PART ONE

Setting the Stage

RAFAEL MENDEZ

The Town Hall theater in New York City’s Broadway theater district is full to
capacity. In a few minutes the evening’s program will begin; already preparations
are being made to close the entrance doors. I'm concerned that some of the hun-
dreds of people I’ve 1nvited will arrive just 5 minutes late and miss the opportu-
nity to hear Dr. Fred Newman’s annual psychology lecture. There is a buzz in the
theater. Most everyone 1s noticing the uniqueness of the crowd; the diversity of
the audience is captivating. Of the 1,500 people in attendance, there are those one
would expect to be attending a psychology lecture—helping professionals, psy-
chologists, physicians, counselors, social workers, and psychiatrists. But this 1s
not the American Psychological Association. What makes this event unusual 1s
the mix of people—many hundreds of New Yorkers, young and old, from many
different neighborhoods, and all ethnicities and walks of life. This 1s a community

event.
For nearly 30 years, Newman has spoken to community audiences on ad-

vanced topics of psychology and philosophy. He has long believed that it 1s the
ordinary people of the world who need to have and practice the most advanced
concepts, so that they can change everything. Each year, the audience grows, as
more and more people become involved with and/or are impacted by the psycho-
logical, educational, and cultural projects that practice his method of reinitiating
human growth. Activists, participants, financial contributors, supporters, and stu-
dents in these projects have invited their friends and coworkers (o the lecture so
that they can be introduced to an approach to human development and experience
Fred’s unique way of teaching.

[ am one of the organizers of this evening’s event. I'm a college professor, a
community organizer, and a therapist. | invited everyone I know (o attend. As 1
walk around the theater, in most every section a group of my students wave and
say hello. More than 250 of my students are in the audience. Finally, I spot who
I'm especially looking for, Watts. A former student of mine, Watls now works as
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performing on stage learning a new methodology and.psych()logy called socig]
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nity to hear from the author of their textbook directly.

Fred Newman founded social therapy in the mid-1970s as a nonepistep,.
ological therapeutic approach. More than a c}ecade earlier, he had left the machipe
shops of the Bronx to study philosophy at City College of New York and then earp
his doctorate in the philosophy of science from Stanford University. He didp’t
remain in academia long. Over the past 30 years, as a teacher, therapist, politicg]
activist, theater artist, and author, Fred has brought many diverse and unlikely
people together to build something new, a development community. He has written
numerous books and articles, for both popular and academic audiences, describ-
ing how the community works and what it has learned about growth and develop-
ment. His plays attract growing audiences to the Castillo Theatre in New York
City that he built as a performance laboratory. He inspired the creation of a youth

leadership training program, the Development School for Youth, which introduces
public high school youth to corporations and Corporate America to them. He 1s
the founder and co-executive director of the All Stars Talent Show Network, the
largest antiviolence, prodevelopment youth program in the country. He is an extraor-
dinary therapist and leads weekly group therapy sessions, workshops, and classes.
In developing social therapy, Fred has been influenced by the writings of the
Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein and the Russian psychologist Lev
Vygotsky. In 3 decades of therapeutic work, Fred has blended Wittgenstein's Ui
derstanding of language and his concept of language games with Vygotsky s
concept of zones of proximal development and his tool-and-result methodolog

0 create an approach to helping people learn to perform their lives differently and
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Saifi;'rather, 1t’s doing phIIOSQphizing ip our everyday life. Philosophizing 1S an
sctivity that allows us to experience our lives not only in the immediacy of society’
here and now, but' at the Same time as part of the continuum of human histoyr :
This, Fred malptalns, IS a critical human activity. In the absence of philosokphiz-.
ing, it’s exceedingly difficult for us to see ourselves in the juncture where history
and society meet. Philosophizing about ordinary matters of life is how Fred be-
lieves people can learn to think critically and to discover how to continuously
create our lives. I have had the good fortune to be one of Fred’s collaborators, and
a5 a member of the development community I've participated in creating many
community organizations and projects based on the practice of social therapy.
I've seen firsthand the enormous personal growth that comes with participating in
the activity of philosophizing. And I've found a way to bring this activity into the
urban community college classroom.

[ first met Fred Newman in 1978. I was earning my doctorate in clinical-
community psychology at Boston University. A friend introduced me to Newman'’s
efforts to build a new kind of therapy center called the Institute for Social Therapy
and Research. I was captivated by how it was organized. The Institute worked
intimately with, and simultaneously supported, the New York City Unemployed
and Welfare Council, a union of welfare recipients. This was precisely the type of

community-oriented activistic psychology I wanted to practice.
Some years earlier, in 1972, I was like Watts. I wanted to do something to

help my community, but did not know how. Politicized yet still politically naive,
[ had just returned home to the South Bronx from the Vietnam War, where I was
an air traffic controller. I served in the Mekong Delta, 100 miles south of Saigon,
in a lawless area where the contradictions of the war were stark. I returned home
to yet another war zone. The South Bronx was on fire. During the 1970s, there
were more fires in the South Bronx than in any city in the world. The plight of my
community has since been well documented; the epidemic of arson for profit by
landlords devastated the South Bronx, giving it all the appearances of a war zone.
People lived in fear that their apartment building would be the next to burn. The
devastation left few people untouched; in retrospect, what was most destroyed
was the existence of community.

Returning from Vietnam, I didn’t have any idea what I wanted to do. I had
brief jobs as a roofer and a security guard before landing a job through the Teamsters
Union loading and driving a truck delivering cigarettes and candy to local stores.
The Watergate scandal, President Nixon, the Vietnam War, and the future of the
country were on many people’s minds, including mine. I was moved by these
social and historical events to want to be a more active participant in shaping what

Was happening in my community and country, with virtually no idea how to.do
that. I was an alienated, working-class Puerto Rican, restless and angry. Ignoring
the advice of my friends and family, who reminded me that I barely graduated

high school with a general diploma, I quit my job and enrolled at Bronx Community
College,
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could be advanced in Ways that made 1t more s§n§itive Fo the s.i gnificance of sociy]
~onditions and less oriented to the individual in isolation. With the experience of
the war still fresh, 1 was arrogant enough to think I could use psychology and the
community mental health movement to do something about the devastation of the
South Bronx. I remember finding older people near death in their apartments ang
bringing them to the hospital where they received the finest of care, only to be
returned to the same wretched conditions that made them 1ll. I thought there must
be a way of combining the science of clinical psychology with the advocacy of
community organizing.

Imagine my shock when I was accepted to Boston University’s clinical-
community doctoral program in psychology in 1977. Even though I had graduated
with honors from City College and was awarded a scholarship, 1 was totally 1n-
timidated by the idea that I belonged in graduate school. I thought that I would be
immediately discovered as a fraud. Instead, it wasn’t long before 1 was the one
who discovered fraud. The community mental health movement had died long
before I learned about it in school. Community was now a mere footnote [0
p’sychology’s obsession with the self. I was completing my doctoral work when |
first met Fred Newman. He gave me an opportunity of a lifetime—and 1 took 1t.
cameF;S a:id It }allrc; ;like and differen.t. Fred is Jewish and I am Puerto Rican. He
bk %v or?dne 14OS jcmd 1950s, I in the 1960s and 1970s. Yet we both grew up
duting an Americgac ass in the Sputh Bronx. We both left home for the first ume

0 war, he going to Korea and me to Vietnam. We both went 0

City College as war veterans. Fred also worked odd jobs; when he was young, ¢
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knows—that new kinds of tools must be designed to create results: the tool and its
result are part of the same process.)

When he returned from the Korean War, Fred had no desire to be a machin-
ist. He says (only half-jokingly) that he wanted to do something as distant from
the work of a machinist as possible, something that had no practicality—and study-
ing philosophy seemed to fit the bill. Following graduate school and after a few
years teaching philosophy, Fred—politicized by the Civil Rights Movement and
the Anti-Vietnam War movement and frustrated by the hypocrisy he found at the
university—left academia to do community organizing. It was as a community
and political activist and radical therapist that he discovered that the abstract con-
ceptions of philosophy were indeed very practical. And I, initially attracted to
psychology because it was practical (I thought it would help me help my commu-

nity), have been fortunate to be a beneficiary of Fred’s discoveries about the prac-
ticality of abstract philosophical concepts.

[t was 1n 1979, shortly before I was to begin my clinical fellowship in psy-
chology at Harvard Medical School, Children’s Hospital in Boston, that I was
invited to attend a staff meeting of the New York Institute for Social Therapy and
Research, the therapy and research and training center Fred and a handful of col-
leagues had just founded. Fred and Lois Holzman were leading a discussion of
their manuscript, The Practice of Method. 1 had this extraordinary experience of
not having any 1dea what they were talking about while simultaneously recogniz-
ing that 1t was groundbreaking and revolutionary. I told Fred that an Institute for
Social Therapy was needed in Boston, and he invited me to build one. While

completing my clinical training, I organized a study group of young professionals
to read and discuss The Practice of Method. We opened the Boston Institute for

Social Therapy a year later. I was its first director, saw patients, and trained new
social therapists.

The Boston Institute continues today, but in 1984 Fred invited me to return
to New York City. He reminded me that there were more Puerto Ricans in the
Bronx than there were people in Boston, and that 1s where I was needed. At that
time, the Bronx was known for its political corruption. Both its borough president
and Democratic Party leader were convicted of racketeering in 1979. Fred thought
[ could make a difference if I entered the political arena. So, doctorate in hand, I
began doing community organizing and independent electoral politics. As a com-
munity organizer, I participated in developing a broad network of independent
educational, cultural, and mental health organizations that practiced Fred’s meth-
odological approach.

My electoral political work in the Bronx was part of a larger effort to creat€
an independent electoral political movement in New York and the rest of the countryt-
Long before Ross Perot, Fred understood that creating political alternatves .nltia;f
Creating a social environment where people could break out of the @“5“ -
the two-party political system. Odd as it sounds, at the time many ¢ egist
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universities, has responded to conservative political pressure and is Instituting
placement exams. Thousands of high school graduates accepted to CUNY are
failing the placement tests and thus begin their college work with a cycle of reme-
dial classes that too often fail to prepare them to pass their placement exams. Last
year, only 277% of the 6,770 students who took remedial instruction were able to
pass the placement exams.

[ am struck by the lack of creativity that characterizes the “back to basics”
approach at our college campuses today. It seems sadly ironic that as we have
entered the 21st century our educational system 1s implementing policies that
revert back to the teaching methods of the 1950s. Creativity is virtually absent
from the fossilized environment of our schools, and I believe its absence is related
to the difficulty our students are having with learning. Given this crisis in educa-
tion, many students are underdeveloped.

Rather than promoting creativity and critical thinking, our schools focus on
acquisitional learning. In the information age, education has come to mean the
acquisition of propositional knowledge, for example, “I know this, I know that.”
Learning 1n the college environment often looks like this: The contemporary col-
lege student exits the classroom, reaches for her or his laptop computer, goes
online to one of the many websites such as ASK.com or Screwschool.com, and
finds prewritten essays on any and every topic. Students are then ready and able to
find immediate answers for their professors on what they are supposed to know.
They are becoming skilled at the knowing game.

Students learn where to find the “right answer” and accumulate information,
but rarely learn how to think and create. The primary activity they are required to
do is to recall information (terms, definitions, facts) that has been identified by
the professor as “what will be on the test.” Whether in the form of a multiple-
choice test or an essay, the students are rarely asked to think, but to repeat what
they have been told is important. This 1s what passes for learning at most colleges.

[ believe the pedagogical response 1s not to go back to basics, but to reinitiate
development—nhaving students go beyond themselves. It’s a methodology Ilearned
from Fred and it’s very different from remediation. One of the most valuable
things I’ve learned from Fred is the practice of challenging traditional assump-
tions about learning (and involving my students in this activity). In my classes, |
work to support my students in creating new learning environments (what Lev
Vygotsky, as I learned from Fred and from Lois Holzman, called zones of proxi-
mal development) in which learning is the activity of doing what you do not know
how to do. When people are asked to create something, they are placed in posl-
tion of having to reorganize what they know to produce something new. Whe}t
they produce is a product of their activity, not what was predetermined by their
professor as what they should remember. The activity of being creative 1S process

oriented, involving helping people step out of how they typically view things, to
break out of categories and see things anew. Creative activity, as opposed to ac-

quisitional learning, promotes human development. It is the creative activity of
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When Fred trains therapists to practice social therapy, a critical foeys 1S 0n

developing the therapist’s skill in seeing and .relating to the group rather thyy
the individuals who comprise the group. A social therapist wogld ask,. “How is the
aroup doing?” or “What does the group want to do?” The pbllosophlcal belief in
the existence of the group as an entity 18 fundamental to social therapy, where the
therapist treats the group, not any individual member. This understanding of group

challenges traditional psychology, and it also challenged me to think more radi-
cally about the way I wanted to teach my Group Dynamics course.

I decided to use Fred’s popular books, Let’s Develop! A Guide to Continuous
Personal Growth and Performance of a Lifetime: A Practical-Philosophical Guide
to the Joyous Life as textbooks for the course. To advance my own skills at being
creative, I enrolled in a personal development course at Performance of a Life-
time, an improvisational program inspired by Fred’s social therapeutic appro
gilped at the development of adult creativity. There I learned improvisational &
t}V}ties that engage people in the activity of performance, the self-conscious &
Uity of producing how we are in the world. Using this cultural-performa
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from the beginning that this is no ordinary class. The students perform their
{vities on stage, in front of a live audience.

Through Fred’s books,.l have introduced my students to the s gnificance of
philomphizmg and performing. For example, after my students read “Givin gina
Culture of Getting™ (a chapter from Let’s Develop), I ask them to Improvisation-
ally create a skit with two different endings. Creating different possibilities out of
similar circumstances gives them the opportunity to engage in the philosophical
activity of considering questions like, when do we decide to be giving? Who do
we give to? Why do we give? Is there a developmental value to giving?

By philosophizing I mean being self-conscious of the ordinary day-to-day
activity of making mundane decisions in our lives. Through the activity of phi-
losophizing students learn to think critically. I ask them questions to explore the
assumptions of how we think. I'm seeking to create a conversation without as-
suming that either they or I know anything.

At times, they are assigned to create cultural productions for the college
campus. Last semester, for example, they produced a forum on therapeutic con-
versations. They invited a guest speaker and organized students to attend the event.
At the forum, the students performed skits about the experiences that they had
visiting physicians and counselors, and having the experts not listen to them as
they gave their professional advice. The humor of the skits not only made clear
the significance of the forum’s theme, but simultaneously created an environment
where the guest speaker could lead an open and lively dialogue.

By creating, producing, and performing cultural events daily in class and
occasionally for the college campus, the students are engaged in a primarily col-
lective activity, rather than a primarily individualistic one, and thereby are build-
ing a community among themselves. Performers work to make their on-stage
partners look good, a fundamentally giving activity that challenges the competi-
tive character of most learning environments. Students say that what we do is in
stark contrast to their other classes where they rarely meet their fellow classmates
and are tacitly discouraged from sharing knowledge so that each person can look
good compared to others. In these ways, my teaching raises philosophical ques-
tions for them that challenge their notions of schoolwork and learning.

My students are confused—often from the first day to the final class—but
they are creative, creating, alive, and performing. Indeed, their confusion and
experience of not knowing is a condition for development. This 1s what Fred means

by nonepistemological. They have to engage the traditional notions of the “self”
and the associated therapeutic conceptions, “know yourself” and “identity.” Stu-
dents get introduced to Ludwig Wittgenstein’s understanding of private language,
and engage the question of creating meaning rather than just using language. They
play with the intellectual history of concepts such as identity, self, and other, and

how these concepts impact on their daily lives. |
These discoveries regarding performance, development, and community un-

derlie the unique structure of my classes. Students build learning environments
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read?” This book is for them as much as 1t 18 .for those mterested N training 5 munity where t
therapists or those considering advanced training. develop.

All of which brings us back to Town Hall. What will Fred say about now 1q
change everything? Like most everyone in the theater, 1 am at the edge of my gy

barely containing my anticip ation. Fred 1s a great orator and master storytglley teachings of
He never fails to be provocative, intriguing, protound, and yet quite ordinary, VEery practic
From his opening remarks, his distinct methodological understanding is eviden, the world «
He thanks everyone for coming to the event and then, with his characteristic charm,

pokes fun at the title of his lecture while simultaneously revealing his understang-
ing of what it means to change everything. He says, “There 18 a paradox of giving

4 talk entitled “changing everything.’ That 1s, that giving talks changes nothing, It
1S not me who 1s going to change anything. It’s you, and the thousands of peopke
like you, who have the capacity to change everything. So if you came to heara
inspirational talk, you came to the wrong place. You are the inspiration, notme.

. In thg tollowing days the students in my Group Dynamics class are aie
with questions.

it .‘q loved the event, but | thought it was supposed to be a psycholog
C. y did he talk so much about paradoxes‘?” “WOW, 1t Was VETY 'm\e(egm\g

| see hov
fulfilling. 1 2

m that Fr \ . \
* 1eW paradign beingei(rlui(())fl5 MO believe that paradigm shifts occur 882 “\\\\‘(\c
ISttution or 20vernment uced to S0CIety from hlgh On P, such as 4 MU\

* Pl L 10
»be believes that paradigm shifts are 0¥
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of social-cultural transtformations produced by the masses of society and that this
takes years if not decades to produce. He does not make a distinction between the
activity of transforming paradigms and the cultural activity of creating new environ-
ments and activities and building community. I remind my students that Fred is
continuously attempting to organize new cultural activities of people seeing in
new ways by creating community together.

As a community organizer, I helped Fred build an independent political party
to help people see that they can create new conceptions of democracy and demo-
cratic participation, allowing for new coalitions among people who otherwise
might not come together—building community. As a protessor, I support students
to create a new learning environment that is not predetermined, where they can
philosophize, play with abstractions, perform and create culture, and build a com-
munity where they are free not to know, where they are free to creatively learn and
develop.

[ see how lucky I am, at this time 1n history, to find my job as an educator
fulfilling. I am fortunate to introduce to you, as I do my students, some of the
teachings of Dr. Fred Newman. The abstractions contained within them are of
very practical value to my students in the Bronx and, I believe, to ordinary people

the world over.




