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Several years ago, at the Spring Board of Directors 
meeting in 2017, I found myself volunteering to take up 
the role of Editor-in-Chief for the SCT Newsletter. I was 
quite surprised. It was one of those moments when I 
have felt that something came through me, rather than 
from me. I suppose we could speculate that it was the 
group-as-a-whole up to its tricks!
At any rate, I stepped into the role after the Newsletter 
group had been working hard behind the scenes 
without a chief editor. Roelof Langman, who had done 
a great job for several years, had left for personal 
reasons, and the group had self-managed through 
the process of editing, assembling and producing 
the Newsletter. The group’s members were Verena 
Murphy, Ray Haddock, Michael Robbins, Neal Spivack 
and Jan Vadell.
I was surprised, and a little daunted, at the relief the 
group expressed at having a chief editor. I had had very 
little idea of the stress the group had been containing. 
For myself, I’d never had an editorial role, I am a 
very poor copy editor (and am not that interested in 
getting better at it) and had no real idea of what I had 
volunteered to do. 
That autumn, on October 9, Yvonne Agazarian died. 
Saying that simple fact brings ripples of grief even 
now. In the Newsletter group we were moving toward 
finalizing the Winter edition (I had no idea yet how 
much time was needed for reviews and production) and 
decided that a commemorative Newsletter would be in 
the following edition, Summer, 2018. It came together 
and I feel very good about the submissions from SCT 
members and from colleagues of Yvonne’s, and about 
how the Newsletter group put that issue together. For 
me, it was all a new experience.
So, the group has been teaching me, and I am learning-
on-the-job, as we all do.
Some things I am learning:
      •  It is hard to set and hold deadlines  

(surprise surprise!).
      • There is always, so far, a crunch at the end.
      • So far, we have made it.
      •  Every issue (so far) feels like holding our/my 

breath – will there be submissions to work 
with? How many pages will we have? Where 

From the Editor
Claudia Byram 
claudiabyram@gmail.com
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Some years ago I was engaged as a consultant to an 
organisation that aimed to deliver therapeutic treatment, 
care and education to groups of traumatised (and 
traumatising) adolescents. There had been a breakdown 
in relations between the senior management (based in 
London) and one of the residential communities that 
delivered the treatment model. I was asked to work 
with both the acting Directors of the community and 
the Chief Executive of the organisation to see if we 
could repair ruptures in the relationships and work in 
alignment towards a common goal. I discovered an 
interesting feature of this organisational culture; the Chief 
Executive described his approach to the management and 
leadership as ‘Lacanian’; he had undergone a Lacanian 
analysis and used his understanding of that version of 
postmodern psychoanalytic theory as a lens and ethos 
which guided him in how he went about the leadership 
task. The treatment model was based on therapeutic 
community principles, which are broadly psychodynamic, 
so there was some relevance here. I was intrigued and 
asked for an example of how this worked in action. He 
replied that one such example was that when he made an 
interpretation of a subordinate’s behaviour, he expected 
that the interpretation should be accepted. I expressed 
some surprise at this and asked how that approach was 
working out – he replied that the problem that I had 
been asked to help resolve was an example of where 
his interpretations were rejected, and it was a problem 
particularly because that kind of rejection had become 
embedded, almost like a reflex.

We would call such a state of affairs a role-lock. As you 
might imagine, getting boundaries to open under these 
circumstances was quite a challenge. I wondered how 
the Lacanian ethos was driving or restraining in relation 
to the organisation meeting its goals.
I had come across Lacan in the 1990s when I trained in 
Group Analysis. He is famously obscure, and I found it 
hard to determine whether his obscurity was because 
he was articulating something so nuanced and delicate 
that it evaded my limited attempts to understand, or 
whether it was mumbo-jumbo. Was the problem in me 
or with him?  Take a quote like this:
“Love is giving something you don’t have to someone 
who doesn’t want it.” 1

There is something intriguing about this, something 
that snags my attention – I find myself thinking about 
it, mulling it over. And if I try to pin it down and ask 
what does it actually mean, it evaporates. Is it like an 
onion, where through peeling back the layers we keep 
discovering new levels of meaning?  Or is it like a bubble 
– shiny and iridescent with cleverness, but essentially 
one dimensional, and ultimately empty? Over time 
the part of me that got irritated with the obscurity of 
Lacanian thought was the one that dominated – Lacan 
made me angry. This helped me with the dilemma – 
the problem was him. I had a similar experience in my 
work with the organisation – I saw that the Lacanian 
interventions served to close boundaries and make role 
locks more entrenched, so that confirmed me in my 
righteous discounting of his philosophy.

From the Director
Mike Maher 
mike.maher1@me.com

is the energy for contributions? How to best 
support people who want to contribute?

      • And on…
One of the ripples from Yvonne’s death has been the 
impact on the Newsletter. For years, her theory and 
practice contributions had been the lead section, always 
rich, always provocative, challenging readers to take 
in the ideas she was developing. Suddenly, her voice 
was not there. What comes next? How to support 
the energy and the function of rich, system-building 

communications?
This is not a question to be answered (see Mike Maher’s 
From the Director piece), but one that engages us to 
explore, to think, to talk to one another.
Your experiences, your thoughts, your explorations are 
a part of that process and we welcome them to the 
Newsletter. .

1  Lacan, J. (2015). Transference: The Seminars of Jacques Lacan Book VIII (B. Fink, Trans.). Malden, MA: Polity. P34



page 4  Summer 2022  - Systems-Centered News

From the Director
Years later I was in a conversation with Yvonne Agazarian, 
and Lacan came up. I remembered another of his 
gnomic utterances, and quoted it (as I remembered it):
“The answer is the disease of the question.” 2

I was looking for a join in deriding this pretentious nonsense. 
Instead, I got a difference. Yvonne sat up straight, very 
excited. “Yes!” she cried “that’s exactly right!”
That stopped me in my tracks. I didn’t much like that this 
annoying difference had been imported into my dismissal 
of Lacanian thought, but I became curious – what was I 
missing here?  If Yvonne could see it, what was it she was 
seeing that I could not?  My boundaries reluctantly creaked 
open a bit. As I settled with the question, I became a little 
curious – maybe my curiosity is like ‘the question?’  And 
maybe the activity of activating my curiosity might be a 
thing in and of itself, rather than assuaging my curiosity by 
coming up with an answer that scratches the itch. Is that 
what it means?  The answer ‘solves’ the problem of the 
question - we settle on a solution and close it down. If the 
question is ‘Shall we open a window?’ then producing an 
answer can be a driving force towards problem solving. 
If the question is a more existential one, then coming up 
with an answer explains the question away – it eats it, 
like a disease. As human beings we are good at producing 
answers to questions, and then dividing over what the 
correct answers should be. An alternative might be to 
stay with the question, activating our curiosity to see 
what we can explore and discover. What we attempt to 
practice in SCT is the exploration of what happens when 
we ask ourselves and each other questions that matter to 
us, seeing what emerges, listening to the differences and 
seeing if we can achieve an integration, an integration 
in which we learn a bit more about what the question 
signifies for us as human animals. 
As a coda to this, Lacan is often identified as one of 
the progenitors of postmodern philosophy, along with 
Derrida and Foucault. Postmodern thinking took hold as a 
dominant way of seeing the world in academic institutions, 
first in the US and then internationally. This in turn gave 
rise to activism in the shapes of critical theories relating 
to race, colonial studies, gender, queerness, fatness and 
disability. It is quite a leap from the gnostic utterances of 
a French psychoanalyst to the landscape we now inhabit, 

where violent schism rends our public discourse and civil 
society splits as a way of managing problems which are 
too hard to integrate. I wonder if in the experience of 
that irritable closing of my boundary from Lacan, and the 
tentative opening with curiosity I also had, is isomorphic 
in miniature to these large-scale splits?  Read the article 
I have written in the Theory, Research and Application 
section of this Newsletter if this piques your interest.
Try this as an experiment – here is a classic Lacan quote. 
See what happens as you read it – does your boundary 
open or close?  Does it resonate with some of your 
experiences in SCT?  Happy hunting!
“I think where I am not, therefore I am where I do not 
think. I am not whenever I am the plaything of my thought; 
I think of what I am where I do not think to think.” 3 .

2  I cannot find this quote anywhere!  Maybe Lacan never said this - maybe it was someone else,  
or maybe I dreamt it? This seems appropriate.

3  Lacan, J (1977) Écrits, A Selection : New York, 1977

Plant the seed, see what grows - your 
experience with SCT at the Boundary...

The boundary of everyday life;
The boundary as you take SCT into your work;
The boundary of your thinking;
The boundary of SCT and the larger world…
And on...

A short piece, a couple of paragraphs or a couple of 
pages, or even something longer are all welcome.

More ideas to prime the pump: 
How are you using SCT in your everyday life? 
How do you take it into your workplace, your home, 
your leisure time or encounters with strangers? 
As you cross from inner person to inter-person in con-
texts outside the SCT community, is your SCT training 
changing the way you take up your role?
How has your theoretical understanding changed the 
way you see the world?

Email claudiabyram@gmail.com  with your  
submission, or with your idea for one.

With excitement --
The Newsletter Group
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1   Auden, W.H. (1940) ‘In Memory of Sigmund Freud’, Another Time, London: Random House 
2   https://www.tate.org.uk › art › art-terms › modernism
3   Hughes, T. (1994) ‘The Poetic Self: A Centenary Tribute to T. S. Eliot.’  Winter Pollen. London: Faber and Faber.

Theory, Research, & Application

The prevailing philosophy for how we currently 
understand the human world derives from the 
postmodern movement. Although we may not know 
much about it, this philosophy colours our perceptions 
and our discourse. Auden expressed something similar 
in his eulogy for Freud:

“ to us he is no more a person 
now but a whole climate of opinion 
under whom we conduct our different lives:  
Like weather he can only hinder or help… 
he quietly surrounds all our habits of growth 
and extends, till the tired in even 
the remotest miserable duchy 
have felt the change in their bones”1

A Theory of Living Human Systems (TLHS) aspires to 
identify dynamics that apply from the individual to the 
couple, the family, the group, the organisation, and 
the society-as-a-whole, at every level of the hierarchy. 
This theory was developed at a time when postmodern 
philosophy had not surrounded us in the way that it now 
has. In this article I want to investigate the implications 
for TLHS, and SCT which is the operationalization 
of the theory. In simple terms, does a TLHS fit with 
the dominant philosophy of our age? What are the 
similarities and differences? Does the map still work – 
have fundamentals of the human landscape changed or 
is the systems-centered approach still relevant? 

For there to be a movement described as postmodern 
there has to have been a preceding movement called 
modernism. What do we mean by these terms? And 
in exploring the answers to that question, what do we 
discover about Agazarian’s Theory of Living Human 
Systems?

Let’s start with modernism. I have lifted the following 
from the Tate Modern website:

“Modernism refers to a global movement in society and 
culture that from the early decades of the twentieth 
century sought a new alignment with the experience 
and values of modern industrial life. Building on late 
nineteenth-century precedents, artists around the 
world used new imagery, materials and techniques 
to create artworks that they felt better reflected the 
realities and hopes of modern societies.” 2

In other words, finding new ways to do old things. It 
also contained the idea that technology could be used 
to improve lives.
On the other side of this explosion of creativity – the 
shock of the new – were real explosions – the horror 
of the First World War, and hand in hand with that, the 
loss of religion for many, particularly in Europe, and 
the growth of a new mythology to replace the old – 
an internal psychology replacing an external religious 
landscape.
“We have no problem nowadays in seeing that the God-
centred metaphysical universe of the religions suffered 
not so much an evaporation as a translocation, it was 
interiorized. And translated. We live in the translation, 
where what had been religious and centred on God is 
psychological and centred on an idea of the self.” 3

From this perspective the early years of the twentieth 
century in the European cultural tradition saw a shift 
in the state of negotiation between a people and their 
idea of a God, and, consequently, their idea of reality. 
(At the time most commentators assumed that the 
‘God is dead’ development would seep across the world 
– clearly it did not turn out that way). Nevertheless, 
there was a shift - Freud acted as midwife to this 
shift; T.S. Eliot was the poet who most expressed the 
experience of freefall out of “the amniotic ocean of 
buoyant soul” into the desacralized landscape, and The 
Wasteland stands as the pinnacle of expression of this 

Modernism, Postmodernism, Critical Theory 
and SCT 
Mike Maher  
mike.maher@me.com
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experience, along with works like Picasso’s Guernica 
and Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring – brutality, dissonance 
and destruction. Meaning now was to be found within 
rather than through sacred beliefs, and it was a shock 
to the system-as-a-whole.
So, Modernism contains these opposing strands – how 
to live in a world where the old systems of meaning 
have gone and brutality and dissonance prevail (for 
many), and how to use the new for the common good. 
The three Frenchmen who are most often described 
as the progenitors of the postmodern movement are 
Lacan, Derrida and Foucault. Lacan was a teenager 
during the First World War; all three of them lived 
through the Second World War. Optimism dwindled, 
and a bleaker, more nihilistic set of attitudes became 
more prominent. Postmodernism grew as a repudiation 
of Modernism, and to some extent as a repudiation of 
the Enlightenment tradition as a whole.
This brings us to the next question – what is 
Postmodernism? It is difficult to define, as quintessential 
to Postmodern philosophy is its elusive nature. However, 
the online Encyclopaedia Britannica defines it as:
“A late 20th century movement characterized by 
broad skepticism, subjectivism, or relativism; a general 
suspicion of reason; and an acute sensitivity to the role 
of ideology in asserting and maintaining political and 
economic power.”4

The general shift underneath this was that the scientific 
and ethical and social certainties that characterised 
thinking since the Enlightenment had become 
untenable. Along with this was the loss of the tools that 
had been traditionally employed to analyse our human 
and social conditions. Knowledge, truth, meaning and 
morality are socially and culturally constructed and no 
member of those groups who have privileged places in 
society can have the vantage point from which they can 
evaluate or claim understanding of the disadvantaged 
other groups.
Building on this, postmodern theory developed along 
the lines of the rejection of objective knowledge, 
universal truth, science and data, a universal human 
nature and even the existence of individuals. Society is 
formed out of systems of power and hierarchies, and 
these hierarchies determine what can be known. There 

is no universal, there is no individual; there are identity 
groups to which we belong, and these groupings are 
what determine the access we have to experience, and 
they provide the context in which we construct the 
meanings we have available. 
Lacan, Derrida and Foucault (along with others) 
developed the ideas that led to this postmodern 
condition in which we now operate, and in which 
language and how we frame experience has mutated, 
as it always must. One example of such a change is 
the shift from ‘my experience’ or ‘my opinion’ to ‘my 
truth’; given that postmodern truth is rooted in lived 
experience and cannot be challenged by objective 
reality (as our capacity to gather knowledge about 
such reality is circumscribed by our position – our 
membership of a category and that category’s place in 
the status hierarchy).
These postmodern ideas showed up in literature – 
playful, teasing, shifting narratives which played with 
ideas of form and ideas about knowing. I read Borges 
and Calvino and enjoyed their deft and clever ‘hall of 
mirrors’ approach to storytelling; I read The French 
Lieutenant’s Woman and was intrigued when John 
Fowles (the author) broke the rules, appeared as a 
character in the narrative and then offered alternative 
endings. It was unsettling and destabilising; I was 
sometimes irritated by the difference and just as often 
I loved it. Ian Hacking wrote about “the human looping 
effect” in which the way people relate to a mental 
illness or a condition can change the way the mental 
illness is experienced, to the point that the concept 
may itself be so made and moulded by attempts at 
knowledge and intervention, and social reaction to 
these studies, that there ends up being no stable object 
to have knowledge about. I was much influenced by this 
concept and found it very useful when thinking about 
self-harming behaviours, and how they confounded our 
attempts to understand them.
Postmodern thought gave rise to political activism 
coming out of universities and was applied in the 
various strands of critical theory, so we have critical 
race theory and critical theories also applied to gender, 
colonialism, disability, queerness and fatness. 
This is a long way from Freud’s project, to express a 
metapsychology that existed outside time and applied 

Theory, Research, & Application

4    https://www.britannica.com/topic/postmodernism-philosophy
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to the very essence of the human condition. In the shift 
from that point to the postmodernist attitude we seem 
to be offered choices – inner world versus outer world; 
timeless and unchanging versus relative and protean; 
objective versus subjective, universal versus atomised. 
As I list these pairings, I get curious about what function 
they are serving; these binary options look suspiciously 
like splitting. I recall what we wrote about splitting, in 
this Newsletter in 2015:
“When there is an elephant in the room, riding on 
its back are the ancient Lords and Ladies of splitting. 
Splitting always carries the conflict between the 
developmental issues in groups of which the groups 
are not yet fully aware, and the clues are in the group 
behavior that group-as-a-whole acts out.” 5

That article came out of an experience of splitting in the 
Large Group at the 2014 SCT Conference. We wondered 
then if the splitting related to the potential for a split in 
leadership.
“All organizations at times tremble on the edge of 
splitting, and often they do split. We can take one look 
at the history of psychology since Freud, and we see 
that it is still splitting into different disciplines – often in 
the service of developing new ideas and methods – but 
more often, as with Freud and Jung, at the expense of 
integrating and developing a coherent ‘new.’” 6

If we consider isomorphy then our potential to split 
– which we caught and integrated following the 2014 
conference – is in a bigger context of social movements 
and forces. When we look at the overarching system, 
then our society – even our civilisation - is splitting 
over differences that are too big to integrate and 
stabilising itself through the creation of these positions 
– goodies and baddies, culture wars, those who are 
enlightened versus the ‘sheeple.’ Many countries are 
experiencing polarising political climates in which the 
space for agreement, common cause, and common-
sense problem solving is hard to find.
The antidote to splitting is integration. What would this 
look like? Here is Ted Hughes writing about imagination:
“The character of great works is exactly this: that in 
them the full presence of the inner world combines 

with and is reconciled to the full presence of the outer 
world. And in them we see that the laws of the two 
worlds are not contradictory at all; they are one all-
inclusive system; they are laws that somehow we find 
it all but impossible to keep, laws that only the greatest 
artists are able to restate. They are the laws, simply, of 
human nature.” 7

The Theory of Living Human Systems attempts to 
integrate the experience of living in the gulf between 
the powers and potentialities and weirdnesses of inner 
world human experiences and the stubborn conditions 
of the outer world, under which people have to live. 
In order to do this, we have to straddle this gulf; in 
doing so we rely on commonalities of experience which 
point in the direction of what we call human nature 
or the human condition; these are the similarities in 
our experiences that allow us to form subgroups. We 
also find differences – experiences we do not have 
direct access to at that moment or even differences 
that remain more lastingly closed to us; differences of 
feeling, of body states, of culture. These differences 
can be stereotyped in the service of keeping things 
the same, or explored with curiosity, which leads to 
development.
A TLHS clearly is a theory that came from its time, as 
all theories do. Those theories that prove of lasting 
value transcend the era of their creation and continue 
to develop and be relevant to a changing world. In its 
quest to be a theory that encompasses all living human 
systems, and which travels from the singular to the 
massive, it is based on constructs that frame “universal” 
human experience, with the goal of making it possible to 
explore and test these constructs. The common human 
experiences are those that exist across the differences 
of race, gender, sexuality, class, belief and all the rest of 
the categories by which we define ourselves. This does 
not fit with the postmodern assertions which declare 
that the concept of universal human nature is a construct 
designed by those who oppress to keep the status quo, 
and that this construct is embedded in the language 
that the oppressors use to this end. At the same time 
there are concepts espoused by postmodern theory 
which are sympathetic to SCT – the importance given 
to emotions and the fact that they hold information; 

4    https://www.britannica.com/topic/postmodernism-philosophy

5    Agazarian, Y., Klebanoff, N. and Maher, M. ‘Elephant in the Room’ Systems-Centered News, Autumn 2015, Volume 23, Number 2. 
6    Agazarian, Y., Klebanoff, N. and Maher, M. Ibid.
7    Hughes, T. ‘Myth and Education’, Ibid.



Theory, Research, & Application

page 8  Winter 2020 - Systems-Centered News

the space for differences in experience so that there is 
no one narrative that dominates; the central part that 
exploring our relationships with authority takes; the 
place where we know without words. 

TLHS and SCT were born out of a modernist sensibility 
and based on enlightenment values of reason, research, 
science, and the accumulation of knowledge. It reaches 
out from this base to other channels of knowing and 
encountering what we do not yet know and explores 
what it is like to tap into information from the body, 
from intuition and from being on the edge of the 
unknown. It is sceptical, restless and is constantly 
going to that edge, prepared to unknow everything 
we know in the service of discovering the new. This 
includes changing the theory itself if it is not validated 
in practice. In these ways it relates to the postmodern 
tradition.

This is not an easy place to sit. The current social 
context in which we all operate is often intolerant of 
differences and looks to recruit to a position – is a TLHS 
a progressive theory or is it reactionary? Is SCT another 

practice constructed by the oppressors to keep people 
down or is it something that can be open to all? Splitting 
serves to stabilise a system that is struggling with issues 
that are too difficult to integrate, and stabilisation is 
very useful. However, there is a cost to this; boundaries 
close; information is kept out; we do not develop. 

Can SCT keep its boundaries open in this landscape? 
Can we integrate where all around us the dominant 
discourses deepen splits? Can we stay curious, engaged, 
resist the impulses to withdraw or self-defend or 
scapegoat, which will keep the splits going? We do have 
a track record – in 2014 the Large Group split and this 
was the catalyst for new theory in which there was an 
adjustment away from scapegoating personalising. This 
led to the development of the Person as a System map 
and all that followed. Our challenge is to follow that 
example and walk our own emergent path, even if that 
means we do not adopt a dominant orthodoxy or any 
position which does not fit with our theory. .

SAVE THE DATES!
       SCT ANNUAL CONFERENCE

March 25 - 31, 2023
PHILADELPHIA

An Innovative Approach to Sustainable Change
Pre-Conference Institute:  
Saturday & Sunday, March 25 & 26

Two-Day Experiential Training

Five-Day Conference:  
Monday – Friday, March 27-31 

Two-Hour Workshops

Please check the SCT website for program and registration details
www.systemscentered.com
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From the Archives: SCT Training and Resource Center
Fran Carter  
Carter2229@aol.com   

In searching for something for this Newsletter, we took a look at some of the earlier Newsletters and discovered this 
description of the SCT Container Role. Susan Gantt and I wrote it in 1998 and it still holds true today along with many 
developments along the way. The Container Role is an intermediate training experience, in which members develop their 
capacity to use their experience with a focus on contributing to the work of the group-as-a-whole. 

As with any of our training contexts, the depth of the experiences we have and the learning from them depends on the 
openness and development of the member taking up the role and the context within which it is offered. The challenge in 
taking on the Container Role in a Foundation Group are different from taking on the Container role in an Intermediate or 
Advanced training, however the goal is the same – to contribute to the development of the group-as-a-whole system and 
its subgroups and to increase one’s own capacity to contain and use a wider range of experience as participants or leaders. 

Also, with the development of the Person-as-a-Whole System understanding and the Role System Maps, the Container Role 
is a context within which members can continue to experience the transition from Inner Person open survival system, with 
the curiosity of the exploratory drive, into functional roles in the Inter-Person where resources can then be available to join 
the group from the Container Role. 

Hope this brief description arouses your own curiosity about the role and its potential.

The following article was originally published in the Systems-Centered News, August 1998

Work in the containing role is an 
intermediate leadership training step 
that provides a chance for members 
to work with an additional role and 
goal related to the group-as-a-whole 
and its subgroups. Over and over again 
while training “containers,” we see the 
collision between trainees preconceived 
notions of what the “containing role” 
means and what the actual training 
experience is. Often members come 
with constructions that the role will be 
restrictive of experience or that they 
will experience a repetition of an old 
role lock - in fact, it’s just the opposite 
as trainees learn to contain multiple 
experiences with ease and enhance 
their ability to notice the group context!
Working as a container helps one 
learn to identify which subgroup inside 
oneself has information relevant to 
the work of the group-as- a-whole in its 
developmental phase. In the containing 
role, the work begins with managing the 
turbulence that comes with identifying 
and undoing both the familiar and 
unfamiliar constructions that surface 
in the first phase of development in a 
new role and beginning the exploration 

of one’s experience, in a familiar 
context yet in a new role with different 
goals. Working in the containing role 
involves exploring another level of 
driving and restraining forces that 
surface as one shifts from working with 
one’s experience in the service of one’s 
personal development to looking at 
one’s experience in the context of the 
development of the subgroups and the 
group-as-a-whole, in effect, working at 
a greater level of complexity.
Members who have taken this 
training step to work as a “container” 
frequently report having postponed 
or avoided being a container based 
on misconceptions. In the service 
of reducing these misconceptions 
(restraining forces to the development 
of oneself as a leader), we have put 
together some of the surprises and 
learnings from those of us who have 
work in the “container” role. 
The biggest surprises relate to undoing 
the stereotypes about containing as 
somehow restrictive of one’s experience. 
“I am surprised that I felt so resonant 
with what was being explored”, “I 
actually and had more access to some 

experiences inside me than I have bad 
before”, “I learned about the difference 
between holding back and making room 
inside myself for what I was feeling and 
noticing”, “I actually learned to have 
more experience of myself as I learned 
to wait and let an experience develop”, 
“I think I’ve been in a barrier experience 
the whole time.” Learning to contain 
means increasing one’s capacity to 
resonate with a wider and deeper range 
of human experience.
Many members come into the role 
with the idea (and negative prediction) 
that it is a passive role or that they 
already knew how to contain only to 
find they  are “surprised that so much 
was involved in being a container and 
how hard I was working ‘silently”’, “I 
noticed how much energy it takes and 
how active I have to be to recognize 
and undo my defenses and stay 
present and focused”, “I was surprised 
at how clear a picture I got of my 
defenses”,  “ how exciting it is to begin 
to see the subgroups and the group-
as-a-whole and how hard it is to sit 
at the edge of the unknown, have 
my experience and contain it until it 

The Maps and the Territory:
A look at the SCT Containing Role by Fran Carter and Susan Gantt
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Advance registration is required - watch your email for details on each group. For more information regarding dates and  
event registration, visit: www.systemscentered.com/training or contact: Kathy Lum, admin@systemscentered.com

During the conference, the Operations Team released a video debuting the new Archives Project.  
This video introduces each member of the team and explains how you can use the new Archives system.  

You can watch the video on the Center page: https://www.systemscentered.com/SCT-Center/Videos

Large Group
Connecting in a Virtual Context  
in a Time of Physical Separation
Led by: Susan Gantt and Mike Maher
Location: Zoom   Next Meetings: Sep 27th & Dec 6th 
When: 12:30 – 1:30pm ET

The Large Group is co-led by Susan Gantt 
and Mike Maher with the intention of 
creating a context for SCTRI members to 
meet and connect.

Exploring Systemic Racism
Putting Our Resources to Work as  

Members of SCTRI…
Led by: Fran Carter

Location: Zoom
When: Continuing in the fall

Using A Theory of Living Human Systems and Systems-
Centered methods and techniques to create a context to 
explore systemic racism, seeing what we discover when  
we look at institutional racism from a theoretical perspective.
We are exploring how this perspective may be useful 
in weakening systemic racism whilst developing and 
transforming human systems at all the system levels.

Drop-In Study Group
Led by: Led by a Licensed SCT Practitioner
Location: Zoom   When: 12:00 – 12:55 pm EST  
Third Friday of each month except August

The Drop-In Study Group is a place where 
members interact around questions, ideas, 
curiosities, and areas of interest about  
A Theory of Living Human Systems and  
Systems-Centered methods and techniques.

        Systems-Centered® Training Reseach Institute
Yvonne Agazarian Training & Resource Center

From the Archives: SCT Training and Resource Center
seems relevant,” “how quick thoughts 
about ‘helping’ came up.”

Members as they develop in the role 
notice an increasingly more complex 
set of constructions - mind reading, 
“shoulds” and “oughts”, explanations 
and interpretations. “I was surprised 
about how much I was thinking that the 
leader was criticizing me about what I was 
doing as a container”, “how easy it was 
to start to mind read or interpret what 
a member was experiencing instead of 
working to find my resonance with the 

experience”, “how often I would notice 
a construction and undo it, and then 
have another one come up”, “I learned 
that when I would start to think about 
what I “should” be doing, I would lose 
my resonance” “I found myself thinking 
about rules all over again”, “how often I 
got distracted thinking about what the 
leaders ‘should’ be doing”, “how hard it 
was to wait and not just jump in when 
I thought it would be ‘helpful”’, “I was 
surprised to realize that I had so many 
negative predictions that this would be 
like my early childhood roles, it wasn’t”, 

“how often I was thinking ahead of the 
subgroup rather than resonating with 
the subgroup”, “how often I thought 
I knew what a member was feeling 
without them actually expressing it”.
As containers develop, they work 
with their trainers to continue to 
work through the whole hierarchy of 
defenses and increase their capacity 
for resonance and increase their 
capacity to join on a wider range of 
similarity. .

The Systems-Centered Training and Research Institute (SCTRI) will continue to present  
three groups through its Training and Resource Center that are FREE to members.
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Members’ Forum:  Anyone Else?
This section is intended for members to share their experiences with SCT, responses to articles, workshops, 
trainings, and anything else related to exploring SCT and the Theory of Living Human Systems (TLHS). Whether your 
contribution is short or long, it’s always welcome. The goal is to share energy and build.

Boundaries Respond to the 
Environment We’re In  
Merete Holm Brantbjerg
moaiku@brantbjerg.dk

Rick Campa
rdcampa@earthlink.net

Boundaries respond to the environment we are in. 
When our environment is perceived as safe enough, 
our boundaries support us by taking in new information 
or keeping out what we don’t want or aren’t ready to 
take in. Curiosity is available in this space and fuels 
engagement with others and exploration of ourselves 
and the world around us. When our environment 
is perceived as threatening or unsafe, boundary 
permeability is challenged - our ability to relate, engage, 
take in new information and keep something out is 
diminished. When our boundaries are challenged, we 
tend to lose access to curiosity. 
Challenges with boundaries can show up in two ways 
– boundaries can close – and boundaries can dissolve. 
Both responses belong to the landscape of past adaptive 
roles – survivor role systems, where our goal of survival 
supplants the drive to develop. 
Closing our boundaries helps reduce the risk of becoming 
overwhelmed and allows us to stabilize inside – we stay 
with what we already know. This type of survivor role 
system protects us from energy and information we are 
not yet prepared to relate to. 
Dissolved boundaries reflect a withdrawal or absence 
of energy in our body and offer an additional type of 
solution beyond constriction in coping with perceived 
threat. Low energy can occur in specific areas of our 
body, within parts or whole organ systems, or as whole-
body responses to catastrophic threat.
When boundaries dissolve, our ability to differentiate 
between one experience and the next blurs. In this 
more diffused state, our ability to orient fades and 
diminishes our ability to discriminate boundaries 
between, for example, inside and outside, past and the 
present, and reality and irreality. Dissolved boundaries 
are dissolved containers. Learning to identify spaces 
where we have gone missing creates a fork in the road 

and the possibility of choice to restore the capacity to 
contain our energy. 
Both restricted and dissolved boundaries reflect adaptive 
responses to perceived threat. Although both strategies 
manage reactions to perceived threat, they present in 
very different ways experientially and require different 
strategies at the fork in the road between survival and 
development. From an apprehensive perspective, closed 
boundaries relate to muscular constriction, binding, 
and tensing up. This is the somatic “straight-jacket” that 
binds the flow of energy. Dissolved boundaries, on the 
other hand, reflect the withdrawal, lowering or absence 
of energy in our body which becomes like a “gap” or 
“hole” in our container.
In our workshop at the April 2022 Conference titled: 
Adapting to threat – Restricting permeability to new 
information through boundary closing and boundary 
dissolution, participants were invited to explore their 
experience of closed and dissolved boundaries. Starting 
with centering, we encouraged members to discover 
whether their boundaries were more obviously closed 
or dissolved. For those who identified tension, we 
encouraged centering through relaxation and settling 
using any method preferred. For members who identified 
areas of low energy, we suggested centering by first 
restoring energy to areas of absence with simple methods 
such as dropping into areas of low energy (attention is 
energy), breathing gently into areas of low energy (energy 
follows breath), or small movements in the low energy 
areas to activate the muscles and build up energy. 
As leaders, one of our goals with centering is to 
legitimize what works for each member, knowing that 
the route to centering can be different for those with 
closed boundaries compared to others with dissolved 
boundaries and low energy. Most of us tend to favor one 
solution for managing boundaries (i.e., constriction vs. 
low energy) over the other. This can change, however, 
depending on context. For those who identify low 
energy, relaxing or undoing tension before restoring of 
one’s boundary with energy can be overwhelming and 
create a need to discharge or act out – or it can take you 
into a deeper absence. Often, tension returns or even 
intensifies when the “straight-jacket” is undone prior to 
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restoration of dissolved boundaries. 
Are you curious about your boundaries in this moment? 
How do you experience closed boundaries? How is this 
different from your experience of dissolved boundaries? 
Take a moment to orient to your body, breathing in a 
way that feels good for you, and begin to sense how your 
boundaries feel right now. Do you notice constriction or 
tension anywhere – and with that, a sense of closed 
boundaries? Do you notice low energy anywhere – and 
with that, a sense of dissolved boundaries?
Tension and low energy can be present in the body 
simultaneously, so if you discover tension, we suggest 
that you also check for areas of low energy. Tracking low 
energy is often more challenging than tracking tension. 
How do we feel what is not there? Slowing down can 
be helpful. Comparing between experiences in different 
areas of your body can also be helpful. Do you sense 
differences in energy between your upper and lower 
body? Your right and left side? Front and back of your 
torso? Since there are far fewer words to describe the 
experience of absence compared to vocabulary available 
for binding, constriction, and tension, be open to discover 
which words work for you in pointing to low energy. For 
some, words for low energy might be “absence,” or “less 
filled in,” or “empty.”  Others might sense that something 
is missing and have no words to elaborate how this is 
known. We recommend not pushing or straining when it 
comes to sensing low energy. Remember, low energy is 
where we are not. Discovering how to sense our absence 
is a process that takes time and is enhanced with the 
support of a subgroup.
Examples offered during the workshop by members 
and leaders for boundary closing included: “When my 
boundaries close, I clench my teeth, hold my breath, 
and I narrow my vision.”  “When closing my boundaries, 
I get tension in my upper shoulders and l lose flow 
in my breath. My focus shifts to my head and I push 
myself in ways that are not friendly. I am keeping new 
information away.”  
“When my boundaries dissolve, I feel diffuse, the 
front side of my body is somewhat absent. I get 
overwhelmed. I can’t differentiate. I have a hard time 
finding words and I lose orientation inside myself and 
to the context.”  Someone else offered, “When I start to 
feel like it is too much, my energy recedes up my legs. 
I feel a retreat from my ground. My sense of my back 

and my front becomes vague. It’s hard to say where I 
end and something else begins. I start to float.”
In concluding the workshop, several participants reported 
surprise in discovering the experience of dissolved 
boundaries. One member said, “I discovered that all this 
time what I thought was tension was actually low energy 
– and with that my boundaries have been dissolved and 
not closed.”  Another member reported satisfaction 
in discovering a survivor role system characterized by 
dissolved boundaries and low energy with an experience 
of a collapsed “accordion” for a torso. 
As leaders in the workshop, we learned the importance 
of having a subgroup in exploring and discovering the 
subtle discriminations involved with low energy and 
boundaries where withdrawal, silence, and shame 
comprise core elements of the adaptive intelligence 
contained within this response to threat – in this 
type of survivor role-system. For me (Rick), offering 
a personal example of dissolved boundaries before 
inviting workshop members to discover their own 
versions helped to normalize this adaptation and 
connected all of us around the challenge of sensing 
where we have gone missing .
Intermediate Training Group 
Experiment  
John O’Grady
John@ogradylaw.com

I’m delighted with my experience at this year’s 
experimental Intermediate Training Group, led by 
Dorothy Gibbons LCSW, CGP and Rick Campa, Ph.D., 
CGP (intermediate training begins after completion of 
Intermediate Skills Training).
We were Zoom-based with members in four time zones. 
From October 2021 through May 2022 we met almost 
every two weeks for two hours. Our small group enjoyed 
a slow pace that facilitated our explorations. The skills 
of the leadership system worked well with the skills we 
members brought to the group. I expect Dorothy and 
Rick to continue leading this experiment, beginning in 
October (after the September York training). I plan to 
join them. Stay tuned for an announcement! .
From Member to Person and Back 
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Again:  A Brief Systems-Centered 
Journey  
Claudia Byram
Claudiabyram@gmail.com

Recently I was pulled up short when a colleague I 
was working with said they were following me as I 
talked, then suddenly couldn’t. “You went into person.” 
(Obviously an SCT colleague!) The Person-as-a-system 
map came vividly alive in that moment. I’m writing 
this to reflect together on how we can bring the 
map “home,” in ourselves and with our clients and 
groups. And now I find it difficult to put into words the 
impact and the resonance of seeing the system at that 
moment: seeing it and living it at the same moment.
Internally I “heard” the way my language had changed, 
the “system output” that in the inter-person system 
contributed noise and that in the inner person signaled 
a survival role. I was vague, tentative, and thinking out 
loud – a cloud of ambiguity. 
At the same time, I could spot the trigger: my college 
had been listening with no change of expression – a 
blank face. Without non-verbal feedback I projected 
one-up judgement and took refuge in the cloud! The 
Person-as-a-system map gave me the fork in the road, 
legitimizing both forks and helping locate my choice 
in the current context, our working session. One fork: 
re-center and shift to inter-person. I was able to 
marshal my thoughts, shift back into the inter-person 
context and goal, summarizing what I had initially said. 
I felt shaky but back on track. For me, this was freeing. 
I was able to spot my old role, see the impact and not 
take myself so personally that I could not regroup: an 
opening for more than that moment.
On reflection I could also see the roads our Person-
as-a-system map suggests that I didn’t travel, such as 
exploring the role itself along with the induction. One 
possibility is to do some of that exploration in the work 
context. This is “process in the service of task,” which 
can potentially develop the capacity of the inter-person 
system and the system as a whole to meet its goals. 
This path leads to questions, such as what information 
is in the induction and role response about the phase 
of the system? 
The other is finding a context that supports turning 
the exploratory drive inward, looking more deeply into 
our survival roles, their origins, function, assets, and 

liabilities. This fork is in service of development of the 
inner person system.
I started out to write this for myself – to capture the 
experience of the map coming into a three-dimensional 
perspective. As I did so I could see that “myself” is but a 
part of a larger context. So, would you let me/us know 
if this provokes any resonance for you? The thanks is 
based on a positive prediction that people will respond!.
Reflections  
Rowena Davis
rdavis@rdaconsulting.net

Snippets from the world
Conversation with a dog walker with about 10 dogs – 
five of whom on leads. 
Me: “Why are some on leads and others not?” 
Dog walker: “They’re young and still training to come 
to call. They’ve had a wild run and now it’s time for a 
bit of structure!”

Me: “Yes, a bit of structure is good for all of us!”

Dog walker: “Indeed!”

Closed boundaries from an artist’s view
Watching British Ghanaian artist Larry Acheampong’s 
video at Turner Contemporary in Margate, UK, where 
he reflects on privilege, history and the experience 
of being black and working class, I was struck by his 
comment on Brexit (when the UK voted to leave the 
European Union): ‘…a place that closes its borders 
isn’t simply just closing the door to people but it’s 
closing the door to culture and over time, should that 
continue, said place, it becomes a relic’ https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=rtiMqc4aAHo&t=85s; https://
turnercontemporary.org/whats-on/wayfinder-larry-
achiampong-and-jmw-turner/
This resonated for me with a Theory of Living Human 
System’s notion of how systems survive in the short 
term when they close off to difference, but compromise 
development and transformation, and thus, survival 
longer term.
On closed and open boundaries post 2022 Conference
Since the Conference, I’ve been mulling over how we 
describe Survivor Role boundary permeability. In recent 
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years, we’ve been referring to open and closed boundaried 
survivor roles in relation to roles in the Person-as-a-
System. The question of how we account for boundaries 
being both too closed and too permeable came up in a 
couple of groups I was co-leading at the Conference. I’ve 
explored this with colleagues since the Conference and 
offer the following reflections in case useful to others. 

When our boundaries are too closed, we are unable 
to integrate differences. When our boundaries are 
too open, we tend to take in more differences than 
we can integrate. In both cases, we lose contact with 
our Inner Person experience and our free energy. With 
too closed boundaries, we become fixed within the 
world according to our Survivor role. With too much 
boundary permeability we can experience a state of 
disorganisation that is often a sign of a Survivor role. 
With both fixed and too permeable boundaries, we 
lose our ability to relate to role, goal, and context 
and to discriminate and integrate differences (SCT’s 

definition of function). We are prioritising survival over 
development. 

Thanks to Susan Gantt, Dayne Narretta, Meigs Ross, 
Norma Safransky and the SCTRI Board Theory Group 
for the explorations around this theme .
And Finally, A Moment’s Reflection 
Nancy Weiss
weissnancys@gmail.com

Here are a few Conference-related discoveries: 

1. The less I think, the more I know. 

2. When in doubt, Center.  

3.  Everything that is complex need not be complicated. 

Anyone else? .
Systems-Centered Training Program

SCT Training Overview
The SCT training curriculum offers training opportunities 
at the four levels described below, as well as specialty 
training in SAVI (a communications model) and in 
applying SCT to particular contexts (e.g., organizations, 
psychotherapy).

Four Levels of SCT Training: 
Exploration, Foundation, 
Intermediate and Advanced
Each level includes work with SCT theory, experiential 
practice (learning by working as a member of a group), 
skill development and observation training. We 
encourage you to develop in SCT by attending training 
events to the level that matches your interest and 
resources. 

The SCT approach to training is skill-based and focused 
on mastering the theory, methods, and techniques 
at each level of training rather than “checking off” 
certain experiences. Readiness to take the next steps 

is determined by self-assessment and consultation 
with trainers, mentors and peers in relation to criteria 
and outcomes goals for that level. Moving through any 
training pathway in SCT is paced by each individual’s 
time, energy and resources, and by development of 
skills appropriate to each training level.

Exploring SCT: For Curious People
In exploring SCT you can attend foundation or 
specialized training events once or as many times as 
you find useful. Some find the training groups valuable 
for their own development; others want to learn the 
theoretical approach well enough to compare it to 
their own; others use elements of theory and technique 
in their current practical applications. At this level of 
participation, you are your own guide, as your interests 
and resources permit.

Foundation Training: Learning SCT
Foundation level training in SCT is the next step 
from exploring systems-centered ideas. The training 
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Systems-Centered Training Program
events are the same – the difference is a change of 
goal, from exploration to mastery; from following 
one’s personal interests and learnings to preparing 
to use systems-centered methods with others. The 
Foundation training emphasizes learning to use SCT 
methods with one’s self and gaining the personal 
development that comes from working in an ongoing 
training group with sufficient intensity to develop 
a systems-centered rather than person-centered 
perspective of group dynamics. The major outcomes 
of Foundation level training are:
      •  Being able to work in a subgroup
      •   Understanding the shift from a personal to a 

member perspective
      •  Skill in using the SCT protocols on oneself
      •   Sufficient exploration of issues with authority to 

be able to contain and explore them.
If you find yourself exploring this shift into more 
structured training, you should make contact with an 
SCT trainer to find out more about the training process. 

Intermediate Training:  
Applying SCT in Context
The focus in Intermediate training is on learning to use 
systems-centered methods and techniques to build 
working systems with others. This builds on Foundation 
level work, in which members learn the basics of using 
systems-centered methods with themselves. 
Members move from Foundation to Intermediate level 
training based on readiness. For the shift from Foundation 
to Intermediate level work, members have worked in an 
SCT experiential group sufficiently to have:
      •   Learned to subgroup, recognizing the fork in the 

road between explaining and exploring
      •   Learned how to work with SCT techniques to 

undo their own anxiety, tension, depression and 
outrage

      •   Recognized their pulls to compliant and defiant 
roles and role-locks

      •   Developed a sufficient awareness of their own 
authority issues to be able to contain and 
explore them, rather than act them out

      •   Developed a good ability not to take others and 
themselves “just personally”

      •   Developed ability to recognize and shift from a 
person-centered to a member perspective

      •   Developed a working knowledge of systems-
centered theory, methods, and techniques, which 
forms the basis for applying SCT with others. 

Making this shift signals members’ intention to make 
SCT a major orientation in their work. Intermediate 
level work is the base from which members becomes 
eligible to apply for licensing as an SCT Practitioner, if 
that is their goal. 
Intermediate training includes: Intermediate Skills 
Training, Intermediate Mentor Training, and the 
Authority Issue Group. Intermediate members work 
in a Theory group, Consultation and their ongoing 
training groups. Members interested in applying SCT in 
organizational or task-focused contexts get practice by 
joining an SCTRI work group to develop skill in applying 
their SCT skills in the service of task goals.

Advanced Training: Continuing 
Development
Advanced training emphasizes the integration of 
comprehensive and apprehensive knowledge into 
functional roles that relate to the goal of the context. 
Advanced training is ongoing and can be done in 
several contexts:
      •   Working as a member of a peer licensing group 

to build a working group, develop criteria for 
assessment, and implement a peer assessment 
process

      •   Joining the Board of Directors as a context for 
advanced training. Anyone who has completed the 
Authority Issue Group in Intermediate level training, 
may apply to serve on the Board of Directors

      •   Participating in the advanced training track 
offered at the Annual Conference for post-
Authority Issue Group members

      •   Participating in Theory groups, which support 
the ongoing exploration of innovations, leading 
edge thinking and amplification of different 
aspects of the Theory of Living Human Systems 
and its application

      •   Working with mentors to develop additional 
training opportunities, including workshops, 
consultation and research.



Upcoming Training Opportunities

York Annual Systems-Centered Training Week 
September 12-16

Foundations of SCT • Making Work Roles Work •  
Observation Training • Large Group 

September 11-16
Intermediate Skills Training • Mentor Training

SCT Annual Conference – Philadelphia 
March 25-31, 2023

Details on the web at www.systemscentered.com


