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6 Introduction

collaborator. Because they lived in separate cities and met only a few times 
each year, they corresponded often, and their correspondence constitutes a 
remarkable record of interaction in a collaborative circle.

In chapter 6,1 examine the dynamics of the “Ultras,” the name taken by 
the extremists among the women who led the drive for womens rights in 
the United States in the 1850s. The circle included Elizabeth Cady Stanton 
and Susan B. Anthony, along with Lucretia Mott, Lucy Stone, and An
toinette Brown. In analyzing this case, I focus on the transformation of the 
relationships in circles as they move through the collective action and 
separation stages. In addition, I explore some of the gender differences in 
the dynamics of circles. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
women were excluded from collaborative circles in most disciplines. It was 
rare to find women included in the cafe discussions of the Impressionists 
or in the private chambers of the Oxford dons. As the roles of men and 
women have converged at the end of the twentieth century, women have 
become more likely to participate in collaborative circles. However, the 
structural and cultural constraints on womens participation, which to a 
certain extent are still present, stood out more visibly in the nineteenth cen
tury; and the unique resources that women bring to circles may also stand 
out more clearly.

In the final chapter, I summarize my emerging theory of circle develop
ment, placing my findings in the context of research on social networks as 
well as previous theories of group and adult development.

Chapter i

Collaborative Circles and Creative Work

A collaborative circle combines the dynamics of a friendship group and a 
work group. At the core is. a set of friends who, over a period of time work
ing together, negotiate a shared vision that guides their work. As the group 
evolves, the members develop their own rituals and jargon, and each mem
ber comes to play an expected role. To illustrate a collaborative circle, I begin 
with a sketch of the formation of the Inklings, a circle formed by J. R. R. 
Tolkien, C. S. Lewis, his brother Warner, and their friends (plates 1-2).

C. S. Lewis had his first conversation with J. R. R. Tolkien in May 1926, 
after a faculty meeting of the English department at Oxford University. For 
both men it was the end of their first academic year there. Lewis, age 
twenty-eight, was a fellow, and Tolkien, age thirty-four, was a professor. 
They met at a time when Lewis, who had studied at Oxford as an under
graduate, felt distant from his remaining undergraduate friends and a grow
ing disillusionment with his faculty colleagues. For his part, Tolkien was in 
a period of conflict with his wife and in the midst of a struggle with his col
leagues over restructuring the curriculum in the department.

Lewis liked Tolkien as a person, but he opposed the position he took in 
the faculty meeting. Tolkien had argued that the English curriculum should 
focus on the “language”—a code word for classical English literature. He 
opposed inclusion of “modern” literature, which to him meant anything 
written after Chaucer. Despite their differences, over the course of the next 
academic year Lewis was drawn into a large discussion group that had 
formed around Tolkien. The group, known as the “Coalbiters,” met to read 
and discuss Nordic literature and language. Over the next few years, Lewis 
ambivalendy began to support Tolkien’s position on the English curricu
lum. Often they supported one another in faculty politics and debates, but 
occasionally they still found themselves on opposing sides.
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lo Chapter One

For an Oxford scholar at this time to take religion seriously and to dis
close his beliefs to a colleague was unusual, to say the least. As Lewis later 
put it, Oxford was in a “post-Christian” era (Hooper 1996). When he was in 
his early twenties, Lewis had decided he was an atheist, but after the death 
of his father when he was thirty-one, he began to reconsider his beliefs. Pri
vately, he came to accept the idea that there was a deity, but this belief was 
not anchored in any religious tradition. He felt particularly skeptical about 
Christianity, which he viewed as a religion built on recycled mythology. For 
him, the story of the death and resurrection of a god resembled too closely 
the ancient Egyptian myths about gods who died and returned to life 
(Lewis 1995). Until the discussion with Tolkien and Dyson, he had not dis
closed his thinking to anyone; but in the deepening exchange that night, he 
risked exposing his views.

The three men shared enough assumptions that they were open to each 
others arguments. Tolkien, who was Roman Catholic, agreed that the New 
Testament story was a myth, but he argued that it was a profoundly differ
ent myth, for it was also a true story based on historical events. Like all good 
myths, he argued, it expressed some fundamental truth. His argument, 
which may have seemed particularly persuasive to Lewis in the wee hours of 
intense conversation, was that the historical events had unfolded in the 
form of a familiar myth so as to create a story that would penetrate human 
consciousness. Like an alien visitor, the deity had borrowed the language of 
a familiar myth to convey a theological “reality.” Although perhaps not 
firmly grounded in logic or evidence, Tolkien’s argument had many fine 
points, and after several days’ germination the outcome of the conversation 
was that Lewis, the urbane Oxford scholar, decided to become a Christian. 
Possibly because of his Northern Irish Protestant background, Lewis could 
not allow himself to become a Roman Catholic, like Tolkien, but he did 
decide to become an Anglican. Over the next year, with some variations in 
individual positions, the Inklings incorporated Christianity as a core com
ponent of the culture of their circle.

As the structure and culture of the circle evolved, and as their discussions 
continued, the members did not always agree, but they negotiated a shared 
“mythopoetic” vision of narrative, literature, and religion that inspired and 
shaped their work. Their shared Christian religious beliefs and their fasci
nation with the form of myth were the foundations of a vision that influ
enced the members’ writing for the rest of their lives. For example, many of 
the themes in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings series and Lewis’s Narnia tales first 
emerged in these weekly discussions. After discussing a theme, a member 
might go home, write a chapter that gave form to the theme, then read what
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he wrote in a Thursday evening meeting. As the men reacted to the reading, 
they helped to reshape the work and in doing so sharpened their own un
derstanding of the emerging group vision.

The early discussions in the Inklings circle dramatically altered Lewis’s 
thinking, and over the course of the next few years the group interaction 
shaped both the themes and the style of his literary work. Recountijig how 
the circle freed him to construct his own imaginative work, Lewis wrote: 
“Alone among unsympathetic companions, I hold certain views and stan
dards timidly, half ashamed to avow them and half doubtftil if they can af
ter all be right. Put back among my friends and in half an hour—in ten 
minutes—these same views and standards become once more indisputable. 
The opinion of this litde circle . . . outweighs that of a thousand out
siders. . ., it will do this even when my Friends are far away, (i960,114).

In his diary from this period, Tolkien wrote that the “friendship with 
Lewis compensates for much and besides giving constant pleasure and 
comfort has done me much good from the contact with a man at once 
honest, brave, intellectual, a scholar, a poet, and a philosopher.” Many years 
later, Tolkien wrote of Lewis: “The unpayable debt I owe to him was not in
fluence as it is usually understood, but sheer encouragement. He was for 
long my only audience. Only from him did I ever get the idea that my stuff 
could be more than a private hobby” (Carpenter 1977,148).

This sketch of the Inklings suggests the ways collaborative circles de
velop and provides a glimpse of the processes and influences we will be ex
amining throughout this book. With the Inklings as our starting point, let 
us move on to a discussion of what we mean by “collaborative circle.”

Definitions

A collaborative circle is a primary group consisting of peers who share sim
ilar occupational goals and who, through long periods of dialogue and col
laboration, negotiate a common vision that guides their work. The vision 
consists of a shared set of assumptions about their discipline, including 
what constitutes good work, how to work, what subjects are worth working 
on, and how to think about them. For a group of artists, the shared vision 
might be a new style. For a group of scientists, it might be a new theoretical 
paradigm. Each member comes to play an informal role in the circle, and 
each role may have a history as the group develops over time. Even while 
working alone, the individual members are affected by the group and the 
roles they play in it. As C. S. Lewis observed, the group vision and the roles 
each participant plays in the group continue to guide and sustain the mem-
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bers, “even when . . . Friends are far away.” For members of the collabora
tive circle, each persons work is an expression of the circle s shared vision fil
tered through his or her own personality.

It is important to distinguish a collaborative circle from a mentor- 
protege relationship. Although a mentor often plays a part in the develop
ment of a creative person, that role differs from the part played by a col
laborative circle. A mentor is an older, more established professional who 
conveys the vision of a previous generation and guides the protege s early 
steps into a discipline. The proteg^ may in time become ambivalent about 
and rebel against the dependence inherent in this subordinate role (Levin
son et al. 1978). In other circumstances, the protege might become the dis
ciple of the mentor, reluctant to accept creative advances that challenge the 
mentor s work. In contrast, collaborative circles are groups formed by peers 
who negotiate an innovative vision of their field. Often they first come to
gether as a friendship group that only later evolves into a collaborative 
circle. Although proteges of the same mentor sometimes form a collabora
tive circle, when they do, their relationship to the mentor and the mentor s 
vision may be clouded by ambivalence.

Collaborative Circles as Pseudo-Kinship Groups
In modern and postmodern societies, collaborative circles play a more im
portant part in adult development than they did in traditional societies. In 
traditional societies, children learned their occupational skills in their fam
ilies. In modern and postmodern societies, where technological and cul
tural changes are relentless, family members rarely have the expertise to 
socialize a child into a discipline. Each professional discipline has a con
stantly changing body of knowledge and skills that must be mastered be
fore a novice can become a practicing member. In the period between 
adolescence and adulthood when a person disengages from the family, 
masters a discipline, and crystallizes an adult occupational identity, a col
laborative circle often becomes the primary group that completes social
ization.

For those who begin their careers in a collaborative circle, the group pro
vides informal socialization into their discipline. Working side by side, they 
master new techniques. In backstage discussions, they fine-tune their un
derstanding of concepts and hone their ability to speak the jargon of their 
discipline. They orient each other to the great debates of the day, and even 
act them out in their arguments with one another. They learn about the po
litical coalitions and animosities between important people in their field, 
and what should or should not be said to whom. They also learn about the
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social structure and career ladders. Eventually, they come to know where 
they stand on the current issues in their discipline, or, in other words, they 
clarify their professional identities. Most important, the shared vision, style, 
or culture of the group shapes their work during a large portion of their ca
reers.

Transference of Familial Relationships
In a sense, the circle becomes a surrogate family, and the interpersonal rela
tionships within the circle often are weighted by the emotional transference 
of familial relationships. Members may consciously or unconsciously see 
one another as brothers and sisters, or “family,” and a mentor may be seen 
as a parental figure. In turn, the mentor may see the members of the collab
orative circle as intellectual “children.”

Once these transferences are engaged, the circle has the potential to work 
like a therapy group. Members may use the group to restage the dynamics 
of their family relationships and free themselves from constraining pat
terns. For example, one member may be overly compliant to authority be
cause of anxiety about pleasing a parent; another may transfer a competitive 
relationship with a sibling onto someone in the circle. If compulsive styles 
of relating to authority and peers interfere with creative work, the interac
tion in the circle may enable members to work free of them and achieve a 
more mature style of working and relating to others. As they dispel the 
shadows of their familial relationships, the members gain increased mastery 
over the psychological processes that block or distort their creative work.

Freud himself was enmeshed in a collaborative circle laden with trans
ference dynamics when he developed the foundations of psychoanalytic 
theory (Mahony 1979; Erikson 1989; Schur 1972). It could be argued that he 
crystallized his understanding of the dynamics of transference in part 
through his analysis of his relationships to the members of this circle. For 
example, some of his fundamental insights about transference emerged out 
of his analysis of the dynamics of his friendship with his collaborator, Wil
helm Fleiss. In 1897, while he was in the midst of his self-analysis and work
ing on The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud became fascinated by the 
parallels in a youthful relationship with a nephew very close to him in age 
and his adult relationship with Fleiss.

In the 1890s, his friendship and collaborations with Ernst Breuer and 
Wilhelm Fleiss stimulated and sustained him through a decade of profes
sional isolation and discouragement. As he theorized about the causes of 
hysterical paralysis and other psychological symptoms, he saw himself as a 
member of this collaborative circle, and he saw the work of all three mem
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bers potentially converging on a common theory. For example, 4 April 
1896, he wrote to Fleiss that he was “busy thinking out something which 
would cement our work together” (Bonaparte, Freud, and Kris 1954,141). 
Reluctantly preparing to abandon his initial neurological theory of neuro
sis in favor of a purely psychological theory, he explained to Fleiss: “It is pri
marily through your example that intellectually I gained the strength to 
trust my judgement, even when I am left alone . . . and, like you, to face 
with lofty humility all the difficulties that the future may bring. For all that, 
accept my humble thanks! I know that you do not need me as much as I 
need you, but I also know that I have a secure place in your affection” (i Jan
uary 1896, in Masson 1985,158).

Collaborative Circles as Delinquent Gangs
Collaborative circles usually form among persons in their twenties or early 
thirties. Although the participants are usually well beyond adolescence, in 
many ways the dynamics of a circle resemble those of a delinquent gang. By 
definition, creative work is deviant, in that, in form or content, it does not 
conform to established traditions in a field. Particularly in the early stages of 
the development of a circle, as members are developing a culture that en
courages creativity, they often are more than simply innovative—they are 
deliberately provocative toward those in authority. During this period, the 
work sometimes resembles acts of vandalism, in which the members dese
crate symbols of authority in their field. The group members see themselves 
as rebels, and responding to one another’s dares, they take pride in devalu
ing the sacred icons of the previous generation. An example of work done 
during this stage of circle development is Marcel Duchamp’s replica of the 
Mona Lisa. The replica is nearly identical to Leonardo’s original, except, re
flecting the iconoclastic style of his Dadaist circle, Duchamp penciled in a 
moustache and goatee on Mona Lisa’s face. There is an element of conspir
acy, or as Miller (1983) calls it, “complicity,” in a circle during this early stage 
of development. In his analysis of his own experience in the Inklings, C. S. 
Lewis takes just this tone: “Every real friendship is a sort of secession, even 
a rebellion. It may be a rebellion of serious thinkers against accepted clap
trap or of faddists against accepted good sense: of real artists against popu
lar ugliness or of charlatans against civilized taste; of good men against the 
badness of society or of bad men against its goodness. Whichever it is, it 
will be unwelcome to Top People” (i960,114).

For some circles, the targets of rebellion are broader than just the au
thorities within their own discipline. At times members may engage in 
pranks, vandalism, or more serious protests aimed at a wide range of au
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thorities. For example, in February 1910, before they crystallized their ma
ture styles in art and literature, several members of the Bloomsbury group 
carried out an elaborate prank on the British navy that came to be known as 
the “Dreadnought Hoax” (Edel 1979; Stansky 1996). As Stansky notes, the 
pranksters were a group of “disrespectful young people” with “some degree 
of subversive thought about the concept of Empire” (1996,18). Instigated 
by Horace Cole and Adrian Stephen, Virginia Woolf’s younger brother, 
they concocted a plan to “hoodwink the British Navy, to penetrate its secu
rity and to enjoy a conducted tour of [the H.M.S Dreadnought], the flag
ship of the Home Fleet, the most formidable, the most modern and the 
most secret man o’ war then afloat” (Bell 1972,157).

They first sent a telegram that appeared to come from the undersecretary 
of the British Foreign Office, announcing a visit by the “emperor of Abys
sinia.” A few hours later the group of six friends, including Virginia, age 
twenty-eight, and Adrian, age twenty-seven, Horace Cole, age twenty- 
eight, and Duncan Grant, age twenty-five, arrived at the ship. Four of them, 
including Virginia, who played one of the princes, wore robes, turbans, and 
dark makeup, and pretended they could not speak English. Adrian pre
tended to be their translator. The navy reception crew met them on the 
dock and escorted them aboard the ship boasting about its capabilities. The 
guests were introduced to the admiral. Adrian bowed and struggled to 
translate the nonsense words of his charges into appropriate English 
phrases; then he struggled to translate the admiral’s English back into the 
visitors’ gibberish. The “prince” requested a rifle salute, and the admiral 
graciously complied. Bowing and smiling, the group of visitors returned to 
shore. The navy officers were completely fooled, until, much to their em
barrassment, Horace Cole leaked the story to the press and provided pho
tographs as evidence. Virginia Woolf participated partly in response to 
pressures from her brother and partly for the fun of it, but the events con
tributed to her feminist perspective on masculine subcultures. In summing 
up the significance of the event, Quentin Bell notes that “the theme of mas
culine honour, of masculine violence and stupidity, of gold-laced mascu
line pomposity remained with her the rest of her life. She had entered the 
Abyssinian adventure for the fun of the thing; but she came out of it with a 
new sense of the brutality and silliness of men” (1972,167).

In the early stages of circle development, not only do the members’ atti
tudes toward external authority resemble those of a delinquent gang, but 
their interpersonal relationships have some ganglike qualities. The mem
bers of the circle, like members of a gang, goad one another on, encourag
ing their creative endeavors, until they cross the boundaries of accepted
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ways of thinking and working in a field. They set a pace for working, and 
they escalate the level of risky play on the edges of acceptability. While 
working alone, a member may be tempted to try something new, some
thing even forbidden by authorities in the field; but alone, the person does 
not follow through on the impulse. When the impulse is validated by other 
members of a circle, the conflicted member is more likely to act. An outra
geous work by one member of the group becomes a dare for the next mem
ber to match. A wild idea thrown out in the midst of an argument may be 
picked up and incorporated into the emerging group vision. Like delin
quents, the members say and do things together that none would ever have 
done alone. In analyzing his experience in the Inklings group, C. S. Lewis 
recognizes the thin boundary between collaborative circles and delinquent 
gangs:

Friendship ... is born at the moment when one man says to another 
“What! You too? I thought that no one but myself...” But the com
mon taste or vision or point of view which is thus discovered need not 
always be a nice one. From such a moment art, or philosophy, or an 
advance in religion or morals might well take rise; but why not also 
torture, cannibalism, or human sacrifice? Surely most of us have ex
perienced the ambivalent nature of such moments in our own youth?
It was wonderful when we first met someone who cared for our fa
vorite poet. . . . But it was no less delightful when we met someone 
who shared a secret evil. This too became far more palpable and ex
plicit; of this too, we ceased to be ashamed. Even now, at whatever 
age, we all know the perilous charm of shared hatred or grievance.

(i960,113)
Of course, creative work is much more than delinquency. If the rebel

lious urges are not sublimated into disciplined mastery of a field, and if they 
are not guided by the circles emergent vision, the creative work will not 
amount to much more than the graffiti of real delinquents. Nevertheless, in 
the early stages of circle development, the work of the members may be 
more like rebellious acts of vandalism than disciplined works of art or sci
ence. And, as we shall see, the conditions under which circles form resemble 
those in which some types of delinquent gangs form.

Circles and Creativity
In his analysis of Freuds relationship with Fleiss, Kohut (1985) notes the 
limitations of conventional theories of creativity. Traditional theories pro
pose that creativity requires isolation and individuation, and that creative
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work is most likely to be done by highly autonomous individuals working 
alone (e.g., Storr 1988; Williams i960). Kohut suggests that this theory has 
obscured our understanding of cases in which creative people, including 
Freud, have done their most creative work while embedded in a collabora
tive circle. He refers to the strong bonds that often characterize relationships 
in circles as “mergers with selfobjects.” To underline his conceptualization 
of interdependent, “merging” selves, Kohut spells “self object” as one word. 
The creative person experiences the selfobject as an extension of self, at 
once a fascinated audience and an idealized model. In a state of interdepen
dent merger with one another, members of a collaborative circle trust one 
another with their wildest ideas, use each other as sounding boards and crit
ics, and develop a sense of common mission. Erik Erikson characterizes 
Fleiss as Freuds “other,” his coconspirator, applauding audience, and cau
tioning chorus who “seems to have had the stature and the wide education 
which permitted Freud to entrust him with imaginings, transpositions, and 
guesses . . . [that] turned out to be elements of a true vision and blueprint 
for a science” (Erikson 1989, 395).

Embedded in a relationship with a selfobject, the creative person feels 
more cohesive and centered (Kohut 1980), more free to explore untried or 
even objectionable ideas, less distracted by guilt, self-doubt, resentment, or 
jealousy. Under the spell of the selfobject, the creative person invests more 
energy in an inner life and is able to carry out sustained periods of creative 
work.

The Stages of Development of Collaborative Friendship Circles

Each stage of the development of circles will be examined in detail when we 
discuss the case studies in later chapters. At this point, I present a brief 
sketch of the stages. Although this conceptualization appears at the begin
ning of the book, it should be clear that it has emerged inductively as the 
end product of the research.

I. Formation
Collaborative circles are formed by friends who meet one another in a social 
network consisting of members of the same discipline or occupation. Fis
cher’s (1982) findings on the effects of social class and place of residence on 
friendship networks suggest that collaborative circles are more common 
among upper-middle-class people living in urban settings. Friendships of 
working-class people or of people living in rural areas are more likely to be 
with family members and neighbors. But in cities, middle-class people are
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likely to reach beyond their families and neighborhoods to form adult 
friendships with members of their occupational networks. In rare cases, 
family members and neighbors may have the expertise to socialize a novice 
into a field, but it is more likely that those who break free of these local net
works will form collaborative circles.

Occupational networks vary in structure, opportunities for advance
ment, and the rate at which members move from the periphery to the cen
ter. Some networks are highly centralized, and at the center a small number 
of people control most of the opportunities to work and win accjaim. For 
example, in the network of Hollywood composers studied by Faulkner 
(1983), a relatively few prestigious composers at the center of the network 
wrote most of the music for movies, and freelancers on the periphery were 
highly dependent upon them for assignments and opportunities to prove 
themselves. This kind of network encourages a strong mentor-proteg^ sys
tem, but it does not seem to foster collaborative circles. In the forward to 
Faulkner s work, a highly successfiil composer, Fred Steiner, contrasts this 
system to the one he knew in the earlier Hollywood studios:

Many of filmdoms most accomplished composers learned the nuts 
and bolts of the profession from the inside ... as anonymous cogs in 
the . . . large, flourishing music departments which were such vital 
parts of the studio system. They usually worked first as arrangers and 
orchestrators; then perhaps as member [s] of those two-, three-, and 
four-man writing teams who pooled their efforts scoring the hun
dreds of quickie B and C “program” pictures . . . composing by com
mittee. . . . An invaluable adjunct to this apprenticeship was the 
opportunity to profit from interaction with a group of talented and 
industrious colleagues. . . constantly exploring new ideas, developing 
and perfecting older techniques, and sharing knowledge with each 
other.

(Faulkner 1983,4)

Collaborative circles are more likely to form in occupational networks 
where socialization is prolonged, mobility is slow and uncertain, access to 
mentors is limited, and peers interact frequently with one another. Popular 
music, which is frequently composed and performed by groups, seems to 
combine these network properties in a way that fosters collaborative circles 
(e.g., Peterson 1997).

In the formation stage, the members may be no more than acquain
tances who happen to be in the same place at the same time. Although it 
may seem that they met by chance, it is likely that their shared values and as
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pirations led them to gravitate toward a “magnet place.” By magnet place I 
mean an art studio, a laboratory, an artist community, a hospital, or some 
other place where people value the expertise and practice the skills the pro
spective members hope to acquire.

Often a group forms when a gatekeeper or a matchmaker who knows 
each member individually introduces them to one another. In other words, 
circles often begin as radial networks centered on a single person. The per
sonality and values of the gatekeeper act as filters in the formation of a 
circle. When circles form in a magnet place out of the friendship network of 
a gatekeeper, the members are more likely to share a common language and 
set of values, and they are likely to possess similar levels of “cultural capital” 
(Bourdieu 1993; DiMaggio and Mohr 1985); that is, they are likely to be 
roughly similar in their levels of expertise in their disciplines as well as in 
their familiarity with the elite and popular cultures of their society. In short, 
they can talk to each other.

If they are selected by a gatekeeper, they may also share a constellation of 
personality characteristics. For example, they may embody poles of con
flicts that the gatekeeper is attempting to work out in his or her own mind. 
One friend might represent the more traditional approaches to a discipline, 
while another friend may be seen as “wild” or fun to be with because he or 
she experiments with new ways of thinking. At a deeper level, the gate
keeper may be externalizing through transference some unresolved tensions 
in familial relationships. Regardless of the gatekeepers motives, because 
circle members are filtered through the gatekeeper’s personality, all mem
bers are likely to share a number of characteristics, including a similar ori
entation to their discipline, similar levels of ambition, a common language 
of discourse, and common attitudes toward success in their field.

Although most collaborative circles form when the members are in their 
twenties or early thirties, chronological age is probably less important than 
stage of psychological and career development. From a life course perspec
tive, people appear to be most ready to form circles during transition peri
ods—when they leave home, when they divorce or become widowed, when 
they change professions, or when they begin a new stage.in their career. 
Novice members of a circle are likely to be in a state of identity moratorium 
(Erikson 1964)—at a stage when they have decided what they want to do in 
life and are working to master a set of occupational skills, but before they 
have established a professional identity.

Collaborative circles often form among those who are marginalized in 
their fields or blocked from advancement. Although circles sometimes form 
among those who are more established, such people are likely to become
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part of a collaborative circle only if, like Tolkien, they feel their current roles 
block them from pursuing deep interests. In cases like these, the culture of 
a collaborative circle may nurture a vision that is devalued in one’s public 
role or tangential to one’s work, as the religious, mythopoetic culture of the 
Inklings was devalued at secular Oxford.

Collaborative circles usually do not form among people on the fast track. 
As several writers have suggested (e.g., Kanter 1976; Bourdieu 1993), those 
who rise rapidly in a field are usually focused on winning the approval of es
tablished authorities in their discipline. Because they are more comfortable 
with authorities, they are likely to be proteges of an established mentor, and 
their commitment to the mentor often is stronger than their commitments 
to their peers. Rather than form a rebellious circle and create a new vision, 
proteges often reaffirm or elaborate the visions of their mentors. Although 
a sensitive mentor can nurture creativity in a protege, the power differential 
in the relationship makes it more difficult for the protege to acquire a sepa
rate voice.

Even when mentors are readily available in an occupational network, 
personality factors may influence whether a person chooses to work pre
dominantly with a mentor, a collaborative circle, or alone. Sulloway’s (1996) 
work on birth order and creativity suggests that firstborns may feel more 
comfortable in the protege role, while later-borns may be more likely to 
form collaborative circles. He finds that when innovative theories emerge in 
a scientific discipline, firstborns are more likely than later-borns to resist 
them. Firstborns seem more likely to defend the theories of the previous 
generation, whereas later-borns seem more open to new ideas. Collabora
tive circles of peers nourish the kind of thinking that Sulloway attributes to 
later-borns.

Like most friendships, collaborative circles are usually formed by persons 
of relatively equal status who possess relatively equal resources. With rela
tive equality in economic, social, and cultural capital, all members are able 
to keep pace in the interaction and maintain balanced exchanges. One 
common characteristic of successful circles is open, egalitarian relationships 
among members. When the distribution of resources among members is 
unequal, it is more difficult for them to maintain equality in their exchanges. 
In circles that become successful, early in the relationship the members 
evolve norms that encourage open communication and wide-ranging ex
changes. However, in the formation stage, rather than focusing on their 
current work, the conversations usually center around more peripheral, less 
threatening, concerns. If they exchange work, they are likely to exchange 
finished products rather than work in progress.
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INFORMAL ROLES IN THE FORMATION STAGE. Each Stage of circle 
development is characterized by a constellation of informal roles. Informal 
roles are relatively stable patterns of behavior that come to be expected of 
each member. In the formation stage, the roles of the novice members have 
a quality of courtship about them. Brought together by a gatekeeper, they 
size one another up, discover areas of commonality, and engage in activities 
that require litde commitment. Besides the roles of gatekeeper and novice 
member, in successful groups there is likely to be one member who plays the 
part of the charismatic leader—a narcissistic member, idealized by the 
other members, whose energy and vision sweep them into exploratory ac
tivities. This leader and the new members have reciprocal impact on one 
another: the charismatic leader sparks the involvement of the novices, and 
the dynamics of the group draw out the energy and vision of the charis
matic leader.

2. Rebellion against Authority
Early in their relationship, before members develop the trust to explore 
their deepest interests, and before they sharpen the boundaries between 
themselves and nonmembers, they often discover a common antipathy to
ward authorities in their field. In this stage, they find it easier to talk about 
what they dislike rather than what they like. They may be vague about the 
kind of work they value, but they are very clear about the kind of work they 
reject. Indeed, there may be a “slash and burn” quality to their interactions 
as they attack with relish the conventional work in their field.

One of the most common group activities in the rebellion stage is the rit
ual of sharing anecdotes about the “outrageous” work of those in positions 
of authority. When they are apart, members gather gossip about these au
thorities, then, when they come together, they share their stories. The sto
ries serve as legends in the group: by repeating the themes in the stories the 
members come to understand more clearly who they are and what they re
ject in their field. At times the shared antipathy may be focused on a peer 
who serves as a scapegoat—someone who is seen as currying the favor of 
the authorities, or who embodies the conservative values that members are 
attempting to distance themselves from. When a scapegoat is present at a 
meeting, the group’s ritualistic activity may involve baiting him or her into 
an argument; and when the scapegoat is absent, they may ritualize story
telling about his or her faults.

In addition to the scapegoat, the role constellation during the rebellion 
stage includes an authority figure who is seen as a “tyrant.” The tyrant, a 
person outside the group, is a constraining or threatening authority who
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has some power over the members. A third role is the “lightning rod,” a 
member who is most articulate in expressing the group s shared hostility to
ward authority figures and scapegoats. Finally, the constellation includes 
the conflicted members who are ambivalent about rebelling. Caught in the 
middle, they share some of the values of the rejected authorities, but they 
also enjoy the flamboyant expression of contempt by the less conflicted, 
charismatic leader. For them, the group interaction serves as a stage on 
which their internal conflicts are externalized and dramatized.

5. The Quest Stage: Negotiating a New Vision
In the third stage of development, the members begin the process of con
structing their own vision. By vision I mean a socially constructed set of be
liefs about the basic “facts” that should be taken into account in a field, the 
most important problems to work on, and the best ways to work on them. 
For artists, it is a shared style—an approach to painting, including a set of 
beliefs about what to paint and how to paint it. For scientists, it is a shared 
theory and method of doing research. For social reformers, it is a shared set 
of beliefs about what is wrong with the world and how to go about chang
ing it. In brief, a vision is a theory and a method for doing work in a field. A 
circle arrives at a vision through trial and error, argument, and eventual 
consensus.

INFORMAL ROLES IN THE QUEST STAGE. The role of “boundary 
marker” becomes important at this point in group development. Members 
of circles often talk to one another as if they are on a journey in a cultural 
space. Ahead of them are members who have “gone too far” in rebelling and 
embracing new ideas and techniques. Behind them are members who are 
lagging behind”—too slow to abandon conventional or outdated ap

proaches to the discipline. Those out in front are the “radicals”; those lag
ging behind are the “conservatives.” By reacting to the positions taken by 
these boundary-marking members, and by exploring tentative alternative 
ideas, the members begin to crystallize areas of agreement about a shared vi
sion. By arguing about and clarijfying what they reject in the work of the 
boundary markers, the members begin to build consensus about the kind of 
work they value (Erikson 1966; Farrell 1979).

PAIRED COLLABORATION DURING THE QUEST STAGE. Collab
orative circles usually consist of three to five members; only rarely do they 
consist of more than seven or eight. Regardless of group size, as knowledge 
of one another’s values, abilities, and personalities deepens, each member is
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likely to pair off and work more closely with one other person. During the 
quest stage, these pairs become more established as coalitions within the 
circle. Most episodes of creative work occur within these pairs. Although 
the dynamics leading up to the pairing may include the whole group, it is 
the paired members who are likely to make the discoveries or to develop the 
style or the theory that defines the group culture. The moments of discov
ery, the “collaborative moments,” take place when a pair of friends are so 
open and trusting with one another that they can share their wildest, most 
tentatively held ideas. In these moments, new ideas seem to emerge from 
the dialogue without “belonging” to either of the pair, and afterward they 
may not be able to say who had the ideas first.

As they share their ideas, experiences, and ways of thinking, the partners 
become like two linked computers, sharing one another’s hard drive mem
ories and software programs. I refer to this type of dyadic exchange as “in
strumental intimacy.” While engaged in this type of exchange, members are 
vulnerable to one another. When they open up and exchange wild ideas that 
go far beyond accepted approaches in their field, they not only risk appear
ing sloppy, foolish, or even mad; they risk having someone steal their most 
original ideas. Before two members are able to establish this kind of exchange, 
they usually must test one another’s responses in less intimate exchanges 
and negotiate a high degree of trust. In an escalating set of exchanges, the 
collaborative pair develop a set of norms that facilitates trust, openness, and 
exchange. The norms can be explicit or implicit. They include rules about a 
time and place to meet, a pace for producing and exchanging work, and a 
constructive style of critical response. The rules may also include expecta
tions about confidentiality and ownership of ideas.

Once these norms are in place, the stage is set for merging cognitive pro
cesses. At the least, creativity involves combining two or more ideas so as to 
produce something new and useful or beautiful. When two minds are 
linked in a trusting relationship, such that they can openly share ideas and 
cognitive processes, the likelihood of discovering new solutions to prob
lems increases.

Throughout the quest stage, the members alternate between meeting in 
pairs and meeting with the whole group. The quest stage tapers to an end 
when the collaborating pairs refine their new vision in discussions with the 
whole group. While individual pairs may be supportive and nurturing, the 
larger group may be skeptical and critical. In these whole group meetings, a 
member who takes the role of devil’s advocate plays an important part in 
challenging the pairs to refine their thinking. A center coalition of members 
assumes responsibility for weighing and integrating the innovations into a
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new vision. Through dialogues with the creative pairs and the devil’s advo
cate, the center coalition eventually negotiates consensus on a coherent and 
engaging vision. The center coalition comprises members who have won re
spect through their contributions to the work of the group, and who use 
their emergent authority to socialize marginal members into the emerging 
group culture.

4. The Creative Work Stage

During the creative work stage, the group members alternate between times 
when they work alone or in pairs and times when they meet as a group. Of
ten the place where they meet as a group is a particular restaurant, a bar, or 
a member’s home. Public meeting places of circles often have the qualities 
that Oldenburg (1999) attributes to “third places,” unpretentious settings 
away from both work and jfamily life, like the English pub or the French 
cafe, where a set of regulars feel welcomed and participate in an ongoing 
conversation. The physical setting may become an important part of the 
group’s identity. The group may claim an accustomed table, and members 
may each claim their accustomed chairs. If they have not already done so, 
during this stage the group is likely to develop interaction rituals, such as 
reading aloud and discussing one another’s work. The rituals and estab
lished place for meeting contribute to a more self-conscious group identity. 
If they haven’t already chosen a name for their group, they are likely to do so 
at this point, and they are likely to think of themselves as a “we.” The 
boundaries between insiders and outsiders become more apparent.

Having reached consensus about core elements of the circle’s vision, each 
member of the circle begins to follow through on the implications of that 
vision. Working alone, they may attempt new approaches, run into obstacles, 
and become discouraged. The group meetings are occasions where mem
bers replenish their self-esteem, sharpen their understanding of the vision, 
and share solutions to problems. They often leave the meetings with re
newed energy and commitment to work.

y. The Collective Action Stage
The collective action stage begins when the members decide to carry out a 
large project together. A group of artists may decide to stage an exhibition; 
a group of writers may decide to start a journal; a group of scientists may 
decide to develop a research proposal. New roles emerge as members divide 
up the labor of the project, make decisions, and become interdependent 
over a long period of time. The demands of obtaining resources outside the 
group require energy from someone who acts in the executive role (Mills
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1984), or as the “wheeler-dealer” (Dunphey 1972) for the group. This person 
may spend a great deal of time organizing the group and negotiating with 
outsiders for such things as space, equipment, and money. The demands of 
the executive leader for decision making, increased commitment, equity in 
workloads, and coordination of efforts may generate tension and conflict in 
the circle. The group lightning rod—the member who had been most vocal 
in attacking authorities outside the group—may now be called upon to act 
as an agent of control inside the group, saying what needs to be said to the 
members who are not contributing to the group project. As conflicts among 
the members escalate, the role of peacemaker is likely to become more sa
lient. The peacemaker spends time clarifying miscommunications, sooth
ing hurt feelings, and negotiating compromises to conflicting demands 
from members.

During the collective action stage, the circle participants deal directly 
with the outside world. Members may be attempting to sell their work or to 
win recognition for it from authorities in their field, such as editors, grant 
reviewers, or art juries. The public’s reactions to the circle can have signifi
cant consequences for the group. Labels and criticisms addressed at the 
group as a whole may affect the group identity as well as the individual self- 
concepts of the members. Reactions to an individual’s work may alter the 
internal status structure of the circle. For a variety of reasons, conflict 
among members is likely to increase during the collective action stage.

6. The Separation Stage
In part because of the strains of collective action, the group begins to disin
tegrate in the later stages of its existence. Conflicts may accumulate and go 
unresolved. The conflicts may polarize the group, so that the same sub
groups confront each other over and over again. Difficulties in decision 
making may lead some members to act without group support. Chronic 
conflicts may eventually swamp the member who plays the role of peace
maker. Eventually, some members may conclude that the costs of working 
together outweigh the gains. To the others, those who leave may be seen as 
disloyal to the group.

Perhaps an equally important factor that speeds disintegration is the in
dividuation of the group members. Over time each member gains from the 
interpersonal relationships in the circle in ways that contribute to more au
tonomous functioning. The increased emotional independence, along with 
the increased skill and intellectual maturity, lead some members to pursue 
separate projects. Earlier the members may have experienced the group as 
an aid in nurturing individuation from authorities. Tyrants outside the
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circle were seen as the constraining forces to be overcome. But in the sepa
ration stage, the culture of the circle and the pressures within the group may
be experienced as constraining. Some members may become obsessed with 
breaking out of the circle and gaining recognition on their own.

As the interaction with the public increases, some members may receive 
more recognition than others. The question of who deserves credit for what 
idea may lead to divisions and antagonism. For authors, the order of their 
names on publications may cause tensions. For artists, the visibility of each 
artists paintings at exhibits, or the degree of recognition for originating a 
style may become a matter of contention. For scientists, credit for an im
portant discovery may be a subject of dispute. Behind many of the conflicts 
is a sense of resentment and betrayal because of confusion about ownership 
of ideas and inequities in recognition. As these stresses mount, the mem
bers develop even stronger urges to strike out on their own.

7, The Nostalgic Reunion Stage
As the members become more distant from one another, one member may 
emerge as the groups “alumni representative.” This member gathers infor
mation about the whereabouts of the others, and may attempt to bring them 
back together. Although some reunions may occur, reunited circles rarely 
achieve the synergy they had in the earlier stages of their development.

The circle as a whole, or individual members within the circle, may ac
quire loyal disciples during this stage—younger proteges who attempt to 
codify the group s vision or construct a narrative account of the group s his
tory. The attempts to construct a final vision and an official history of the 
group may divide the group even more, as some members’ roles are seen as 
more important than others. But often the bonds of affection transcend the 
divisions over history, intellectual property, and differential success, and the 
members support one another during the personal crises of later life.

To begin our examination of the stages in the development of a collabo
rative circle, we turn first to the French Impressionists, a prototypical case 
against which to measure the group dynamics in other collaborative circles.

Chapter 2

The Life Course of a Collaborative Circle: 
The French Impressionists

Although numerous art historians have noted that the artistic style of the 
French Impressionists evolved within a collaborative circle (e.g., Bonafoux 
1986; Denvir 1987; Rewald 1973), and although much has been written 
about that style, there has been little written about the dynamics of the 
friendship circle itself (for an exception, see Rogers 1970). Theodore Duret, 
an art historian who was a member of their network, noted: “A constant 
feature of the history of the Impressionists was their influence on each 
other and their mutual borrowings . . . they developed side by side. They 
contributed their share to the common stock of invention day by day, each 
drawing on what the others had discovered by adapting and modifying it 
according to his temperament” (Duret 1910,129). In this chapter, I trace the 
development of the French Impressionist collaborative circle from forma
tion to disintegration (plates 3-12). In later chapters, I use this circle as a 
prototype and compare it to other cases.

The Social and Cultural Environment of the Impressionists

In the mid-nineteenth century, the art world of France was a relatively cen
tralized network dominated by the Academie des Beaux-Arts, the state 
sponsored agency charged with nurturing and censoring art (see Bellony- 
Rewald 1976; Bourdieu 1993; Rewald 1973; White and White 1965). Most of 
the academy members saw it as their duty to ensure that art stayed within 
prescribed moral and aesthetic boundaries. They controlled most of the 
studios where artists were trained, and they controlled the means for artists 
to become known.

When the young Impressionists arrived in Paris in the early 1860s, they 
were confronted with three major cultural currents in the art world: classi-

0

27



Chapter 7

Toward a Theory of Collaborative Circles

A collaborative circle is a set of peers in the same discipline who, through 
open exchange of support, ideas, and criticism develop into an interdepen
dent group with a common vision that guides their creative work. Like 
friendships and marriages, circles develop over time. It takes time to de
velop the trust, commitment, and instrumental intimacy necessary for col
laboration. Only at the culmination of a developmental process do we find 
the kinds of episodes of collaboration that lead to creative work. Although 
the development of circles often follows a predictable sequence^ that se
quence does not unfold automatically, like the predictable differentiation of 
a cell into a complex organism. Rather, collaborative circles are likely to 
form if certain conditions are present in the group’s environment and com
position, and if some members of the circle have the leadership skills neces
sary to guide the group at critical points in its history. Without the right 
external and internal conditions, even the most effective leader could not 
make a collaborative circle work. Without the right kinds of leadership at 
the right times, a circle will flounder, even under the best of circumstances.

Structural Conditions Conducive to Circle Formation

It is possible to view all the members of a profession or discipline as a net
work of people who exchange information, resources, rewards, and sanc
tions. To visualize the network, picture a loosely woven net stretched across 
a three-dimensional topographical map. Each member of the discipline is 
represented by a node in the network, and the line linking two nodes repre
sents the flow of communication and resources from one member to the 
other. The members perched on higher ground have more status and re
sources than those lower down, and they send and receive more informa
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tion to both nearby and distant nodes. Consequently, their nodes have nu
merous lines radiating out. The network has peaks where there are many 
high-status members linked together in a single place; and it has valleys 
where there are no high-status persons. It is woven thick—a dense net
work—where a group of people communicate frequently among them
selves. It is threadbare where individuals are relatively isolated from the flow 
of information. In some locations there are multiple peaks, where compet
ing schools with alternative visions vie for centrality. In such places, link
ages are dense among members clustered on each peak, but there are few 
links between peaks. Where in this topography are collaborative circles of 
peers most likely to form?

In 1862, Paris was a location where multiple peaks formed within the net
work of artists. Ingres, who was the most prestigious proponent of the clas
sical style valued by the French academy, represented the highest peak. The 
networks centered on Delacroix, the romanticist, and Corot, the realist 
landscape painter, can be seen as minor peaks. It was because of these peaks 
that Paris became a magnet place for young artists. They were drawn by the 
concentration of expertise, resources, and fame, as well as by the opportu
nities to develop their own skills, sell their work, and perhaps become fa
mous themselves. Some of the novices gained access to the peaks at the 
center of the network, worked in the studios of the most respected masters, 
and learned the established theories and methods. Among these privileged 
novices were proteges such as Cabanal who rose rapidly over the next 
decade. Other novices, like the young Impressionists, were highly ambi
tious and talented, but for a variety of reasons found themselves in one of 
the valleys in the network. They were in Paris near the center of the action, 
but they were cut off from the most respected masters who controlled access 
to resources and rewards. Marginalized in relation to the established au
thorities, they wove a dense network of exchange within a set of peers.

My findings suggest that collaborative circles are likely to form under 
conditions like those in which the Impressionists came together—in a 
magnet place where the high-status masters are gathered, but within the 
valleys on the periphery of that network. Highly ambitious, talented 
novices who are attracted to a magnet place but find themselves cut off from 
prestigious mentors are more likely to turn to their peers for support and 
guidance. Although they are highly motivated to succeed, they receive a 
thin stream of reward or support from those in authority. In weighing the 
rewards and costs of courting and working with a mentor as compared to 
those they find in working with their friends, circle members find commit
ment to their friends more promising, so they choose their friends.
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As Chubin (1976) found in his study of innovations in science, people in 
marginal positions in a discipline are more likely to be a source of new ideas 
than are people at the center. Perhaps because they have been marginalized, 
they are more tolerant of experimentation and deviant visions in a field. 
Ambition, coupled with their marginalization, may be what fuels the re
sentment and rebellious tone characteristic of their early interaction with 
their peers. As they interact, if they discover that the members of their cir
cle share their feelings, their irreverent attitudes toward authority are rein
forced. The validation of their attitudes and aspirations enhances their 
self-confidence. If we view collaborative circles as new forms of life, we 
could say that they evolve in the dark valleys rather than on the brightly lit 
peaks of a discipline. The peaks are where the elite organize into hierarchi
cal groups and work to preserve and extend the visions of a previous gener
ation; the valleys are where collaborative circles of peers create new visions.

Cultural Conditions Conducive to Circle Formation

If the discipline network with its peaks and valleys is the topographical 
landscape in which circles form, then the cultural environment of the circle 
is the weather pattern that passes over the landscape. Collaborative circles 
that develop innovative visions flourish in turbulent cultural environments, 
where two or more visions of a discipline, like high and low pressure fronts 
on a weather map, vie for centrality in a single place. As Louise Cowan 
(1959) noted in her study of the Fugitive poets, in certain times and places 
the proponents of competing visions confront one another and dramati
cally highlight the differences in their thinking. For those already commit
ted to one or the other vision, the confrontation has the effect of polarizing 
them even further. Particularly among those at the center of the network— 
the masters and their proteges—the conflict leads to increased commit
ment to the established visions. When under attack, prestigious mentors 
usually expect loyalty from their disciples, and categorize others as either for 
or against them. But on the periphery of the network, the conflicts at the 
center encourage the spectators to weigh one vision against the other and to 
reconsider basic assumptions. The dialogue at the center empowers those 
on the periphery to synthesize elements of the old perspectives and to con
ceive an alternative vision of their own.

The clash of alternative visions can come about for a variety of reasons. 
At times, the turbulence occurs because of rapid change in a society. Con
tacts with other cultures may lead to the introduction of new ideas and the 
questioning of old assumptions. Thus, for example, contact with Japanese

art in the 1850s offered new ways of seeing to artists in France. Inventions 
and rapid technological change may affect social roles and suggest new pos
sibilities in art, literature, science, and other fields. For example, in the 
mid-nineteenth century, the invention of photography and the new can
did photographs of landscapes and families had repercussions in the larger 
world of art. Likewise, in Nashville, Tennessee, in the early twentieth cen
tury, the imaginations of the young poets were stimulated by the spread of 
Northern manufacturing technology into a South that was still haunted by 
the glory and guilt of the past. In the Northeast United States in the late 
1840s, the Ultras drew from the values and methods of persuasion devel
oped by the abolitionists, the temperance leaders, and the religious revival
ists to construct their vision. Some geographical locations may be in a state 
of cultural turbulence because they are major intersections of diverse cul
tures where people with alternative worldviews are continuously interact
ing with one another. With an abundance of intellectual rej^ges from 
World War II, New York City took on this character in the late 1940s and 
early 1950s, and it became an international center of new developments in 
art and literature.

Major changes in the demographic composition of a discipline network 
may also lead to clashes of visions—as happened in the nineteenth century 
when women became active participants in the abolitionist and temperance 
networks. Each vision within a discipline almost always has a political con
stituency. As the demographic composition of a discipline changes, for ex
ample, the gender or ethnic balance, the political structure of a discipline is 
also likely to change, generating conflict over visions at the center.

The Macro Effects at the Micro Level
The dialogues between proponents of different visions at the center of a 
discipline network often are reenacted in the dialogues within friendship 
circles. The great debates of the day are taken up in the circles and argued 
again and again, as they were in Cafe Guerbois in Paris in the 1860s and in 
the kitchens and parlors of the Ultras in the 1850s. If communication 
within a friendship group is open, if the members are not dominated by a 
defensive mentor anxious to preserve a particular vision of the field, the in
teraction in the group may start percolating toward a new vision.

In the debates, some members identify with one side, some with the 
other, and still others are ambivalent or undecided about where they stand. 
Especially during the rebellion stage of circle formation, some members are 
ambivalent about both the traditional visions in a field and the radical alter
natives under consideration. For example, in the debates in the Guerbois,
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Renoir was drawn to the conventional linear style and dark colors of Ingres 
even while he was following Monet and rebelling against these conven
tions. He saw himself as the “cork,” adrift in a stream of conflicting cur
rents. Ingres’s classical vision was also attractive to Degas, who nevertheless 
incorporated elements of the Impressionists’ style. Despite his commit
ment to the Impressionists, he was the defender of the conventional artists 
in the circle’s extended network. In the debates between Monet and Degas, 
the ambivalent members, such as Renoir, could externalize the poles of 
their ambivalence and identify first with Monet then with Degas. By vicar
iously participating in the dialogue, the ambivalent “corks” sharpen their 
understanding of the issues and eventually develop an individual synthesis 
of the alternatives. In the discussions among the members of the Ultras of 
the women’s rights movement, Susan B. Anthony worked through her am
bivalence and uncertainty about strategies to reform women’s roles. Her 
gradual radicalization—her drift from temperance worker to spokesperson 
for Stanton in the women’s movement—was an outcome of these dialogues. 
Her gradual acceptance of the radical vision could be traced in her early 
doubts and later acceptance of the bloomer dress and the bobbed hair of the 
Ultras. Through participation in the debates, and through identification 
with the spokespersons for both sides, the conflicted members eventually 
resolve their ambivalence, firmly commit themselves to a vision, and be
come free to work more productively.

Circles as Buffers against Pressures to Conform
Once formed, a circle constructs its own subculture. At the heart of the sub
culture is the shared vision of the members—a new theory and methodol
ogy that they introduce into their discipline. For the Impressionists, it was 
their emerging theory and method of art—a set of ideas about what to 
paint and how to paint it. For the Ultras, it was their vision of the oppres
sion of women, their arguments for women’s rights based on that vision, 
and their strategies for social change. Whatever the content, a new vision is 
often viewed with suspicion by authorities in a field. A new vision not only 
raises questions about the value of existing visions, it also can have political 
and economic consequences for those who have built their careers on exist
ing visions. Not surprisingly, those who advocate the new vision are often 
viewed as threats by the established authorities at the center of a discipline 
network. These deviant innovators often become targets of formal and in
formal sanctions.

In the early stages of circle development, the supportive friendships within 
a circle enable the members to resist pressures to conform to the dominant

vision of their field. The pressures may come from family members as well 
as peers, teachers, and other authorities in the discipline. For example, in 
addition to the pressure she felt from the news media, the clergy, and the 
conservative reformers, the young Elizabeth Cady Stanton was pressured to 
moderate her stands by both her father and her husband. During the quest 
stage of circle development, the group provides a supportive context where 
the members are free to explore new, “deviant” ideas. During the collective 
action stage, when the members take the new vision into the community, 
the circle provides the support they need to cope with rejection, ridicule, 
and sometimes even legal sanctions.

The dynamics of the circle thus not only buffer the pressures to conform, 
but encourage experimentation. The charismatic leader’s sense of mission, 
self-confidence, and daring are contagious. Under the spell of the charis
matic leader, the members are willing to try many things they would never 
have done alone. For example, Stanton’s lead in advocating the vote for 
women and in wearing the bloomer dress affected the thinking and behav
ior of both Lucy Stone and Susan B. Anthony. Those who resist the mo
mentum of the circle—the conservative boundary markers who cling to 
conventional visions as well as the radicals who go too far in rebelling— 
stimulate discussion and clarification of the circle’s emerging vision. For ex
ample, with his advocacy of T. S. Eliot’s poetry, Allen Tate was seen as too 
“modernly modern” in the Fugitive circle, but his position stimulated the 
core group to clarify their own vision of what poetry should be. Likewise, 
Antoinette Brown’s conservative arguments for women’s rights based on 
biblical sources, though rejected by the Ultras, stimulated them to clarify 
the foundation of their views based on the values of the American politick 
tradition. W^ithin the space between the radical and conservative boundary 
markers, the center coalition constructs a new vision—a new theory and 
method that guide them in doing creative work in their discipline.

The Limitations of Delinquency Theory for Circle Dynamics 
The structural conditions under which circles form—a marginalized 
group with a disjunction between their ambitious goals and the means to 
attain those goals—resemble those in which some types of delinquent 
gangs form (Cohen 1965; Short and Strodtbeck 1965). Like marginalized 
working-class adolescents, the circle members discover they cannot suc
ceed within the existing rules, so they turn to their peers and develop an 
alternative subculture. From the perspective of their subculture, the stan
dards of the dominant group are defined as “decadent,” “pass^,” or “irrele
vant. In other words, to use Sutherland’s (1940) term, deviance is ra
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tionalized and the conventional arguments for conformity are “neutral
ized.” Like delinquents spray painting graffiti on community monuments, 
circle members sometimes symbolically attack or mock the revered symbols 
of authority in their discipline. Just as the delinquent adolescents redefine 
failure in school as a form of success and conformity to the teachers’ expec
tations as treason, the members of a collaborative circle define approval by 
authorities as “selling out.” The shared vision of the circle of collaborators 
includes or implies an alternative set of values by which the members mea
sure their worth.

But unlike delinquents, members of collaborative circles have a stake in 
the system. Circles form at a later point in the life course than adolescence, 
usually during the young adult years. The members of collaborative circles 
usually have acquired more skills and resources than have adolescents, and 
they aspire to make valued contributions to their field. Unlike delinquents 
who use shortcuts, such as theft, to acquire the rewards of hard work, circle 
members seek to master a discipline and to achieve recognition within their 
field. In contrast to delinquents who usually try to keep their subculture 
and illegal activities secret, the circle members attempt to convert the au
thorities and the public to their vision. Especially during the collective ac
tion stage, circle members campaign to win converts and to institutionalize 
their views. For example, the Ultras did not setde for privately deviating 
from the restrictions on women; they campaigned for change in the laws 
and norms of their society. Likewise, the Impressionists did not try to ob
tain the rewards of painting through surreptitious means; they struggled to 
change the values of the critics and the public. Thus, although collaborative 
circles may form under structural conditions similar to those in which 
delinquent gangs form, and although they may have some of the dynamics. 
of gangs, circle members are less alienated from authority. They are more 
socially mature, have more skills and resources, and have the goal of con
verting the public to their emergent vision.

The Composition of Collaborative Circles
Collaborative circles form among highly ambitious members of a discipline 
network who share a common set of attitudes and values and who speak the 
same language. Often the commonalities are a consequence of similarities 
in their social backgrounds—their common gender, class, race, age, reli
gion, ethnicity, or upbringing. Because of these commonalities, when they 
begin interacting they find they agree about many issues, and they reinforce 
one another’s beliefs and values. For the Fugitive poets, for example, the ex
perience of growing up male in the early twentieth-century South provided
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a foundation for their discussions. The Ultras’ vision was shaped by their 
shared experiences of growing up female in the mid-nineteenth-century 
Northeast, participating in the religious revivals as adolescents, reading the 
works of Mary Wollstonecraft, and internalizing the rhetoric of the aboli
tionists. Because of their commonalities, members of successful circles 
share many assumptions about what is important and unimportant, they 
can laugh at one another’s jokes, and they do not have to justify every opin
ion or explain every detail of their thinking. In short, they feel almost a fa
milial sense of being at home with one another.

Even if they do not have common background characteristics, there are 
two additional reasons why members of collaborative circles are likely to 
have similar values and attitudes. First, although initially the members may 
be from diverse geographical and social areas, circles often form in a magnet 
place perceived as rich in resources. Because the magnet place has a reputa
tion and sends out similar signals to a wide network, those who go there are 
likely to have much in common. Second, within the social network at the 
magnet place, circles often form when one or two people—the gatekeepers 
or matchmakers—bring the members together. The gatekeeper’s criteria 
for friendship filter potential members so that those chosen have many atti
tudes and values in common. The magnet place ensures some degree of ho
mogeneity, and the gatekeeper’s selection criteria reinforce it.

Once members of a circle escalate the exchange of ideas to the point 
where they can talk openly about their current work, they begin to homog
enize their group culture further. In their discussions, they discover incon
sistencies in one another’s thinking, or they challenge the taken-for-granted 
beliefs and attitudes of their companions. In their dialogues, they pressure 
one another toward consistency and agreement. Without the common lan
guage and values that enable members to validate one another’s basic as
sumptions and argue with one another persuasively, a circle is likely to 
disintegrate during the quest stage, if not sooner.

It is in the quest stage that the members move beyond criticizing author
ities and attempt to forge a shared vision; and it is during this stage that the 
members pair off into dyadic working friendships characterized by trust and 
instrumental intimacy. Within the pairs, they open their private thoughts 
to one another, rely on one another as sympathetic critics, and expose to 
one another their most outrageous ideas. When they are engaged in this 
kind of dialogue, they are most vulnerable to one another. Without the 
commonalities of background, values, and styles of discourse, they may re
act to one another in destructive ways. The disastrous disintegration of the 
relationship between Henry James and H. G. Wells is an example of a de
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structive outcome. Their wide differences in age, cultural background, and 
stages of career contributed to the suppressed disagreements and misunder
standings that culminated in public attacks on one another’s work. Their 
intimacy during the periods of collaborative pairing made them all the 
more vulnerable to one another.

Equality in Capital in Circles
Bourdieu (1993) makes the distinction between economic, social, and cul
tural capital. Economic capital is income and wealth. Social capital is the 
support a person can rely upon from others as a result, for example, of their 
obligations for past favors. For professionals in a discipline network, cul
tural capital is the expertise acquired through education or exposure to 
those with knowledge and skills in that discipline.

In a mentor-protege relationship, the balance of all three types of capital 
is uneven. Usually, the mentor has more resources on all three dimensions, 
and the protege depends on the relationship to acquire capital. The rela
tionship engenders a power imbalance and dependency in the protege 
(Blau 1964). It may be that the imbalance of resources in such relationships 
contributes to their instability (Levinson et al. 1978). The mentor often re
sists movement toward equality, and the proteg^ comes to resent the re
quirements of deference and dependency. Such tensions seem to have 
lurked just beneath the surface in the unequal relationship between Henry 
James and H. G. Wells, and they finally broke through the veneer of friend
ship. Such tensions also may have contributed to the strains in Freud’s rela
tionship with Breuer, who was older, wealthier, and more established as a 
physician and scientist.

In the initial encounters of members of successful collaborative circles, 
usually all members are roughly equal in their possession of capital. Al
though some may have more economic capital, others more cultural capi
tal, and still others more social capital, circle members are able to trade off 
one type of currency for another, so long as, consciously or unconsciously, 
they have negotiated a degree of consensus on the rate of exchange. As in 
any relationship, the exchanges may become unbalanced, but the friend
ship still can develop and stabilize so long as the exchanges have the poten
tial for returning to a balanced state. Because the members are roughly 
equal in overall capital, they are able to make equivalent exchanges and bal
ance their accounts.

When Bazille, Monet, Renoir, and Sisley formed their circle in 1862, they 
were not equal on all three dimensions, but they were able to maintain bal
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anced accounts through the exchange of different types of currency. Bazille 
and Sisley had access to economic capital through their families. Bazille also 
had social capital through his family contacts with the upper middle class, 
including Edouard Manets family. Monet and Renoir had more cultural 
capital in the form of skill at painting and knowledge of contemporary art. 
Monet also had social capital in the form of connections with several older 
landscape painters. ^^)(Tien they formed their first collaborative pairs while 
painting landscapes in the spring of 1863, Monet paired with Bazille, and 
Renoir with Sisley. In each dyad, one member had relatively more cultural 
capital, the other more economic and social capital. Monet and Renoir 
could exchange their relative abundance of knowledge and skill; Bazille and 
Sisley could trade on their relative abundance of wealth and income. Sisley 
took Renoir on a cruise to his family summer home; Bazille provided an 
apartment and supplies to both Monet and Renoir. Renoir taught Sisley 
new techniques; Monet inspired Bazille with his daring experiments in out
door painting. The exchanges are gratifying for all parties so long as the ac
counts are relatively balanced. Toward the end of the 1860s, the relationship 
between Monet and Bazille became strained. Perhaps the value of Monet’s 
cultural capital had diminished for Bazille. Bazille may have felt he had 
learned all he could about painting from him, and Monet’s talent was no 
longer worth the drain on his resources. Bazille pulled away from the dyad 
and turned to Edouard Manet as a model. Claude Monet then paired with 
Renoir, who was his equal in both cultural and economic capital. Out of 
their exchanges of ideas came the new synthesis that led to the Impression
ist vision.

The relative equality in resources contributes to the formation of an 
egalitarian group. No member is overly dependent upon any other. The 
members can disagree with one another openly, even insult one another 
with humor, as friends can, without fear of retaliation. In male groups, like 
the group that met at Cafe Guerbois, the open, egalitarian style is illustrated 
by the tone of conversation that Manet and Degas modeled with their acer
bic, witty banter. Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s description of the witty and 
caustic interaction in her parlor suggests that the communication was 
equally open when they met as a group. Although the members might tease 
or mock one another, group meetings are relatively safe places to speak their 
minds. The balanced, egalitarian relationships contribute to open commu
nication among all members. In the quest stage, the sense of equity in the 
distribution of rewards contributes to the trust and intimacy necessary for 
instrumental intimacy and creative work in pairs.
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The Stages of Circle Development

As a circle develops, there are changes in the group structure and culture, 
changes in the relationships between members, and changes within each 
member. At the structural level, the leadership, network properties, coali
tions, and rituals of interaction evolve in response to new challenges. At the 
cultural level, the shared beliefs, values, and group vision become more 
clear and explicit. In their interpersonal relationships, the individual mem
bers first court one another, form strong dyadic friendships, then escalate 
the value of their exchanges and negotiate a deeper level of interdepen
dence. As time goes on, the individuals acquire greater expertise and 
autonomy, they become less dependent on the circle, and they drift apart, 
pursuing more individuated paths. In discussing the stages of circle devel
opment, I focus on the structural, cultural, and individual changes that 
characterize each stage. In table i, I present a brief summary of the network 
structure, informal roles, type of social support, and interaction processes 
that characterize each stage.

Formation Stage
Friendships in an occupational network often form among persons with 
similar values and relative equality in status and resources, but not all such 
friendships become collaborative circles. In most cases, the activities of col
leagues and friends in a discipline are like parallel play among children in a 
sandbox. They may be aware of one another’s work, but they do not discuss 
it, influence one another, or carry out cooperative projects that draw out 
creativity in one another. Like students in a traditional classroom, like fac
ulty in adjacent offices, or like staff members in a bureaucracy, they work 
alongside one another but they all mind their own business. What is neces
sary to move a group of homogenous equals toward becoming a collabora
tive circle? The structural and cultural conditions in the environment and 
the composition of the group are the ingredients, but it takes leadership to 
combine the ingredients.

THE GATEKEEPER’S CRITERIA FOR FRIENDSHIP. Successful circles 
usually form as radial networks. At the center of the network is the gate
keeper, a person who is instrumental in drawing the members together and 
introducing them to one another. On the edges of the network are novice 
members who often do not know one another well. Initially, rather than 
forming a dense network of interdependent members, these newcomers are 
like a squadron of planes flying in formation, linked only by a common 
bond to one member, the gatekeeper.
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The gatekeeper in successful circles is likely to have particular criteria in 
selecting friends. The gatekeepers criteria—the foundation of the culture 
of the circle—are based on work-related expertise rather than kinship, 
neighborhood proximity, recreational skills, or some other nonoccupa- 
tional criteria. The gatekeeper selects friends who are highly ambitious and 
committed to the same line of work—people who aspire to make a mark 
and gain recognition in their field. Some if not all the members selected by 
the gatekeeper may have an inflated sense of their own destinies—like the 
young Wilhelm Fleiss, Claude Monet, Joseph Conrad, or Lucy Stone. They 
may have moments of doubt, but within their chosen field, they aspire to 
have a great impact. They see something lacking in the mainstream vision 
of their discipline, and they want to do something about it. If the gate
keepers criteria work well as a filter, most members of a collaborative circle 
will share the gatekeeper s values and career aspirations.

The gatekeepers work-related criteria lay a foundation for a norm of 
“shoptalk” in the circle. Because of the kinds of people the gatekeeper 
chooses as friends, early in the circle s development the members set a norm 
that it is appropriate to talk about their work. Rather than centering their 
conversations on escapist, recreational activities, gossip, or discipline poli
tics, they talk about the central activity in their discipline, whether it is art, 
literature, science, social reform, or something else.

During the formation stage, the circle does not yet have a shared vision 
that guides members’ work. Instead, the members are still striving to un
derstand the established theories and methods of their field. Often, what 
initially draws them together is a shared reaction to established visions. 
Without fully understanding why, they are attracted to the work of some, 
repulsed by that of others, and divided about the accomplishments of still 
others. For example, the Fugitives discovered some poets they all admired, 
some they all rejected, and others, such as T. S. Eliot, who caused endless 
debate.

On the personal level, the members often are in a state of transition. 
Usudly they are in the process of disengaging from the social networks of 
their adolescent years, but they are not yet established in an adult network. 
If they are well beyond the adolescent years, as Conrad was when he met 
Ford or as Freud was when he met Fleiss, they are likely to be in a state of 
transition into a new stage of family or professional life. They may have 
high aspirations, but they feel far from being masters of their chosen disci
plines. In other words, they see themselves as incomplete and in the process 
of building an identity or reputation in their discipline.

The initial type of social support provided to one another may be limited
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to companionship. Like Bazille, Renoir, Sisley, and Monet, they may find 
they enjoy one another’s company and establish a ritual of relaxing to
gether. At first they may share only opinions, ideas, and works that they are 
confident will impress their new friends. Writers may share their published 
works. Painters may share finished work that has already won praise. They 
exchange only work that does not make them vulnerable to criticism. For 
example, when Freud gave a copy of his translation of Bernheim’s work to 
Fleiss, he stayed well within a safety zone. The translation was his work, and 
he approved of Bernheim’s ideas, but because the ideas were Bernheim’s, he 
left; room to disassociate himself from these ideas if they generated negative 
reactions from Fleiss. Most important, because he was not exposing his own 
half-formulated ideas, he did not open himself to criticism or the possibil
ity of being plagiarized.

Rebellion Stage
In the rebellion stage, the structure of the group changes. The initial radial 
network centered on the gatekeeper evolves into a dense network centered 
on a charismatic leader. The charismatic leader is a narcissistic member who 
is most vocal and dramatic in rejecting the established visions of the dis
cipline. Like Monet when he led the young Impressionists out of the studio 
and into the forest to paint contemporary landscapes, the charismatic 
leader urges the group to try something daring, sometimes even forbidden 
in the discipline. In interpersonal relationships, this person may become an 
idealized selfobject to other members. When other members are following 
his lead, they feel they are on a mission, their doubts are relaxed, and they 
feel stronger and more internally cohesive.

During this stage, other roles may appear that contribute to the solidar
ity of the group and the internal cohesiveness of individual members. The 
members may identify a tyrant on the edge of their network—an authority 
associated with a vision they reject. One ritual in group meetings may be re
lating stories that deflate this tyrant. By sharing a target of contempt, the 
circle members reinforce their solidarity.

The members may also identify a scapegoat, a peer on the edge of their 
network who adheres to the rejected vision. Many members may be am
bivalent about their own rebellious urges. Although they are enticed by the 
charismatic leader, they still may harbor an inclination to conform to the 
authoritative vision. As weRave seen, Renoir showed this kind of ambiva
lence throughout most of the time he was associated with the Impression
ists. By projecting onto the scapegoat their own urges to conform to the 
mainstream, and by ritualistically attacking the scapegoat either directly or
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in their discussions, members gain control of these urges to conform. The 
external consensus of the group reinforces their internal suppression of im
pulses to “sell out” the circle. By articulating the reasons to reject the scape- 
goats behavior, the rest of the members reassure themselves that their 
rebellious course is the right course to pursue—for now.

A single member—the lightning rod—may take on the role of express
ing hostility toward the tyrant and the scapegoat. Although other members 
share the hostility, the lightning rod is the one who actually gives it voice. By 
expressing the feelings shared by the group, the lightning rod frees other 
members from the anxiety and guilt generated by being rebellious and ag
gressive. In other words, like the scapegoat, the lightning rod contributes 
toward more internal cohesion in the members.

Finally, in response to the negativity that emerges during this stage, one 
member may take on the role of peacemaker. The peacemaker is the mem
ber who attempts to modulate the negativity, resolve conflicts, and restore 
harmony to the circle when the interaction becomes openly hostile. The 
peacemaker contributes to the integration of the group as whole and acts as 
therapist to agitated members.

When the members are sizing one another up, the exchanges may stabi
lize at a relatively superficial or guarded level. But eventually, for reasons 
that vary for each group, trust reaches a critical point, and one member 
takes a risk and opens the door to more intimate disclosures. In the Fugitive 
group, when Ransom shared his first poem with Davidson, he redefined the 
nature of their exchanges. When Tolkien gave Lewis an early draft: of his 
epic poem, he took a similar risk. Likewise, when Freud sent his first unfin
ished manuscript to Fleiss to criticize, he raised the ante in their communi
cation. If the recipient of the “gift” follows the lead and reciprocates, the 
process can quickly intensify until all members are openly sharing their 
most secret, undeveloped ideas. With artists, the effect can be more rapid 
and immediate. For example, in the i86os, Cezanne usually painted alone 
in his studio. When he agreed to work alongside Pissarro in 1872, the ex
changes between them escalated rapidly, and the influence of their relation
ship on their individual work was dramatic.

Once again, leadership plays a critical part in escalating the exchange 
process. If a charismatic leader models a new level of exchange, and if the 
others reciprocate, a circle has the potential to become collaborative. The 
charismatic leader may first escalate the exchanges within the confines of a 
dyadic relationship. If the partner responds in an appreciative, mirroring 
fashion, then the pair may draw the rest of the circle into a more demand

ing fellowship. If the charismatic leader can succeed in stabilizing the ex
change process in the whole circle at this new level, the members have the 
chance to develop a shared vision. For example, when Tolkien agreed to 
read his work aloud to Lewis, and when the new members who joined the 
group were required to comply with this norm, their potential for becom
ing a collaborative circle was established. Likewise, when Ransom and 
Davidson instituted the rule that each member of the circle had to arrive at 
the Saturday evening meetings with a typewritten poem and copies for all 
members, the foundation was laid for negotiating a group vision. Davidson 
and Tates correspondence confirmed and deepened their collaborative rela
tionship. After they made their covenant to include a new poem with each 
letter and to respond with detailed criticisms to the other s work, their influ
ence on one another was profound. When Davidson reported on these 
exchanges at the meetings of the whole circle, he modeled the more de
manding level of exchange for other members, and it helped shape the 
emerging group culture.

The Quest Stage
A marker event that lays the foundation for the group s entry into the quest 
stage is the establishment of a ritualized time and place for meeting to dis
cuss work. In the meetings, the members systematically sort through exist
ing visions in their field and consciously attempt to develop a vision of their 
own. In thinking through what is wrong about the traditional visions and 
what they wish to include in their own, they often cast members of their 
circle into two types of boundary-marker roles, the conservative and the 
radical. The conservative boundary marker is a member of the circle who 
argues in favor of the traditional vision of the field. Like the scapegoat, he 
or she may be accused of “selling out” the nascent vision of the circle in or
der to win the approval of conventional authority. At the opposite extreme 
of the conservative boundary marker is the radical boundary marker—a 
member who “goes too far” in rebelling against convention. This member 
may be perceived as a wild, undisciplined, “loose cannon” in the circle. As 
they react to the positions taken by the boundary markers, the circle mem
bers begin to clarify their shared agenda for change.

During the formation and rebellion stages of circle development, the 
emergent roles meet the expressive needs of members. The charismatic 
leader serves as an idealized selfobject, the peacemaker provides emotional 
support, the lightning rod expresses shared hostility, and the scapegoat 
serves as a safe target of attack. But as the group moves into the quest stage.
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and as members strive to achieve consensus about what they like and do not 
like about existing visions, they self-consciously work on a more cognitive 
level and engage one another in open intellectual dialogue.

Turner and Colomy (1993) make the distinction between functional and 
representational roles in groups. While functional roles emerge as a more or 
less rational division of labor to carry out complex tasks, representational 
roles serve as signposts marking ideal,and devalued performances of roles. 
Representational roles are boundary markers that embody idealized or de
valued directions for members to follow. During the quest stage, the repre
sentational roles of conservative and radical boundary markers become 
salient. Rather than attacking scapegoats outside the group, the members 
engage their boundary-marking members in an ongoing dialogue.

What distinguishes the boundary markers from scapegoats is their inclu
sion as recognized members of the group. Rather than being a target of 
ridicule, their ideas are taken seriously and openly discussed. If the level of 
trust and commitment within the circle is high, the members are able to tol
erate the boundary markers’ differences in perspectives and argue with 
them effectively. As Degas did in the Impressionist group, the conservative 
boundary marker often acts as a devil’s advocate—giving voice to the per
spectives of the circle’s enemies. Likewise, the radical boundary marker— 
like Cezanne for the Impressionists or Stanton for the Ultras—may push 
the rebellious agenda of the group further than the circle can accept.

Although boundary markers may create strains on the group’s solidarity, 
they can have significant positive effects on members’ creativity. For ex
ample, in experimental studies of problem-solving groups, Nemeth (1993) 
found that groups with a vocal internal opposition developed more sophis
ticated and complex solutions to problems they were given to solve than did 
less contentious groups. The presence of a questioning minority stimulates 
thinking in other members, and, confronted with the negative feedback, 
the group develop more creative and workable solutions to their problems. 
Ultimately, circles with a high tolerance for irritant boundary markers in 
their midst may be more likely to develop new visions in their fields. Such 
groups are less prone to conformist “groupthink” dynamics (Janis 1982).

Collaborative Pairs and the Creative Work Stage
Beginning in the quest stage and continuing into the creative work stage, 
the network structure of the circle changes once again. Although in earlier 
stages the members alternate between working alone and meeting as a 
group to discuss their work, now their interactions include a pattern of 
working in pairs. Pairing may have begun in earlier stages, but during the
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quest and creative work stages it becomes a central feature of the group’s 
structure. In part, pairing is shaped by the distribution of economic, social, 
and cultural capital within the circle. Each member may weigh the relative 
costs and rewards of all possible relationships within the circle, gravitating 
toward the one that appears most equitable. Equity exists when the partners 
perceive that what they each bring to the relationship and what they get out 
of it are roughly equivalent. Although the exchanges are multidimensional, 
both partners perceive that the contributions, costs, and rewards balance 
out. Of course, as in courtship and marriage, the sorting process is not al
ways rational. Sometimes it is guided by proximity or by superficial similar
ities, such as age, religion, or life stage. Often personality plays a part. For 
example, some people, like Lucy Stone and Antoinette Brown, find they 
enjoy one another’s company even though their initial exchanges may be 
unbalanced; while others, like Conrad and H. G. Wells, rub each other the 
wrong way. Whatever guides the selection process, by the time the circle 
enters the creative work stage, the collaborative pairs have usually been es
tablished. It becomes taken for granted that certain pairs will work together. 
Within the pairs, although the members may be equals on many dimen
sions, there may be differences in the distribution of resources. Like Conrad 
and Ford, or like Stanton and Anthony, they each may have skills and re
sources that the other lacks, but in the exchanges, weighing what the part
ners contribute and receive, there is a sense that each gets a fair share of the 
rewards and costs.

mirroring and idealized selfobjects. In addition to ex
changing skills and resources, collaborative pairs also exhibit important 
exchanges at a psychological level. The “other” in the dyad becomes impor
tant as both an audience and a role model, or in Kohut’s terms, as a mirror 
and as an idealized selfobject. As many of the circle members we have ex
amined reported, one of the most important contributions of a collabora
tor is to serve as an enthusiastic audience. As Freud said about Fleiss, and as 
Tolkien said about Lewis, for a while the “other” may be the only audience. 
A respected peer who serves as admiring but demanding audience can be a 
powerful stimulus to creative work. When the mirroring other takes the 
creative person seriously, attends to small advances, and responds with ap
preciative criticism, the person becomes more centered and invests more in 
the creative process. Likewise, by identifying with and participating in the 
mission of an idealized selfobject, the creative person feels stronger and 
more internally cohesive. For example, when Freud, depressed and racked 
with doubts, had one of his congresses” with Fleiss, he often returned to
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his creative work with renewed energy. When he and Fleiss were together, 
he found his tentative thoughts valued by someone he idealized; and as 
they shared their emerging theories, he gained a sense of being part of an 
important joint mission. As a consequence, he recovered his ability to in
vest in his own intellectual work. Because Fleiss took him seriously, he 
took himself more seriously. Likewise, Conrad’s relationship with Ford 
stabilized his self-system and enabled him to explore more penetrating 
themes in his writing.

INSTRUMENTAL INTIMACY: A DEEPER LEVEL OF SOCIAL SUP
PORT. In the early stages of circle development, the level of exchange 
among members is familiar to anyone who has studied social support (e.g.. 
House, Umberson, and Landis 1989; Thoits 1995). The members of the 
group provide companionship and validation of one another’s self-concept. 
They exchange resources, emotional support, and advice in decision mak
ing. However, social support theorists have stopped short in their analysis of 
the more penetrating exchanges characteristic of collaborative circles in the 
quest and creative work stages. Even relationships between “confidants,” as 
described by social support theorists, involve exchanges of information and 
advice between bounded personality systems. Social support theorists seem 
to assume that each confidant possesses information, expertise, or sympa
thy that can be shared with the other to help in coping with an illness, loss 
of a job, or some other acute or chronically stressful situation. Although 
creative solutions to problems may emerge from such relationships, social 
support theorists have not yet conceptualized how creative outcomes 
emerge. More often they suggest that social support entails an exchange in 
which one person, usually a patient or client, has a “lack” or “need” that is 
fulfilled by what another person, often a caregiver, provides. Nothing really 
creative occurs in the transaction, and each participant remains a separate, 
bounded entity. Theorists usually focus on relatively short periods of 
interaction, rarely examining how the supportive ties form, develop, and 
eventually dissolve over the life course. However, as illustrated by our col
laborative case studies, once a circle forms, and once the members pair off 
into working collaborations, these supportive exchanges can grow into 
something much more profound.

Circle members develop the highest degree of trust, take the greatest 
risks, and demonstrate the most interdependence in thinking when they 
work in pairs. Under optimal conditions, each member of the pair provides 
an admiring, “mirroring” audience as well as an idealized “selfobject” for the
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other. Besides leading to more cohesive self-systems for each partner, this 
kind of interpersonal environment seems to nourish creative work for two 
reasons. First, for each member of the pair, the attentive support from an 
idealized partner releases the energy and courage to explore one’s most ten
tative ideas. Being taken seriously by an idealized friend leads one to take 
one’s inner world more seriously. The creator “takes the role of the other,” 
sees how the idealized other values the offer of creative thoughts, and begins 
to invest more in them. Second, thinking aloud together, the collaborative 
partners draw on one another’s memories, ideas, and thought processes. 
They operate almost as one mind—or, as Conrad often said when working 
with Ford, they become like a third person writing.” Sharing one another’s 
hard drives and software, the members of the pair develop solutions to 

problems that neither would have conceived alone. I refer to this state of 
openness as instrumental intimacy.

In this state, partners often take on the role of sympathetic critic for one 
another. Each delegates to the other the responsibility for critically evaluat
ing creative explorations. Because each can count on the other to do the 
work of critical evaluation, each is more free to follow through on creative 
ideas without inhibition. The level of trust and openness is so great that 
partners will share their most half-baked ideas, trusting that the other will 
not destructively attack or plagiarize them. Once a new idea crystallizes and 
the creative person approaches the final stages of shaping it, the feedback 
from the critic enables the creator to anticipate the responses of an audi
ence. By attending to the feedback, the creator develops a more polished fi
nal product.

CONSOLIDATION OF THE CIRCLE’S VISION IN THE CENTER 
COALITION. When a group ritualizes occasions where all members meet 
together, a center coalition of members often develops the final synthesis of 
the circle s vision. As the Impressionist circle moved toward consolidating a 
style in the early 1870s, Pissarro was at the heart of the center coalition. 
\®CTiile Monet and Renoir arrived at the style, it was Pissarro working with 
them who was best able to codify the new vision into a set of principles. He 
became recognized as the group’s theoretician and mentor for the marginal 
members, such as Cezanne, as well as for the younger generation. In the 
Fugitive poets group. Ransom and Davidson formed the center coalition. 
The center coalition consists of the members who consolidate the insights 
that emerge within collaborative pairs, integrate them into a coherent the
ory, and convey the vision to newcomers into the circle.
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Collective Action Stage
The collective action stage of a circle begins when the members decide to 
carry out a group project aimed at winning support for their vision outside 
their own network. The project could be a journal, an art exhibition, a grant 
proposal, or some other task that requires interdependent work. Whereas in 
previous stages, the objective was to create a new vision, in this stage the ob
jective becomes to win support for the vision from authorities and from the 
public. Up to this point, the journey has been inward to mine the creative 
process; now it turns outward.

It is often the case that the leadership structure of a circle changes as 
members move into the collective action stage. Once the center coalition 
crystallizes the shared vision, the introspective activity of collaborative pairs 
is no longer essential to the circle. To succeed at the new tasks, a new type of 
leader is required—one who can balance budgets, make contacts with in
fluential people, talk to the media, orchestrate the group members for orga
nized events, and in other ways act as an executive manager. As we saw, 
Caillebotte took on this role for the Impressionists; Davidson took it on 
when he became editor for the Fugitives; Ford took it on as editor of the 
English Review; and Anthony took it on when she became the “Napoleon” 
of the womens movement. Without this kind of leadership, the circle 
would flounder during the collective action stage. Led by the executive 
manager, the circle takes on features of a formal organization. For example, 
the Impressionists wrote a formal charter for their group during this stage. 
In it they codified the rules for submitting paintings, hanging them in the 
exhibitions, and receiving payment for sales. A formal normative code may 
replace the authority of the charismatic leader.

Member Individuation and Group Disintegration in the Separation Stage 
During the early stages of circle development, most of the work goes on be
hind the scenes. Working alone or in pairs, members can act as relatively au
tonomous agents. But during the collective action stage, the type of work 
done by the group requires coordinated efforts organized on a public sched
ule. Group decisions are made that are binding on all the members. When 
the Impressionists mobilized to do the exhibitions, they had to make deci
sions about when and where to have them, who to include, who to exclude, 
and how to share the expenses and the earnings. In the Ultras group, some
one had to arrange for a convention hall and to schedule speakers. Speakers 
who had committed themselves were expected to arrive on time and be 
prepared. Ail this interdependence creates more occasions for conflict and 
disappointment. Relationships between the managerial executive and the
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other group members may become particularly strained. Although the 
peacemaker may try to keep the group together, as Pissarro attempted to do 
for the Impressionists, it is not unusual for the peacemaker to be over
whelmed by the burden of sustaining relationships. The accumulating frus
tration and anger contributes to the disintegration of the circle.

As the members of a circle develop their skills and expertise in a disci
pline, they become less dependent upon one another for support. They may 
begin to receive recognition outside of the circle. Some may feel that, rather 
than freeing them to be creative, the circles vision is now constraining 
them. If they are highly ambitious and seeking individual recognition, they 
may even decide to sharpen the differences between themselves and other 
members of the circle. First some members then others may break away 
from the circle and attempt more individualized projects. Those left behind 
may feel abandoned or betrayed, and those who leave may feel guilty for 
their disloyalty. Earlier, ideas seemed to flow out of the members’ interac
tions, and the ownership of ideas was unimportant. But during the separa
tion stage, members become concerned about who gets recognition for 
what. Concerns about plagiarism and equity in recognition may divide the 
group further. As the negative feelings accumulate, the disintegration of the 
group accelerates.

Reunion Stage
Years after a group disbands, one or two members may attempt to bring the 
circle back together. For example, the Ultras had a reunion in 1888, the for
tieth anniversary of the first convention at Seneca Falls. Two years later, the 
whole group came together once again—Lucy Stone’s faction of the move
ment and the faction led by Susan B. Anthony and Elizabeth Cady Stanton 
joined to form the National American Woman’s Suffrage Association. By 
the time the factions reunited, each member of the circle had developed 
new skills and loyalties, and each had become more individuated. Never
theless, like sisters at a family reunion, the aging members of the circle were 
cast into their familiar roles. Most notably, Anthony, although by then 
revered as Aunt Susan and-seen as the central figure of the movement, 
stepped aside and persuaded her supporters to cast Stanton into the central 
role of president, just as she had done when she formed the Women’s Tem
perance Society in the early 1850s.

Perhaps the most remarkable documentation of a reunion is the tran
scription of tape recordings of four meetings of the Fugitive poets in 
Nashville, 3 — 5 May 1956 (see plate 19). The organizer of the reunion, 
Louis Rubin, notes in the introduction to the transcripts: “[OJnce the in
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dividual Fugitives were convened together behind closed doors, and the 
tape recorder began turning, something strange, even a little awesome 
happened. The various individuals, despite some thirty years of separate 
and individual achievements, became the Nashville Fugitives once more” 
(Purdy 1959,19). Although this was true in many respects, it did not hap
pen immediately. Sidney Hirsch, the initial charismatic leader, was not 
present at the first two meetings, and several members noted his absence, 
recalling his “dominant character. . . . You almost had to break away from 
[Hirsch] to get clear of this hypnotic, mesmeric kind of . . . influence” 
(Purdy 1959, 126). In the first reunion meeting, rather than recreate their 
ritual of discussing a work in progress by one of the members, the Fugi
tives were prodded and goaded by William Elliott, one of the earliest 
members, to discuss why none of the group had ever written an epic poem. 
As the group tried to muster interest in the topic and struggled toward 
consensus, Allen Tate, though he stayed out of the discussion, repeatedly 
derailed conclusions by referring to them as too intellectually abstract and 
“highfalutin.” Merrill Moore, who had by then become a psychiatrist, 
pointed out Tate’s subversive moves and tried to direct the group toward 
more in-depth discussion.

Despite the initial guardedness, the group began to reassemble its struc
ture. For example, despite the age and status of all the men in the group at 
this point, several members treated Ransom with deference, reaffirming his 
old leadership role. Both Tate and Warren, now highly successful in the lit
erary world, nevertheless assumed their roles as junior members, hardly 
speaking until spoken to. Davidson eventually took on his peacemaker role, 
relieving the tension that built in the wake of Elliott’s confrontational style 
with a quiet, self-deprecating joke about Ransom: “What impressed me 
then was that a man I knew could not only write poems but could get them 
published.” Davidson and Tate eventually revived their old coalition, and 
the discussion smoothed out. But the most electrifying moment occurred 
on the third day when Sidney Hirsch suddenly appeared. Someone must 
have hunted him down, and although most of the members had not seen 
him in many years, and although the others had left him behind at his home 
in Nashville when they carved out their reputations on the national stage, 
he suddenly assumed command of the group. Stepping into his Socratic 
role, he derailed the discussion with a series of statements and questions 
asked with the air of a somber master who possesses secret knowledge. He 
zeroed in on one of Tate’s poems, and following each pronouncement with 
a question—“Am I correct about that?”—he led Tate toward agreeing with 
him that his use of words in a recent poem indicated intuitive knowledge of

some esoteric ancient wisdom. Reading the transcript a half century after 
the reunion, I felt the force of his charismatic role in the group. It took sev
eral moments before the discussion recovered momentum, and the group 
once again “broke away” from him.

Although the group rituals and member roles may be reawakened by the 
reunion, it is rare that the members are able to revive their impact on one 
another’s creative work. Usually the individuation process is much too far 
along, each of the members now has an individual vision and agenda, and 
each experiences the circle’s shared vision as well as their roles in the group 
as constraining. .

Is This sequence of Stages Necessary?
To a certain extent, this study began with my curiosity about how well stage 
theories of group development based on laboratory research generalized to 
live historical groups. Although the method has been inductive, my con
ceptualization of the development of collaborative circles has been influ
enced by previous theorists (for recent reviews, see Hare, Blumberg, Davies, 
and Kent 1994; McCollom 1990; Mills 1984). As the work progressed, I 
found some of the concepts from these theories useful, others irrelevant; 
and at times I had to introduce new concepts for processes that none of the 
theorists discussed. A thorough review of past theories, comparing them to 
my conceptualization of circle development, would not be appropriate 
here. It would take another book to do the theories justice. Nevertheless, it 
is useful to address a question often raised about stage theories: is the stage 
sequence observed in this study necessary in any causal sense? For example, 
is there some reason why the formation stage is followed by the rebellion 
stage, which in turn is followed by instrumental intimacy in paired collabo
ration? Are there some underlying causal dynamics that push the whole 
process forward?

It is premature to give a definitive answer to these questions. Even the 
laboratory theoreticians have not yet proposed a compelling theory of the 
stages of group development. For example, probably the most well known 
theory” is Tuckman’s heuristic- model. After reviewing the stage theories 

derived from more than fifty studies of groups in a variety of contexts, 
Tuckman (1965) proposed four stages of group development: forming, 
storming, norming, and performing. In a second review Tuckman and Jensen 
(1977) added a final separation stage. Collating concepts from the previous 
theorists, Tuckman listed the characteristics of group structure and process 
most commonly found in each stage. His summation is ultimately descrip
tive because he did not provide a causal model to explain the developmen
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tal sequence; nevertheless, his has been the most frequently cited theory 
of group development over the past thirty years. Beyond this descriptive 
approach, theorizing about group development has progressed slowly.

I think that one reason for the slow progress has been the lack of a 
methodology for building and testing theories of group development out
side of a laboratory or a therapeutic context. Most of the older theories are 
based on studies of groups brought together by a researcher or a therapist to 
meet over the course of a few months. Because of the expense of running 
these groups, usually the researchers have studied only one case at a time. 
While much has been learned from this approach, I think we need new 
methodologies if we are going to take small group theory any further.

The historical case study approach introduced here is one suggestion. 
Using it, I have tried to limit myself to conceptualizing only regularities 
that could be observed through the data at hand: interviews, journals, let
ters, and accounts of group interaction. This approach has led to some im
portant discoveries about the sequence of roles, rituals, and group processes 
that characterize each stage of circle development; and these regularities 
seem robust in that they occur in circles in a variety of disciplines at differ
ent points in history. Although the approach has the advantage of enabling 
us to study real groups over their whole life course, it also has limitations: 
most notably, it does not allow us to observe live interaction or to interview 
the members about their experiences. In addition to the advances that can 
come from historical studies, I think advances in theory also will occur 
through direct observation of contemporary circles. Not only will studies of 
contemporary circles enable us to learn whether the sequence of stages can 
be generalized, they will also enable us to study in depth the overt behaviors 
and the subjective experiences of members during each stage as it occurs. 
This kind of in-depth observation is necessary before we can fully account 
for the stages of development.

Variations in Circle Development

In this research, looking across disciplines and at different points in history, 
I have attempted to isolate the common conditions under which circles 
form and the common processes in their stages of development. Although 
these commonalities are present in most of the successful circles I have 
studied, there are also important variations. Circles vary in their overall du
ration, in their intensity of involvement, and in their degree of success in 
generating a new vision and establishing it in the mainstream of their disci
pline. In this section I will discuss some of the sources of variation.
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Gender, Ethnicity, and Age
The analysis of the Ultras, as well as the roles of women in mixed-gender 
circles, leads me to think that there may be important differences in circles 
due to gender. Compared to the male groups, the Ultras achieved greater 
intimacy in their collaborative pairs, and they developed and sustained 
more intricate interdependence over a longer period of time than any group 
I have found. Perhaps because woman are more adept at handling intimacy 
and interdependence in their friendships (Fehr 1996; House, Umberson, 
and Landis 1988; Farrell 1986), they are better able to build the trust and in
strumental intimacy necessary for collaborative pairing. If so, it may be that 
in the next century as women become more integrated into professional 
disciplines, collaborative circles will become more common. Future re
search should examine how female and mixed-gender circles differ from all
male circles.

In addition to examining gender differences in collaborative circles, it 
may also be fruitful to examine ethnic differences. For example, cultural 
theorists have frequently noted the differences between Eastern and West
ern cultures. Whereas Western cultures have valued individualism and have 
fostered the myth of the lone genius as the source of creative advances in a 
field (Williams i960). Eastern cultures have valued collectivism and em
phasize cooperation as the means to successful achievement (Triandis 1995). 
It may be that collaborative circles are more common in Eastern cultures, 
and that Asian circles are better able to sustain the kind of instrumental 
intimacy observed in collaborative pairs.

The disciplines in which collaborative circles form are not only becom- 
ing more inclusive of women, they are also becoming more diverse ethni
cally and racially. It will be interesting to examine how gender and ethnic 
diversity affect the formation and development of circles. My findings sug
gest that homogenous circles are more likely to be successful. People from 
similar backgrounds are more likely to speak the same language, feel at 
home together, and build the degree of trust characteristic of collaborative 
pairs. However, I have also found that some degree of diversity within the 
circle, exemplified by the circle boundary markers, contributes to creativity 
and to the clarification of the circle s new vision. It may be that there is a 
range of diversity that is most conducive to successful circles. Too much di
versity may lead to the kind of conflicts that undermined the Rye circle that 
included Henry James, H. G. Wells, and Joseph Conrad. Too little diversity 
may lead to ‘ groupthink” discussions in which members validate inferior 
work and develop a simplistic, sterile vision (Janis 1982). These questions 
should be explored in future research.
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In this research, I have found that circles are usually formed by people in 
their twenties and early thirties, when they are likely to be in the early stages 
of their careers. However, as societies deindustrialize and as the population 
ages, the relationship between age and circle formation may change. People 
are living longer, and either because of personal preference or because of the 
downsizing and restructuring of corporations, universities, and other insti
tutions, more and more people change careers in midlife. If this trend con
tinues, perhaps there will be more people who, like Joseph Conrad, join 
collaborative circles in middle age. If so, it will be interesting to examine 
whether there are differences in the dynamics of circles formed by older 
novices as they enter new disciplines.

Discipline Differences in Circle Dynamics
Although I have emphasized the commonalities in the formation and de
velopment of circles, it is likely that there are variations across disciplines. 
As we have seen, compared to artists and writers, political reformers spend 
more time interacting with the public. Reformers are often thrust into the 
collective action stage at an early point in the development of their circle 
while they are still developing their common vision and learning the skills 
of organizing, speaking, and agitating for change. On the other hand, as 
artists and writers are developing their skills and vision, they usually work 
privately in a studio or study. This difference in the degree of privacy in the 
circle s development may affect the internal dynamics and the developmen
tal timetable of the group. For social reformers, the pressure that comes 
from early public exposure may mean the group has less time to experiment 
with new ideas and clarify their vision. Instead of honing their vision while 
working in the sheltered relationship of collaborative pairs, they may be 
forced to shape it in a public arena. Just as the Ultras worked out their dress 
code in response to feedback from the public, other social reform circles 
may find themselves altering not only their costumes but the details of their 
vision in a more public context.

Because circles of artists and writers can develop in a more backstage 
setting, the charismatic leader with a vision may remain central for a longer 
period of time in these groups, and work in collaborative pairs may con
tinue for a longer time. Among reformers, the executive leaders, such as 
Susan B. Anthony, may take charge at an earlier point in the circles devel
opment, and these leaders may hold influence over a longer period than 
they do in artistic or literary circles. More attentive to the conventional 
perspectives of the public, the executive leader may constrain the more

radical members of the circle. All in all, these dynamics suggest that the 
pace of development may be different in circles of social reformers, and 
that the vision they negotiate will be more sensitive to the conventions of 
the public and perhaps less radical than those of circles of artists and 
writers.

Internet Communication and Collaborative Circles
Disciplines vary in how much they rely on magnet places as training 
grounds for new members. Those that do not form in magnet places are 
more dependent on informal networking to locate potential members. As 
Internet communication becomes more common, it may be that circles will 
form among widely scattered, like-minded people who discover one an
other through electronic communication. In addition, Internet communi
cation may make it easier for marginalized people in a discipline to discover 
one another.

When a person sits alone in a study and communicates with another per
son by computer, there often is a sense of immediate intimacy. Because they 
give off minimal personality cues and nonverbal feedback, they can play 
parts for one another like that of a therapist who maintains the optimal, 
empathic distance (Kohut 1980) and permits her image to be filled in with 
projections and transference. It seems to me that this kind of communica
tion, like the correspondence that developed between Freud and Fleiss, can 
be particularly conducive to collaborative pairing. Some researchers suggest 
that Freud may have stumbled into a relationship of optimal distance with 
Fleiss, enabling him to create and maintain an idealized image of his 
friend—the image of the good therapist, and this relationship sustained 
him through his self-analysis and creative work (e.g., Jones 1961; Bonaparte, 
Freud, and ICris 1954)* Future collaborators may discover that Internet 
communication provides that right mix of intimacy and distance to nur
ture collaborative pairing, egalitarian openness, and instrumental intimacy. 
However, without the depth and breadth of communication that occurs in 
a face-to-face meeting, I doubt that a group can have the kind of profound 
influence on its members that we have seen in the case studies presented 
here. Internet communication may facilitate the formation of circles, and, 
like the letters between Freud and Fleiss, it may enable them to maintain 
contact between meetings, but I do not think it allows for the kind of in- 
depth dialogue that leads to meaningful personal development and creative 
work. For this kind of interaction, there is no substitute for ritualized meet
ings and working side by side.
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Conclusions: Practical Implications

As we have seen, circles play an especially critical part in the development of 
artists and writers, but they also play a part in the development of creative 
work in numerous other disciplines. Virtually every participant in the col
laborative circles I have studied testifies to the profound role that the circle 
played in his or her development. If collaborative groups are so important 
to people who make original contributions to their disciplines, it would be 
useful to have a theory that could provide guidelines in forming them.

Before we can develop a logically integrated set of propositions linking 
one construct to another in a causal argument, we must first identify and 
conceptualize the regularities we observe. At this point, our theory of col
laborative circles is essentially descriptive. I have identified some of the reg
ularities that occur in the formation and development of circles, and I have 
conceptualized some of the variables that should be included in a theory. At 
a few points, I have sketched out causal hypotheses that can guide future re
search. Although the theory still needs to be tested and refined, what have 
we learned that would be useful to someone who wanted to create a collab
orative circle?

Although we may be able to shape some of the conditions for forming 
circles, for other conditions we have to find the settings where they already 
exist. For example, it may be theoretically possible to create a magnet place 
that draws together talented and ambitious novices in a discipline, but usu
ally this takes a long time and a great many resources. Few people can create 
overnight a University of Chicago or a Black Mountain College. Rather 
than create a magnet place, it is more feasible to seek out candidates for a 
circle in an existing one.

Once we have located the magnet places where masters of a discipline are 
concentrated, then we need to search for one where there is a high degree of 
cultural turmoil. Rather than being a hierarchical setting dominated by a 
single vision in the discipline, it should be a place where two or more visions 
are vying with one another for centrality. Finally, collaborative circles are 
more likely to form in a magnet place that is overloaded with novices, and 
that is demographically diverse, so that not every novice in the setting can 
easily establish a mentor-prot^g^ relationship.

Once we have located such a setting, we must find a set of highly ambi
tious novices who are marginalized because of their gender, ethnicity, theo
retical orientation, or some other characteristics. Ideally, most of these 
relative outcasts will have enough commonalities in their backgrounds that
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Aey can t^k to one another. They at least must have the potential to un- 
aerstand the nuances of one another’s reactions to the discipline.

Once these external conditions have been found, to develop a collabora- 
tive circle we wiU need at least three types of leaders; the gatekeeper, the 
charismatic leader, and rhe executive manager. The gatekeeper is someone 
m the ^net setting who sets out to build a friendship circle within the 
network of novices in a discipline. Successfhl gatekeepers are people who, 
like Don^d Davidson and Frederic BaziUe, are skUled at reading their own 
needs md at judging the compatibUity of other people. Alone and margin
alized like numerous other novices in the magnet place, the gatekeeper is 
someone who decides to take action to satisfy a need fot companionship, 
intellectual stimulation, and friendship. One by one, the gatekeeper begins 
to court some of the most talented and ambitious people in the netwotk In 
the cases I have observed, the person who plays this role usually does it un- 
sefrconsciously. That is, the gatekeeper does not actively seek to form a col
laborative circle, but does take action to form interesting friendships and to 
rmg Aose ftien^ topther in a setting where they can talk about their 

ide^ This kind of leadership could be cultivated in a wide range of people.
1 he second type of leadership necessary to start a circle is more difficult 

to cultivate. The charismatic leader is a highly narcissistic novice who has 
more expertise than most other novices in the network, and who for some 
reason attracts their admiration. This person is often someone who is not 
Imked to a mentot, but more likely is in open rebellion against the visions of 
the mentors in the magnet place. Resdess and discontent, the charismatic 
leader is someone determined to do something new. Like many narcissistic 
people, the charismatic leader thrives in the presence of an audience. The 
attention of the group encourages the leader to perform, and the petfor- 
man«s challenge the other novices to keep pace. What is important is that 
the charismauc Wder directs the others into an exploration of new prob- 
ems in the discipline and encourages them to mine theit own inner worlds. 

This leader sets the pace in acquiring skiU and expertise and in imaginative 
creauve work. Like Ransom writing his first poetry, or like Claude Monet 
anempting his ambmous outdoor paintings, the charismatic leader sets a 

igh standard and has the courage to model the creative process. From this 
point on, if ffie conditions in the environment of the group remain stable, 
Md if the cohraion of the group holds, the group has a high probability of
becoming a collaborative circle.

The next conditions that need to be established are structural. To create 
the conditions for critical review of members’ work, it is important to ritu-
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alize group meetings and the exchange of works in progress. The group 
should establish a norm of open, critical communication in meetings, while 
at the same time keeping hostility within acceptable bounds. Often the 
charismatic leader and the gatekeeper form a coalition to ritualize meetings 
and set the norms for exchange. In addition to participating in the group 
meetings, it is important that compatible members be encouraged to pair 
off and work together. Although I do not think it is possible to instill ideal
ization and mirroring relationships in pairs, nevertheless, members of col
laborative pairs are more likely than a larger group to develop the trust and 
openness necessary for instrumental intimacy to occur. It may be helpful to 
encourage instrumental intimacy—sharing unfinished work, wild ideas, 
and thinking out loud. Through cycles of pairing, working alone, and meet
ing as a group, the members of the circle have the potential for developing 
a new vision to guide their work. Of course, it is not guaranteed they will 
evolve such a vision, but chances are now greater that new insights will 
emerge, be nourished, and be integrated into an innovative vision.

As the group moves into the collective action stage, the executive man
ager role becomes important. Once again it may be possible to cultivate the 
kinds of skills necessary to perform this role. The executive manager is 
someone who is alert for opportunities in the environment for marketing 
the work of the members. It is someone who is adept at organizing others, 
setting goals, planning strategies of action, scheduling events, monitoring 
progress toward goals, delegating and coordinating tasks, and balancing 
budgets. Although the charismatic leader guides the group in developing a 
new vision, he or she often does not have the skills needed by an executive 
manager. One difficult task for members at this point is to manage the 
transfer of leadership from the charismatic leader to the executive manager 
without disrupting the solidarity of the group.

It should be clear that these suggestions are not a recipe guaranteed to 
produce a successful collaborative circle. At this point, the theory is tenta
tive. The guidelines presented here will make it more likely that a colla
borative circle will form, but not a certainty. As we have seen, most collabo
rative circles take years before the members acquire the expertise to create a 
new vision for a discipline. Then they take years more to win acceptance for 
their innovative work. For each group that is formed following the guide
lines proposed here, it may take a decade or more before we know whether 
the experiment has worked. Nevertheless, given how important these groups 
are, it is important that we try. If nothing else, I hope these guidelines en
able those who find themselves in a collaborative circle to recognize and 
value what is happening to them.
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