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Artists tend to use actors as puppets or proxies, or as tickets
into celebrity culture. And most artists are terrible directors.
Also, it’s important for me as an artist, since the work is under my
name, to be putting myself at stake - my body, not someone else.

activist-oriented groups do belongs largely in the
framework of political education, although there are
other aspects to those training programmes as well.
Conversely, the ‘anti-biag’ training programmes I
encountered in my academic context - and which are
fairly prevalent in other institutional settings, includ-
ing museums and corporations - tend to be largely
depoliticiged and rooted in a kind of cognitive behav-
ioural social psychology. They are focused on mindful-
ness about biasges, combating microaggressions and,
of course, avoiding litigation. I had done those kinds
of training but I didn’t think that they were going

to help me with the anxiety that I was experiencing.
So I started looking for other models.

So your interest in Group Relations was important
in shaping the piece?

Right. I’ve been very involved in Group Relations since
the mid 2000s. It’s sometimes called the Tavistock
method and it’s a method for experiential learning
about the unconscious dynamics of groups and organi-
sations. It was developed in the UK in the 1950s, at

the intersection of gystems theory and psychoanalysis,
gpecifically the work of Wilfred Bion and other ana-
lysts engaged with Melanie Klein and object relations.
The bagie form of Group Relations are experiential
learning events that are called conferences but don’t
include lectures or panel discussions. Conference
members participate in different kinds of groups and
the task is to reflect on and learn about group dynamics
a8 they emerge in thege groups. I did my first confer-
ence in 2007 and I became increagingly involved after
that. I trained and was certified as a Group Relations
consultant. I became a board member of Grex, the West
Coagt affiliate of the AK Rice Institute for the Study of
Social Systems, the national Group Relations organisa-
tion in the US. In the spring of 2020 I became pregident
of that board. Around that time, the AK Rice Institute
began convening large group meetings on Zoom,
including some oriented toward examining white
supremacy within the organisation. There is a pretty
long and rich history within Group Relations, particu-
larly in the US, of applying its theory and practice to
the examination of social identity and particularly race.
I had participated in some Group Relations conferences
focused on race. Some of the writing that eame out

of that work has been very valuable to me, ag well as
other writings on race by psychoanalysts, especially
from the UK. 8o, I decided to experiment with conven-
ing a group of people from the Group Relations cornmu-
nity to apply its methods to anti-racism work.

How did you begin the process?

Well, first I reached out to a number of women to find
out whether they would join me. I let them know that

I would like to record the meetings to generate material
for further regearch - Group Relations is congidered
research. Six women agreed to join and to record six
90-minute meetings. I generated transeripts and

distributed them to the group as we went along. After
those gix meetings, I drafted a second agreement asking
everyone to give me permission to develop a perfor-
mance based on the material and to approximate their
gestures and voices.

Why did you choose to work exclusively with women?

In my experience in Group Relations, when you
have a group of men and women, even if the subject
i8 race, the group i8 going to be overwhelmed with
gender dynamics.

Yet some of the performance touches on divisions
among women.

Right. But that’s what happens. Group Relations
theory and practice reveals that joining with other
people in a group immediately activates intense anxi-
ety. One can think about that anxiety fundamentally
a8 anxiety about difference, about the presence of other
people who are different gimply by virtue of being ‘not
me’. Those anxieties tend to fasten on the most visible
differences: gender and skin colour. When those differ-
ences are minimised, the next most visible differences
come into play. In our group, that was age. Groups tend
to deal with anxiety by attempting to repress internal
differences and to project difference - and whatever else
is experienced as internally threatening — into outside
Ppeople or groups in a process that often takes the form
of geapegoating. When that doesn’t work, members

of the group itgelf are scapegoated. And that also
happened in our group.

So the script for This meeting is beinyg recorded
came directly out of those conversations.

Yes, it was edited directly from the transeripts of
those meetings, mostly in chronological order. The
transecripts were 62,000 words and the seript is about
10,000 words, 8o it represents roughly one-gixth of
the material, or gix meetings condensed into one. For
me that editing process also was a form of analysis,
a8 wag the process of performing the material.

The installation of the piece is interesting -
could you describe it?

Sure. [t’s a life-gize projection of video of me perform-
ing all seven women in the group. It wasg shot verti-
cally and i8 rear-projected on a freestanding screen,
surrounded by a semi-circle of 8ix chairs, each of
those chairs representing one of the other women in
the group who i8 not currently being performed on
screen. Part of the intention is to put the viewer into
the group. There are a few films out there of Group
Relations events. They all give the viewer a voyeuris-
tic position outside of the group, and outside of the
group dynamics. That position is absolutely antitheti-
cal to Group Relations. From my perspective, the
most important and powerful thing about Group
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As you sz
you even play yourself, in some sense, since you
were part of the group. Consequently, the voices tend
to elide together a little as you shift from one voice Because you voice and embody all of the chars
‘ould you yourself, their opinions tend to lose biographi
rootedness. We get snippets of their biography
throughout. Someone will mention that she grew up

. graduate programmme - presuimably tha
you. One of them talks about growing up in a. white
suburb in the Bay Area, having a. mother with

. These are the kinds of
that lend weight and validity to a.
person’s opinions, yet b se you perform all
of the roles, and b use the voices tend to slide
together, the opinions lose that sense of rootedness.
S0, I experienced their opinions as a series of plausi-

ble, free-floating positions. I heard them in a more
disinterested fashion than I might if they came
from a real, identifiable individual.




That’s one of the potential outecomes. My thinking
with earlier work, such as May I Help You?, was that
the viewer probably would start out feeling very
distant and critical, but then at some point find
themaselves having a moment of recognition with one
of the pogitions, and in that moment would also
recognige their own position within a structure and
its dynamics. In this newer work I’'m thinking about
the group as an intersubjective as well as a social
field. Part of that involves thinking about the dynam-
ics of splitting and projection. Those terms are
central to the pgychoanalysis of Klein, and to Group
Relations. Impulses or attributes that somebody
might feel in a group, or that are active in the group
a8 a whole, get gplit off and projected into different
people. That process of splitting and projection is
esgential to how race, racism and racialisation are
understood by many psychoanalysts and in Group
Relations. Parts of the self and group that are experi-
enced ag nhacceptable, ag a source of shame or guilt
or anxiety, or ag threatening to individual or group
cohegion - especially aggression and hate and also
forms of desire - get aplit off and projected into
other people and groups. Centuries of colonialism
and slavery and its afterlife have created what one
psychoanalyst has called ‘powerful projection high-
ways’ for these projections, egpecially for white
people and white groups, who use people of colour

ag containers for the bad stuff that they don’t want
to recognige in themselves and that threaten their
cohegion as identity groups. And that splitting and
projecting also happens within relatively homogenous
groups. [t’s exceedingly rare to have a discussion

of race, even in an all-white group, in which these
defences are not active. You invariably have people
trying to outdo each other in wokeness or allyship,
criticiging and policing others, evoking theoretical
frameworks as orthodoxies and litmus tests ete.
These are all defence mechanisms and ways of
sglipping off bad parts of oneself and projecting them
in other people, rather than recognising and trying
to work through them in oneself. One of the reasons
I perform all of the group members is to block or undo
thoge processes, which of course I wag part of in the
group. It is a way of taking back those projections,
which i8 an important part of transforming those
dynamics. Finally, in performing all seven white
Women a8 a group, 1 am lumping myself together
with other white women as part of a racialised
identity group, which is part of taking back white
projections of difference that racialise others while
neutralising and universalising white people.

The level of self-reflection among the group is consid-
erable, it’s very searching. At one point, one of the
characters you are voicing says ‘that’s what I think
that I'm thinking, deep down’. Now, obviously, this
depth of self-reflection in some measure serves the
agendas of the current drives for anti-racism, to the
extent that it sometimes calls for an examination of
unconscious racism. Conversely, however, I wondered
whether it played into an elite culture of therapy -

is it at all narcissistic?

One of the criticisms of the piece that I find most
legitimate and most challenging is that it is indicative
of the way that white people retreat into pgychology
and self rather than engaging with political, institu-
tional and social structures.
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That doesn’t have to be a critique of the piece.
Can’t it be a critique of the culture?

Yes, it ean be a critique of the culture, but I think it
is also a critique of the piece to the extent that the piece
reproduces that culture, or agpects of it. I think that
almost all the works I have done over the course of my
now almost-40-year career have been about trying to
grapple with and understand the intersection between
psychological and social structures. One of my core
concerns as an artist has been the question of the
relationship and the interplay between internal and
external worlds, between psychological and emotional
experience and social and institutional and economic
spheres. There are many different accounts of that
intersection and of the central role it plays in the
reproduction of both social and psychological structures,
including racism and white supremacy. Racism is
often divided into personal or interpersonal racism
and structural or institutional racism. I think systemic
racism includes both and is fundamentally reproduced
through the interplay between the two. The reproduction
of structural and institutional racism unfolds through
a cycle of people internalising the white supremacist
fantasies and sense of self that have been institutional-
ised and then projecting and enacting what has been
internaliged. It’s part of what I think stops white
liberals, or even radicals, from engaging in meaningful
action, or even changing patterns of behaviour in their
daily lives that lead directly to the reproduction of
segregation and institutional racism. To go back to
your question about narcissism, yes, [ think narcissism
is absolutely central to racism and white supremacy.
But that term tends to be confused with vanity.
Psychoanalytically, narcissism and the capacity to
love oneself'is just as esgential to being a person as the
capacity to love others. Most often, the problem with
narecisgism is not excessive self-love. The problem is
the structures and traumas and wounds that produce
narcissistic insecurities and vulnerabilities and how
those vulnerabilities produce defences like idealisation
and omnipotence ag well as gplitting and projection.
That’s what white fragility is. The idealigation and
omnipotence fogtered by white supremacy is necegsarily
fragile, because it’s a fantagy. It is a widely institutional-
iged fantasy that ig baked into the structures of racial
capitalism, which individualises and privatiges successes
and achievements that are the result of historical and
structural white privilege, while algo individualising
failures. I do think that addressing these structures
requires something that may look like therapy that
I would eall a form of analysis. Many psychoanalysts
distinguish between therapy and psychoanalysis, and
say that you can’t do psychoanalysis if your goal is the
alleviation of suffering. Group Relations ag a learning
method ig algo sharply distinguished from therapy, such
as group therapy, in part because Group Relations can
be so painful. I think these practices are the opposite of
what is usually implied by the word narcissistic, in that
they decentre the self, vis-a-vis the unconscious and the
group, in ways that diminish idealisation and omnipo-
tence. And as for being elite, well, maybe, but not as elite
a8 contemporary art.

Andrea Fraser’s work was on show at Marian Goodman
Gallery, New York, 12 January to 25 February.

Morgan Falconer teaches at Sotheby’s Institute
of Art in New York.
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