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Psychotherapy is based on the concept that the significant encounter is the
essence of the healing process.* Moreno has defined the encounter as:

A meeting of two: eye to eye, face to face.
And when you are near I will tear your eyes out
and place them instead of mine,
and you will tear my eyes out
and will place them instead of yours,
then I will look at you with your eyes
and you will look at me with mine.2

There are many overtones to the way the word encounter. is understood.
Basically it is a meeting of two, with an opportunity to reverse roles. But the
two people can only look at each other with the other’s eyes when the relation-
ship is basically equal, that is, both have the same amount of aliveness. There
are obvious problems in encountering God, nature, and animals. in the sense
described by Moreno, but also problems with people. What if one person
goes through life feeling more dead than alive? What happens to the encounter
then?

The encounter also needs a place where the two can meet. The place must
provide enough time and stability to let this process happen. At this moment
in history we are very much aware of the threat to the continuation of life
itself, both from all environmental hazards and the ever-present danger of
nuclear war.

While the responsibility for a therapeutic encounter is encouraged and
understood to be between the two people who are meeting, the responsibility
for the continuity of the place of the meeting is clearly in the hands of the
therapists. It is a little like old-fashioned wars. One could keep on fighting
and killing because it is God that keeps the world going. Mankind is not
powerful enough to destroy life. But does this approach prepare people for
life today?

Responsibility for the continuation of the universe needs to be part of the

* Thesis submitted as required for Certification as Director of Psychodrama, Sociometry
and. Group Psychotherapy by the Moreno Institute, 1972.
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process of the encounter. The knowledge that one has the responsibility of
keeping life going influences and changes the interaction of the encounter..Two
people will fight differently in a rowboat than on land.»

If "a truly therapeutic procedure cannot have less an objective than the
whole of mankind?®, then therapeutic processes cannot be divided from social
aims. What goes on as a method of therapy has to be good for the society
at large.

MEANINGS OF ENCOUNTER

The origin of the word encounter is the Old French word ‘encontre’, mean-
ing opposite, and carries with it a meaning of meeting with an adversary—
to confront as in a battle, to assail.* It is a very different definition from a
meeting with an opportunity to role reverse. Yet, several contemporary
expertences help people understand it as an encounter-as-in-a-battle. rather
than a meeting or an intensive group experience.

This popular understanding of an encounter-as-in-a-battle has support from
numerous group process experiences. In the intensive group experiences of
the Basic Encounter Movement very often the first expression of real feeling
between members is a negative attack on one member.® Somehow this functions
as the ice-breaker; from that point on the entire group is willing to be more
emotionally honest and genuine sharing begins to take place.

The same experience occurs in what is known as ‘attack therapy’, the
aggressive, intensive interchange in group therapy developed by Synanon for
drug addicts.® Since the drug culture considerably influences American life,
it has added to the popular understanding that there is a great advantage in
negative confrontation. It gets the show on the road, so to speak. It moves the
group quickly to the heart of the matter and eliminates the cover-up small talk.

In politics the tactics of confrontation, with certain inherent dangers, are
often successful in achieving goals where bureaucracy is as much the villain
as 1s the opponent. Yet the active challenge of confrontation and the resulting
counter-confrontation rapidly turns the encounter from the ‘eye to eye, face to
face’ of Moreno’s view, to the primitive ‘eyeball to eyeball’: often with violent
explosive results, such as riots, shootings and of course, war.

SETTINGS OF ENCOUNTER

The setting in which the encounter takes place is usually determined by the
therapist. People can be involved for a weekend, a 10 session series, indefinitely
once or twice a week, or be hospitalized. In spite of these differences, in all
these situations, the ‘patient’ or client has only responsibility for himself, not for
the continued existence of the group or institution. That responsibility belongs
to the sponsoring hospital, mental health center, growth group, school or
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