with our own experience of Bert’s work we saw at the conference. We remembered his tendency to make generalizations about people after having worked with individuals. For example, one of his comments about women seemed hurtful to us. After working with one of the client in a “constellation”, he said something to the effect that “a woman should follow her man to his home country.” 

In spite of our warm reception by the people at the congress, we were so disturbed by (what we feel are) culturally one-sided statements, that we felt unable to take part in the 2003 conference.   Again, we wish to emphasize that we do support those aspects of Hellinger’s work that help people feel better about themselves and their lives. However, for us, making generalizations about the human race from a given situations feels unjustified.  

Furthermore, making such generalizations can be politically harmful to those groups already mentioned. Why? Therapy is a kind of politics. Therapists need to understand the political consequences of their work, as well as the spiritual and psychological nature of what they do. 

Any statement by a therapist that is even slightly derogatory towards marginalized groups is grasped by some members of the public --which may already be homophobic and sexist -- as further reason to support the marginalization of gays, lesbians, and women.  

While we support Bert Hellinger’s awareness of the Jewish issue in Germany, and are personally grateful for his efforts in that direction, we sincerely hope that awareness can be extended to all other marginal groups as well.

Naivety about politics in most of us therapists is due to stressing the world of dreams and spirituality while ignoring or even looking down on the importance of everyday reality and social action. Political naivety about the potential power of what we say is equivalent unconsciousness about the multidimensional nature of individual and group work. Spirituality is important but not enough. Social action is crucial too, but insufficient. In our opinion, we need to integrate the different domains of life.


 Insufficient Feedback 

Finally, we have seen constellation clients (and actors of their constellations) who occasionally did not respond well to Hellinger’s interventions on stage. For example, one woman did not go along with what he suggested. He reacted to her with comments about her being a bit stubborn or egotistical. He portrayed her as “resistant” instead of considering the possibility that he had not found the right intervention for her. 

We understand his feelings. As therapists we have such feelings too. Whenever possible, we prefer however to give a client the feeling that we too, as well as the client may need more awareness. 

We hope our critical comments are sufficiently detailed even in this short article to be constructive to the future of constellation work. We hope this potentially inspires future constellation workers to include some or all of the following:

	Follow client’s feedback more completely

Be more aware of the political nature, and potential pain therapists can cause by making patronizing or pathologizing statements about marginalized peoples. 
Learn to work with the multidimensional nature of events so that the dream-like layer of issues can be integrated with verbal discussion and debate.  

Finally, it is our belief that both therapists and clients --and in group process, everyone who is present – must assume responsibility for facilitating. We are all participant-facilitators. In this way, power can be shared and greater democracy can occur. It’s not always easy. But as far as we can see, that’s the price of democracy. Facilitators need to follow and appreciate the wholeness of others as well as themselves. 

It is our sincere hope that our disagreements with aspects of Hellinger’s work are actually misunderstandings on our part. As far as future developments of constellation work are concerned, we hope our present ideas prove to be unnecessary and inadequate.  

Amy and Arny Mindell, Portland Oregon, June 2002.


