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Chapter 21

On the Differentiation of Self

In the months before the Family Research Cenference, L had wondered
how to do an effective, brief presentation about my family theory and
method of family psychotherapy that would be "heard” by more people.
My past experience has been that many in my audiences hear the words
that go with the theory without really grasping the concepts, and that
frequently they perceive the psvchoterhapy as anintuitive method that
goes with my personality rather than as amethod determined by theory.
In training family therapists | have found that some trainees quickly
grasp the theory, and some never really “know” the theory even after
extended periods. [ beiieve a major par: of this problem has to do with the
theoretical orientation and emotionai functioning of the thempists My
theory is best understood if the therapist can listen and observe and
function from a position at least parrizlly “outside” the emotional Fieid of
the family. Conventional theorv anc rsychotherapy ! teaches ang trains
theramsts to operate “inside” the e"*ouonal field with the patient or the

what lt mezns to be “inside” ”

or “ outside” an emotional system. The

Family Research Conference, comgosed of people important in the

family fieid, was suffident motivaticn for me to work at finding a more
effective way of presenting my ideas.

In the months preceding the conference, 1 had been working

intensively in a new phase of a long-term effort to differentiate my own
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~self” from my parental extended family. That effort reached a dramatic
breakthrough only a month before the cSnference. The following week |
considered, and then quickly rejected, a presentation about my own
family. As the days passed, the factors that favored such a presentation
began to outweigh the factors that opposed. The presentation would
contain a practical application of the major concepts in my theoretical and
therapeutic systems, and, since [ know more about my own family than
any other family, I dedded to useitasan example. ] believe and teach that
the family therapist usually has the very same problems in his own family
that are present in families he sees professionally, and that he has a
responsibility to define himself in his own family if he is to function
adequately in his professional work. Also, this presentation would be a
good example of “family psychotherapy with a single family member.”
Previous presentations about this subject had only seldom been heard.
" Another aspect of this enterprise became more appealing as the days
“passed. For some years L had been aware of the “undifferentiated family
ego mass” that exists among the prominent family therapists. The same
erfGEional system exists in the ~Family” of family therapists that operates
in The "sick” families they describe at meetings. In1 a conference room,
talking about relationship patterns in “sick” families, therapists do the
same things to each other that members of “sick” families do. They even
do the same things to each other while talking about what they do to each
other. The final determination of this form of presentation, then, was
based on my continuing effort to differentiate my “self” from_the
.~family” of family therapists. | knew, parenthetically, that 1 would get
some of the same reactions from the partidpants of the conference as |
had gotten from my own family members.

In planning the presentation, I had two main goals. The first was to
present the clinical material without expianation of theoryor the stephy
step planning that went into it. There was reality to support the plan for
this goal. The thirty minutes allowed for the presentation would not
permit a review of theory. Though not many participants really “knew”
my theory or method of family psychotherapy, 1 could with good
conscience assume they had heard or reac my previous papers. Also, |
was hoping that dlinical material without explanation might bring more

indirect awareness of t v than another paper on theory. The second
goal was the element OE;'}f/'\sg}hat is essential if a differentiating step
is to be successful. Rather than trying to explain that here, I will leave it
to the reader to remember as he goes along. The plan was not discussed
even with trusted friends. A routine didactic paper about family theory
was prepared and the required copies mailed to discussants before the
meeting. The stage was set to do either the formal paper or the
experience with my own family. | was anxious and sleepless the night
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On the Differentiation of Self

before the presentation. Intellect favored the family presentation but
feelings demanded that Igive up this silly notion and do it the easy way by
reading the formal paper. My anxiety would have suffficed to have me
abandon the project had I not remembered similar anxiety before each
differentiating effort in my own family. Impulses to read the formal
paper continued to the very moment of presentation. Even during the
presentation [ was more anxious than L had antidpated 1 would be. From
past experience, this anxiety was related to the “secret” action move with

other family therapis&srather than reporting “secrets” about my own

famuly.

There have been spedal problems in preparing this report for
publication. This final version is written in 1970, three years after the
conference. The emotional forces that operate at any stage of
differentiation have operated in the final step toward publication. These
forces will be described in detail later in the paper. On one side has been
the anxiety of the original editor and publisher about publishing personal
material, and their understandable defensive posture and overconcern
about danger. A positive posture that can fadilitate Further differentia-
tion in me is more important than publication. Anonymous authorship
helped to resolve the issues.

Each version of the paper has been a new emotional hurdle for me
tecause ] had to respect the realities of publication and at the same time
maintain an essential posture for myself. There was a special purpose in
presenting the clinical material to the conference without explanation.
To publish it as it was presented, to be read by people without knowledge
of the spedial situation, with no awareness of the theory which guided
the years of work with my own family, and with a variety of theoretical
orientations, would result in the inevitableinterpretations and misinter-
pretations based an each reader’s own theoretical bias. The purpose of
this written report is to present the theory and the method of
psychotherapy based on the theory, and then use the example with my
own family to illustrate the clinical application of the theory.

Theoretical Background

Ovcrall description. The total theory is made up of six interrelated
concepts, only one of which, the “triangle,” will be discussed at this point.
One of the basic concepts considers the “triangle” {three-person system)
the“molecule” of any emotional system, whether it exists in the family or
in alarger social system. The term triangle was choseninstead of the more
familiar term triad which has come to have fixed connotations that do not
apply to this concept. The triangle is the smallest stable relationship
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system. A two-person system is an unstable systemn that forms a triangle
under stress. More than three people form th

g emselves into a seres of
interlocking triangles. The emotGonal forces withimm
constant motion, from minute to minute and hour to hour, in a series of
chain reaction moves as automatic as emotional reflexes. Knowledge
about the functioning of triangles makes it possible to modify the
triangle by changing the function of one person in the triangle. The
therapeutic system is directed at modifving the functinning of the most
important triangle in the family ﬁmf‘t—he central triangle changes,
and'1€3tays in contact with others, the entire system will automatically
change. Acutally, the entire system can_chan

e in relation to change in
any triangle, butitis easier for the system toignore a more peripheralor

- less important triangle. The relationship patterns, based on triangles
which function through the years in the total family system, are

described by other concepts in the theory. Since the dinical example,
described in the latter part of this paper, will not be understandable
without knowledge of triangles, a later part of this theoretical section
will be devoted further to triangles.

Background principles. Some of the basic principles that went into the

development of this theory and method of family psychotherapy will
help in understanding the theory. My pri

effort has gone into
making psychotherapy as sdentific and @redigabli s possible. Early in

> psychiatry 1 was bothered when “intuition” and “clinical judgment” were
-

used to change the course of a plan of psychotherapy or other forms of
psychiatric treatment. Gross examples occur at times of crisis when the
staff, reacting emotionally, meets to plan a change in treatment that is
based more on “feeling” and “clinical hunches” than on scientific
knowledge and theoretical prindples. It is commonplace for psychothera-
pists to make changes based more on feeling perceptions and subjectivity
than on clinical fact and objectivity.

The theory was developed in the course of family research. The

.5 original focus was on the symbiotic relationship between the mother and

the schizophrenic patient. The first research hypothesis, based on the
previous years of clinical experience, knaw the origin and development of
schizophrenia as a product of the two-person mother-patient relation-
ship. The hypothesis was elaborated in such detail that it anticipated
every relationship problem and every dlinical situation that could
develop. Psychotherapeutic principles and techniques were developed
for each clinical situation. The hypothesis also predicted the changes that
would occur with the psychotherapy. When research observations were
not consistent with the hypothesis, the hypothesis was modified to fit
the new facts, the psychotherapy was modified to fit the hypothesis, and
new predictions were made about the results of the psychotherapy.
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When an unexpected clinical crisis arose, it was handled on an interim
“dinical judgment” basis, but the hypothesis was considered at fault for
not “knowing” about the situation ahead of time, and not having a
predetermined therapeutic principle. The therapy was never changed to
fit the situation except in emergendes. The goal was to change the
hypothesis to account for the unexpected criststodangethe thetapy to
fit the‘}:’y_-pg?ie'sfs,—an‘a” o inake Aew prédictionsabout the therapy. Any
failuré To change in psychotherapy was as much a reason to reexamine
and change the hypothesis as any other unpredicted change. Strict
adherence to this principle resulted in a theoretical-therapeutic system
that was deveioped as an integrated unit, with psychotherapy deter-
mined by the theory. A major advantage was the systematic utilization of
change in psychotherapy as a criterion of hypothesis formation. A major
disadvantage was that it required a more consistent and higher grade of
psychotherapy thanis generally available. However, the discipline of the
research improved the skill of the therapists. Similar hypotheses and
observations were made on the functioning of staff and therapists to the
families.

The research plan was designed to fit as closely as possible to other
structured recearch in science. An example would be the principle usedin
developing the national space program. The first space probe was based
on the best scientific knowledge available at that time. The probe
brought new scientific facts to be incorporated into the body of
knowledge for making the next space probe. This is an example in which
science and technology advance in a teamlike manner.
msis about the mother-patient relationship proved
to be amazingly accurate in predicting the details of the relationship
within this twosome, but it had completely omitted the observations
about the way the twosome related to others. An extended hypothesis
was developed to include fathers; new families with fathers were
admitted to the research, and a method of family psychotherapy was
devised to fit the hypothesis. The relationship patterns cbserved in
families with echizophrenia had been hypothesized to be specific for
schizophrenia. Once it was possible to finally “see” the patterns in
families with schizophrenia, it was possible to see the same patternsin a
less intense form in all levels of people with less emotional impairment.
We could see she patterns even in “narmal” families, and in the staff, and
in oufseives. 1Mus development constiiutea a majar_change in the
research, which was then directed away from schizophrenia to all levels
of lesser proziems and to people without clinical problemsmas
were opened up for new hypotheses. Since people with lesser problems
change more rapidly in family psychotherapy, new observations and
further changes in the hypotheses were accelerated. The theory
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presented here is thus a presentation of the original research hypothesis,
modified and extended hundreds of times, with each modification
checked many times in and out of the dinical situation. When a body of
theoretical thinking is sufficently accurate so that it no longer requires
significant modification, is accurate in describing and predicting the
human phenomenon, and can explain discrepancies as well as consisten-
cies, it is called a “concept.” The term theory has not been used loosely.

After there are several consistent concepts, the term is used for the total
theoretical system.

The Theoretical Concepts

This family theory is made up of six essential interlocking concepts. All
will be described sufficiently so that they can be understood as parts of
the total theory. Those that are most important to this presentation will
be described in the most detail The discussion of triangles will be listed
last.

Differentiation of self scale. This scale is an effort to classify all levels of
human Ffunctioning, from the lowest possible levels to the highest
potental level, on a single dimension. In broad terms it would be similar
to an emotional maturity scale, butitdeals with factors that are different
from “maturity” concepts. The scale eliminates the need for the concept
*normal.” It has nothing to do with emotional health or illness or
pathology. There are people low on the scale who keep their lives in
emotional equilibrium without psychological symptoms, and there are
some higher on the scale who develop symptoms under severe stress
However, lower scale people are m‘Mo stress and, for them,
recovery from symptoms can be™ possible while higher scale
people tend to recover rapidly. The scale has no direct correlation with
intelligence or socioeconomic levels. There are intellectually brilliant
people far down the scale and less bright ones far up the scale. A maijority
of the lower socioeconomic group are far down the scale but there are
those in the lower social groups who are well up the scale and those from
high social groups who are far down the scale.

This is a scale for evaluating the level of “differentiation of self” from
the lowest possible level of "undifferentiation,” which is at 0 on the scale,
to the highest theoretical level of “differentiation,” which is at 100 on the
scale. The greater the degree of undifferentation (no-self), the greater
the emotional fusion into a common self with others (undifferentiated
ego mass). Fusion occurs in Ihé context of a personal or shared

relationship with others and it reaches |ts greatest intensity in the
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emotional interdependency of a marriage. The life style and thinking and

SR e e

emotional patterns of people at onelevei of the scale are sodifferent from
people at other levels that people choose spouses or close personal friends
from those with equal levels of differentiation. In the emational
closeness of marriage the two partial “selfs” Fuse into a cormmon “self”;
the degree of fusion depends on the basic level of differentiation before
the marriage. Both partners want the emotional bliss of fusion but it is
extremely difficult to maintain this equilibrium. One of the selfs in the
common self becomes dominant and the other submissive or adaptive.

- Said in another way, the dominant one gains a higher level of functional

self and appears “stronger,” at the expense of the adaptive one whogave

up selfand ﬁmmrm There is a spectrum of

mechantémy AT spouses use in adapting to the fusion. These

mechanisms will be discussed in the concept that deals with the dynamics
of the nuclear family system. The lower the level of differentiation or
“basic self” in the spouses the more difficult it is to maintain reasonable
emotional equilibrium and the more chronic the disability when adaptive
mechanisms fail.

The differentiation of self scale is an effort to assess the basic level of
self in a person. The basic self is a definite quality illustrated by such “I
posmon stances as: "These are my beliefs and convictions. This is what [’
am_ and who I am, and what I will do, or not do.” The bast: self may be
changed from within self on the basis of new knowledge and expenence.
The basic self is nof negofiable in The relationship sustem 10 that it isnotchanged
by coerdion or pressure, or to gain approval, or enhance one’s stand with
others. THere 15 another fluid, shifting level of self, which I.call the

“pseudo-self,” which makes it difficult to assign fixed values to the basic
sell, and which 5 best undérstood with Finctional conceprs. 1 he pseudo-
self 15 ade up of a mass of heterogeneous facts, beliers, and prnincipies
acquirgd through the relationship svstem in the prevailing emotion.
These include facts learned because one is stpposed to know them, and
beliefs borrowed from others or accepted in order to enhance one’s
position in relationship to others. The psexdo-seif, acquired urder the influence of
the relationship sustem, is negotiable in the reigianizir cysiem. The pseudo-self can
accept a plausible sounding philosophy under the emotional influence of
the moment, or it can just as easily adopt an opposite philosophy to
oppose the relationship system. It is the peeudp-self that fuses with
others in an intense emotional field. There is so much borrowing and
trading of pseudo-self among those in the Tower half of the scaie that
definite scale values can be estimated only from observations that cover
months or years, or from a lifetime pattern.

People in the lower half of the scale livein a “feeling” contralled world

in which feelings and subjectivity are dominant over the objective
( '
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reasoning process most of the time. They do not distinguish feeling from
fact, and major life dedisions are based on what “feels” right. Primary life
* goals are oriented around love, happiness, comfort, and security; these

'goals COTme € closest o Fﬁlﬁllment when relat{onshlps with ot}_xers arein

.anackmg the other for not pmwdmg it, that there is little energy left for
self-determined, goal-directed activity. They do not distinguish between
“truth” and “fact,” and the inner feeling state is the most accurate
possible expression of truth. A sincere person is regarded as one who

freely communicates the feeling process. An important life prindipie is
~giving and Teceiving™ 1ove, atfention, and 'd approv € can stay 1

symptom-free adjustment as long as the rclanons}up system is in
comfortable equilibrium. Discomfort and anxiety occur with events that
disrupt or threaten the relationship equilibrium. Chronic disruption of
the relationship system results in dysfunction and a high incidence of
human problems, induding physical and emotional illness and sodal

dysfunction. People in the upper half of the scale have an increasingly
-definedlpvel of basicself and Iess pseido-self, Each person is Thare of an
SsTtortomous self: there isless emotional f-us:on in dose relationships, less

- energy is needed to maintain self in the Fusions,more energy is available
for goal-directed activity, and more satisfaction is derived from directed
activity. Moving into the upper half of the scale one finds people who
,Rave an increasing capacity to differentiate between feelings and
- objective reality. For instance, people in the 50 to 75 range of the scale
have-intreasingly defined convictions and opinions on most essential
issues but they are still sensitive to opinions of those about them and
some dedisions are based on feelings in order not to risk the disapproval
of Tinportant-othrers:
According to this theory, there is some degree of fusion in dose
relationships, and some degree of an “undifferentiated family ego mass”
at every scale level below 100. When the scale was first devised, the 100
level was reserved for the being who was perfect in all levels of
emotional, cellular, and physiological functioning. Texpected there might
be some unusual figures in history, or possibly some living persons who
would fit into the mid-90 range. Increasing experience with the scale
indicates that all peoole have areas of good functioning and essential
areas in which life functioning is poor. it has not yet been possible to
e scale on extremely high-level people, but my impression is that

75_{_1_5 a very high-level person and that those above 60 constitute a small

percentage of society. —lC vmen?
The characreristics of high-scale people convey an important aspect of

the concept. They are operationallyelear about the difference between
(
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feeling and thinking, and it is as routine for them to make decisions =n’
the basis of thinking as it is for low-level people to operate on feelings.
The relative separation of feelings and thinking brings life much more
under the control of deliberate thoughts, in contrast to low-scale people
whose life is a pawn of the ebb and flow of the emotional process. In
relationships with others, high-scale people are’ f/re?)ko engage in goal®
directed activity, or tolose ﬂmmnmacy c?ff'close relahonsh:p, in
contrast to 1ow=-scale peaple who either have to avoid d relationships lest
they’slrpautmmcaﬂy:ﬁﬂo an uncomfortable fusion, or have no choice
but continued pursuit of a close rehbonshxp for grahhcat:on “of
emotional-“needs *The high-scalé person is Tess reactive to praise or
criticism and he has a more realistic evaluation of his own self in contrast
to the lower-level person whose evaluation is either far above or far
below reality.

The scale is most important as a theoretical concept for understanding
the total human phenomenon and as a reliable instrument for making an
over-all evaluation of the course of alife, and accurate predictions about

the possible future life directioris of a person. Itis not possible tododay to -

day or week to week evaluations of scale levels because of the wide shifts

in the functional level of pseudo-self in low-scale people. A com
unmgﬁn'gmlmqnhosm AN lower X1t is
possible to do reasonably accurate general estimations from information
that covers months or years. For instance, a detailed history of functional
shifts within"a Tamily over a period of years can convey a fairly accurate
pattern of the family members in relation to each other. The scale makes
it possible to define numerous differences between people at'various
scale levels, The life style of a persor_at. u.u.ﬂ_\zld_is_m_ﬂﬁ&___ﬁmn
someone only a few points removed on the scale they do not choose eac
omersonai relationships. There are many life experiences that
can raise or lower the func tioring levels of self but feww that cancrnange the
basic level of qifferentiation acauired while peopie are_stil_wirh_their
paréntal families. Unless there is some unusual circumstance, the basic
level from their parental family is consolidated in a marriage, foliowing
which the only shift is a functional shift. The functional shifts can be
striking. For example, a wife whohad a functional level at marriage equal
to her husband’s may become de-selfed to the point of chronic
alcoholism. She then functions far below her original level while the
husband functions equally far above his original level. Manv of these
functional levels are sufficdiently consolidated so that thev can arpear
W.

Nuclear famiiy emotional system. This developmental concept deals with the
emotional patterns that begin with plans for marriage and then foilow
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through the marriage, the types of relationships with families of origin The third area is the mechanism by which parental undifferentiation is
the adjustment of the spouses to each other before children, the addition

projected to one or more children. | believe this exists in ail families to
of the first child, their adjustment as a three-person relationship, and : some degree. This mechanism is so important that it is described in the
then the addition of subsequent children, The level of differentiationof following separate concept. The over-all concept being described here is
self of the spouses plays a major part in the intensity of the patterns. | that of a specific amount of immaturity of undifferentiation to be
originally used the term wndifferentiated family ego mass to describe the absorbed within the nuclear family, which is fluid and shifting to some
emotional “stuck togetherness” or fusionin the nuclear family. The term degree, and which increases to a symptomatic level during stress. The
is still accurate when applied to the nuclear family, but the termis less apt borrowing and trading of pseudo-self which goes on with otherpeople at
in referring to the same phenomenon in the extended families, and the this level of undifferentiation is the point to be emphasized here.
term is awkward when applied to the same phenomenon in emotional Family projection process. This is the process by which parents project part
systems at work, or in social systems. More recently the term emotional of their immaturity to one or more children. The most frequent pattern
syston has been used to designate the same triangular emotional patterns is one which operates through the mother with the mechanism which
that operate in all close relationships, with an additional term to enables the mother to become Jess anxiots by focusing on the child. The
designate the location of the system, for example, a nuclear family

) lifestyle of parents, fortuitous circumstances such as traumatic events

emotional svstem. : that disrupt the family during the pregnancy or about the time of birth,

The level of differentiation of self determines the degree of emotional and spedal relationships with sons or daughters are among factors that

fusion in spouses. The way the spouses handle the fusion governs the help determine the “selection” of the child for this process. The most

areas in which the undifferentiation will be absorbed and the areas in : common pattern is one in which one child is the recipient of a major
which symptoms will be expressed under stress. There are three areas

partion of the projection, while other children are relatively less
involved. The child who is the object of the projection is the one most
emotionally attached to the parents, and the one who e~ds up with a i
lower level of differentiation of self. A child who grows up relatively ‘ & D
outside the family projection process can emerge with a higher basiclevel

of differentiation than the parents.

Multigenerational transmission process. This concept describes the pattern <~—~—

that develops over multiple generations as children emerge from the

within the nuclear family in which symptoms are expremas
re (1} mantal confthict, 2] dysfuncrionin a spouse, and (3 projection to
one GF more children. 1here is a quintitative amount of undifferentia- :
tion, derermuted by the level of differentiation in the spouses, to be
absoroed by one, or by a comoination of the three aréasT There are—
marriages ot which a major amount goes to one area, with other areas
absorbing the “spill” from the primary area. Most families use a

combination of the three areas. Marital conflict occurs when neither parental family with higher, equal, orlower basic levels of differentiation
spouse will “give in” to the other in the fusion, or when the one who has

than the parents. When a child emerges with alower level of self than the

been giving in or adapting refuses to cont‘mue@bsorbs large | parents and marties a spouse with equal differentiation of self, and this

quantities of the undifferentation. ; marriage produces a chiid with a lowerlevel who marries another with an

One ot the commonest mechanisms is one in which the two pseudo- equal level, and this next marriage produces one with a lower level who
selfs fuse into a common self, one giving up pseudo-self to merger and

marries at that level, there is a process moving, generation by geceration,
the other gaining a higher level of functioring self from the merger. This to lower and lower levels of undifferennation. According to this theary,
. avoids conflict and permits more closeness. The dominant one who gains

the most severe emotional problems, such as hard core schizophrenia,
self is often not aware of the problems of the adaptive one who gives in. are the product of a process that has beer working to lower and lower
The adaptive one is a candidate for dysfunction, which can be physical or levels of seif over multiple generations. Along with those who fall lower
emotional illness, or social dysfunction such as drinking or irresponsible on the differentiatioi of SelfEcile are those who remain at about the
behavior. Dvsfunction which serves to absorb undifferentiation is same levei and those who progress up the scale.
difficult to reverse. DysFunction routineiy occurs in one_spouse, the Sibling position profiles. The personality profiles of each sibling position. as
otmgfmthmgﬁdnal exchange. Dysfunction in a described by Toman{1961), have added an important dimension to this
spouse can absorb large guantities” of the undifferentiation, which theoretical orientation and the therapeutic system. | have found Toman'’s
protects other areas from symptoms. profiles to be remarkably consistent with my own observations of
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“normal” siblings. In his initial work, he did not study the “abnormal”
sibling who is the recipient of the family projection process. The more
intense the projection process, the more like an 1nfant1|_y9_\1£gest child
this one becomes, no matter which the sxblmg position of birth. In
evaluating a family, a note about the sibling positior: of each parent and
whether or not the profile of each parent was reasonably typlcarconveys
invaluable information about the way this family will adapt itself to life,
to the emotional forces in the family, and to working on its problem in
family psychotherapy. For instance a “fusion of selfs” mix made up of an
oldest daughter and youngest son automatically conveys a wealth of
information about the family, “all things being equal.” In addition, this
mix behaves differently in conflict, in the dysfunction of one spouse, and
in the family projection process. The many details of this concept are of

peripheral interest to this presentation.

Triangles. The concept of triangles provides a theoretical framework for
understanding the microscopic functioning of all emotional systems.
Most important, the step by step understanding of triangles provides an
immediate working answer that can be used by the therapist, or by any
family member, for predictably changing the functioning of an emotional
system. The pattern of triangle functioning is the same in all emotonal
systemns. The Tower the level of differentiation, the more intense the
patterns, and the more important the relationship, the more intense the
patterns. The very same patterns are less intense at higher levels of
differentiation and in relationships that are more peripheral.

A two-person emotional system is unstable inthat it formsitselfintoa
three-person system or toangle under siress, A sysiem larger than three
persons becomes a series of interlocking triangles. The following are
some of the characteristics of functioning of a single triangle. A3 tension
mounts in a two-person system, it is usual for one to be more
uncomfortable than the other, and for the uncomfortable one to
“triangle in” a third person by telling the second person a story about the
triangle one. This relieves the tension between the first two, and shifts
the tension between the second and third. A triangle in a state of calm
consists of a comfortable twosome and an outsider. The favored pasition
is to be a member of the twosome, If tension arises in the outsider, his
nm 2 twosome with one of the original
members of the twosome, leaving the other one as outsider. So the forces
within the triangle shift and move from moment to moment and over
longer periods. When the triangle is in a state of tension, the outside
position is the plgf_egd position, in a posture that says,”You two Fight
aiid Teave me out of it.” Add this extra dimension of gaining closeness, or
escaping _tf-n_sl_o‘n, and it provides an even more graphic nouon of the
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shifting forces, each one constantly moving to gain a little more close
comfort or to withdraw from tension, with each move by onerequiring a
compensatory move by another. In a state of tension, when it is not
possible for the triangle to conveniently shift the forces within the
triangle, two members of the original twosome will find another
convenient third person (triangle in another person) and now the
emotional forces will run the circuits in this new triangle. The drcuitsin
the former triangle are then quiet but available for reuse at any time. In
periods of very high tension, a 51Alﬁmﬂﬂmaggkﬂ_w

outhders -A common example is F_MAL{L&S that uses the

spectrum of Dutside ] people as partmpams n the farmily proo]em. The
family thus reduces the tension within the inner family, and it can
actually create the situation in which the family tension is being fought

out by outside people.
Over lon

eriods of time, a triangle will come to have long-term
postures and functioning position RN

A COmmon p
onEID)ymeMmmMmm

is the outsider. In this triangle, the

_the outs , minute to minute proces
emotional forces shifts around the triangie, 5ut when_forces to

rest, it is alwavs with eachin the same position. A trﬁgﬁih-
cally has two positive sides and one negative side. For instance, one
member of the close twosome has a positive feeling orientation to the
outsider while the other member may feel negative about him. The
triangle concept is remarkablv more fluid for understanding a three-
person system than the more conventional oedipal complex concepts. For
in§tance, conilict between siblings consists almost universally of a
triangle between mother and two childrenin which mother has a positive
relationship to each child and the conflict is fought out between the
children. The triangle concept provides many more clues about what to
do to modify the sibiing situation than is provided by cedipal theory. In
ever the most “fixed” triangle, the positive and negative forces shift back
and fo;th/cu.nstantly The term fixed refers to the most characteristic

positionA three-person system is one triangle, a four-person system is

 foe,

four primary triangles, a five-person system is nine primary knan_gﬁs_)

etc. This progression multiplies rapidly as systems get larger. In addition
there are a variety of secondary triangles when two or more may band
together for one corner of a triangle for one emotional issue, while the,
configuration shifts on another issue.

There are characteristics of the triangle that lend themselves
specifically to psychotherapy, or to anv other efforts to modify the
triangle. The emotional forces within a triangle operate as predictably as
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an emotional reflex. The reactiveness operates in a chain reaction
fashion, one reaction following another in predictable sequence. The
thempglfﬁc system is based on being able to WMthe
part_that self plays, and to consciously control this pragrammed
emational reactiveness. The observation and the control are equally
difficult. Observation is not possible until one can controi one’s reactions
Sm‘zrvjﬂmﬂsewe.TM process of observation allows for
more control, which in turn, in a series of slow steps, allows for better
observation. The process of being able to abserve is the slow beginning
toward moving one small step toward getting one’s self “outside” an
emotional system. It is only when one can get a little outside that it is
possible to begin to observe and to begin'to modify an emotional system.
W};f‘_ﬂ‘f_%ﬁ___J————ﬁ“a"W”m can control his emotional responsiveness
and not take sides with either of the other two, and

stay-constantly in

contact with the other some
will decrease and both will move to a higher level of differentiation.

————

A ke o o

nless the triangled person can remain in emotional contact, the

twosome will triangle in someone else.

The Therapeutic System

A very brief review of the therapeutic system is presented to provide
an overall view of the place of the forthcoming clinical presentation in the
total theoretical and therapeutic systems. The theoretical system
conceives of an undifferentiated family ego mass and the therapeutic
system is designed to help one or more family members toward a higher
level of differentiation. The concepts of triangles provides another
theoretical dimension, which says an emotional system is made up of a
series of interlocking triangles. The most important therapeutic
principle, which is repeatable in an orderly predictable way, says that

when the triangular emotional pattern is modified in a single important
trangle in the family, and the memoers of the triargle remain in

erfotional contact with the rest of the famiy, otner trianglec will
autoratically change in relation to the first.

m}m;ilh both parents or botk spouses. This is the main family
configuration for family psychotherapy with any family. The therapeutic
method employs the concept of differentiation of self, and of the triangle
emotional system that operates in the family. The goal is to work toward
modification of the most important triangle in the family, and from

experience this has been found to stem from the two parents or the two
spouses. | have found that the quickest wav to modify the central triangle
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On the Differentiation of Self

is_to constitute a new triangle with the two primary members of the / &

mthe therapist. WHen the family Iriangle includes [lree or
more from the nanural family, the emotional system runsits own built-in
emotional circuits and it requires much more time for the family to
observe or modify the triangle pattemns. If the family configuration
permits, the family psychotherapy is routinely with both spouses or both
parents, whether the initial problem be marital conflict, a dysfunction in
a spouse, or a problem in a child. If it is possible to modify the emotional
patterns in this central triangle, then all other family members
autornatically change. :

The one basic prindiple in this method of psychotherapy involves the
therapist keeping himself “detriangled” or emotionally .outside the
emotional freid that involves the marital twosome. These twa people
automnatically use mechanisms with the therapist that they use in dealing
with any third person. If the therapist can remain outside the emotional
field and not respond as others do to the emotional twosome, then
patterns between them come to be more quickly modified. | believe this
method would work no matter what the subject of discussion, as long as
the therapist remained relatively “detriangled,” and as long as the
twosome dealt with issues that revealed critical triangles.

There are four main things I do in a situation with two spouses or both
parents. The first is to ke p the emotional system between the
suffidently alive to be meaninmmi
to deal with it objectively without undue emotional reactiveness, The
therapist is active with constant questions, first to one spouse, and then
the other, getting the thoughts of one in reaction to what the other had
communicated to the therapist. This prevents emotional exchanges
between the spauses and erahles each ta “hear” the other without the
automatic emotional bind that develops in exchanges between them. A
second function is to keep self “detriangled” from the emotional process
between the two family members. There are many details to this
function. The third function is to establish what | have called an “1
position,” which is part of the differentiation of a self. The therapist takes
action stands in relation to themwhichm
the same to each other. The fourth Function is to teach them how
EW to encourage them each to work foward
the differentiation of self in relation to their families of ongin. This step
hds many Important detaus. It 15 necessary that the psychotherapy be
done in a way that does not involve the therapist inthe emotional system
between the spouses. With this method, each can differentiate aself from

the other as long as the therapist does not get invalved in the process and
as long as he can keep the process between them active.
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Family psychotherapy wilh one spouse in preparation for family psychot herapy with
both spouses. This method is designed for families in which one spouse is
negative and unwilling to be involved in the family psychotherapy. The
first part is similar to what will be described in the next section on family
psychotherapy with one family member. The goal with this method is to

help the motivate unde n t self s in_the

family system, until the unmotivated spouse is willing to join the therapy
as a cooperative effort.

Family psychotherapy with one motivated family member. This method has been
in regualr use some eight years. It was designed for unmarried young
adults who lived at a distance from parents, or whose parents refused to
be a part of the therapy effort. This method is so similar to what will be
described with my own family that it will be mentioned only briefly. The
initial sessions are spent teaching the characteristics of family systems.
Then sessions are devoted to making postulations about the part this
single member plays in the total system. Then time is devoted to learning.

to observe patterns in one’s own emohona] reactions in the parenlal
s

ystem This plan involves relative
origin to check postulations, i

ostulations, to seek new observations that will confirm
or refute postulations, and to develop ways to modify reactions. It works
best with oldest children who usually feel more responsibility Tor their
farrilies and who are more motivated for such an effort. It requires that
the single members be self-supporting, else they never develop the
emotional courage for change that might threaten the family attitude
about them. An optimum distance from extended families is about 200 to
300 miles, which is dose enough for frequent contact and far enough
away to be outside the immediate emotional sphere of the family.
Appointments are spaced farther apart when distance from family does
not permit frequent visits. It is also possible to use work and sodal
relationship systems for learning the properties of emotional systems.

The average well- i d Pers ill spend about 100 hours

spread over a period of four or five years at such an effort. More freguent
a"wmww
eWess The average resuit with this method has been
far superior to results with convenhonal psychotherapy.

The Clinical Report

The object of this report is aclinical experience that covered a period of
afew monthsin whichlachieved amajor breakthrough in differentiating
a self from my family of origin. That experience was preceded by a
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On the Differentiation of Self

twelve-year effort to understand my family within the framework of
family theory. There had been an.active effort to modify myself in
relation to my family during the last seven or eight years of that period.
This slow trial and error effort was intertwined with the stages of my
professional work in family research, family theory, and family
psychotherapy. Since reaching this evolutionary stage with my own
family, I have been able to “coach” motivated family therapists toward
significant differentiation in their parental families in as little as two or
three years. This goal is achieved by helping them focus on the
productive areas and avoiding the time-consuming pitfalls. In an effort to
help the reader understand the rationale for this effort, the material will
be presented in its evolutionary steps, with each step explained in terms
of the theory which has already been presented.

Personal background information. There was very little from my conven-
tional psychiatric training that provided a workable understanding of my
own family. Most of the useful concepts came from my experience with
family research. However, I had some early experiences that may have
played a part in the development of my thinking; these will be
summarized briefly. Since many ask questions about motivation for
working on one’s own family, I will begin with some very early trendsin
my life. During my childhood I possessed two assets that played a partin
future choices. One was an unusual ability for solving difficult puzzles
and in devising working solutions for insoluble-appearing problems.
Another asset was skillin the use of my hands. By the age of twelve T had
decided to go into a profession and the choice was equal betweenlaw and
medicine. After twelve the choice went more toward medicine. At fifteen
an inddent occurred which resulted in my making a firm detision for
medicine. 1 was an ambulance helper and had to take an unconscious
teenage girl to a university hospital. The girl lay unconscious all
afternoon and by early evening she was dead. The vivid memory of the
emergency room and the doctors who seemed bewildered, unsure, and
fumbling incited me to help medicine find better answers. In medical
school, my interest automatically gravitated to areas with the most
pressing unsolved problems. First there was neurology, then neuro-
surgery, and then the challenge of differential diagnosis in medicine. The
intellectual challenge of the skilled techniques of surgery did not
fascinate me until internship. A series of surgical deaths led to my
building a crude artificial heart and being accepted for a fellowship in
surgery, and, following this, I was in the military service for five years.
The extent of psychiatric dvsfunction that [ observed in Army personnel
and the lack of adequate soiutions f@rrm
undertake psychiatric training. | got involved immediately with
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schizophrenia, and then explored every known theory and treatment of
schizophrenia until my interest settled on the family. Hypotheses aboat
the family led to my devoting myself full-time to psychiatric researchon
the family a few years later,

1 was relatively unaware of psychological or psychoanalytic concepts

~ whenlwentinto psychiatry. Superficial knowledge about these concepts

had been compartmentalized as applying to those who were “siclc” My
close, congenial family had been free of conflict, marital problems,
drinking problems, or any diagnosable neurotic or behavior problem for
every generation of which T had knowledge. My parental family
relationships and my marriage relationship were considered happy,
normal, and ideal. My first year or two in psychiatry was a period of near
exhilaration as | heard those logical-sounding explanations of hiuman

. behavior. The exhilaration began to disappear with awareness of logical

discrepancies in theory that the experts could not explain. Most
psychiatrists did not seem bothered by the contradictions which formed
the core of my later research.

In essence, those early years in psychiatry, and my own psychoanaly-
sis, helped me to become aware of a fascinating new world of hidden
motivation and condict. I learned the concepts and became adept at
applying them to seif, staff, friends, family, and even to prominent people
in the news I had never met. Everyone was “pathological,” and those who
denied it were even more “pathological.” Thinking about members of my
family took the form of analyzing their psychodynamics and diagnosing
them. This stance tended to intensify my previous posture to my family
of origin..As an oldest son and physician 1 hadlong been the wise expert
preaching tothedrienigntened, even when it was done under the guise
of expressing an opinion or giving advice. The family would listen
politely and put it 2side as “just psychiatry.” During my psychoanalysis
there was enough emotional pressure to engage my parents in an angry
confrontation about childhood grievances that had come to light in the
snug harbor of trarsference. At the time I considered these confronta-
tions to be emotionai emancipation. There may Rave Deen sOme Siort-
téTm gaIn from knowing ovy feelings a little better and learning to~sound
off” at my parents. _';ru(the long-term result was an intensification of
previous patterns. _nenetresult was my convicrion that my parents had
their proolems, anz I had mine, that they would necer change, and nothing
IMGTE COUId be aone. 1 felt justified in maintaining a rofimal distance and
keeping relationsrips superficial. I did not attempt to work on

relationships in my family of origin until after the development of my
new concepts in fa=ily research.

One emotional zhenomenon from a systern outside the family is of
special importance o this family concept. Tworked in a large. well-known
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psychiatric clinic where the emotional system in the “family” of staff and
employees was identical to the emotional system in any family. The
patterns of all emotional systems are the same whether they be family
systems, work systems, or social systems, the only difference being one
of intensity. The emotional system where | worked provided valuable
observations. I noticed that when I was away on trips | was much clearer
and more objective about work relationships, and that the objectivity was
lost on returning to work. After it was first noticed, I made more careful
observations of the phenomenon. The objectivity could come by the time
the plane was an hour away. On return, the objectivity would be lost as |
went through the front door returning to work. It was as if the emotional
system “closed in” as | entered the bgilding.Mal
phenomenon | later came to call the “undifferentiated family ego mass.” |
wondered what it would take to keep emotional objectivity in the midst
of the emotional system. A “differentiated self” is one who can maintain
emotional objectivity while in the midst of a tional system in
turmoil, yet at the same time actively relate tokey people in the svstem. I
mammmotiom system at work. After a
trip, when | returned to the city on Saturday, objectivity would hold until
returning to work Monday morning. There was one occasion when the
objectivity was lost during a telephone conversation with a staff member
before returning to work. On other occasions the objectivity would be
lost when greeting a staff member in the parking lot before entering the
building. This “fusion” into the emational system operated most
intensely with those most involved in the gossip system at work. Gossip
is_one of the principle mechanisms for “triangling™ another into the
emotional field between two people. The details of this phenomenon will
be discussed elsewhere in this presentation. In that wark system much
“triangling” took place at coffee breaks, social gatherings, and bull
sessions in which the “understanding” ones would “analvze” and talk

about those who were not present. This. mechapism convevs, “IVe
understand each at {the togetherness side of the trapgle;.

We are in agreement about that pathoiogical third person.” At sodal
gathenngs pecpie would clump in smail groups, eacn taixing about
someone outside that clump, and each apparently unaware that all the
clumps were doing the same “triangling” gossip about them.

I consider involvernent in that work emotional system to have been
one of the fortunate experiences in my life.Itjusthappened tohavebeen
of sufficient intensity to afford observations. After having observed the
phenomenon there, it was then easier to see the same phenomenoninall
other work systems. It provided a kind of “control” for the very same
phenomenon in my family or origin. During the years | worked hardest
to “differentiate a self”in my family of origin, | would return occasionally

'
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to the old work system for a visit. Some of my best friends are still there.
On the average visit, though [ had been away for two or three years, it
would take no more than thirty minutes to meet someone important to
the system, and immediately “fuse™ into taking sides in the emotional
issues of the system. Finally, after | had mastered the experience with my
own family that is reported here, [ returned to the old work system fora
long visit and was able to relate intimately to those important to the
system without a single episode of “fusion.”

The Family History

My own family of origin is the clinical example of this presentation. 1
am the oldest of five children of a cohesive, congenial family that has
lived in the same small town for several generations. My parents, now
quite elderly, are active in community life and both work in the family
business. My personality profileis that of an over-responsible oldest son.
1 am married to the second of three daughters, who functions moreasan
oldest. We have four children, ranging from age 14 to 20. My First
brother, two years younger than myself, is an outgoing, energetic
businessman who established himself in another state immediately after
college. He married a college cdlassmate who is a sodally active oaly child.
They have one daughter. The third child, my second brother, three years

younger than my first brother, is head of the family business and
" functions as head of the dan at home. He married a second child and
oldest daughter while he was in the military service. They have two sons
and a daughter. The forth child in mvy family origin, an oldest daughter, is
two years younger than the third child. She is the one most emotionally
triangled into the family system, the only one who did not go to college,
and the one who has made the poorest life adjustment. She married an
empleyee of the family business and they have adaughter and ason. The
fifth child is adaughter four years younger than the fourth. After college
she worked in another town where she married; she has one daughter.
After several years her husband sold his business and they returned to
the family hometown where he works in the family business. There have
never been any disabling illnesses, accidents, or injuries in any of the five
children, in their spouses, or their children.

The step by step sequence of events in this family emotional field
covers a period of ovﬂ(my—yg;us. My father was an only child who has
functioned as a respohs%'crhﬁgest. His father died when he was aninfant.
Hewasreared 5v Ris mother unti he was twelve, when she remarried
and had other children. He was seif-sGpporting from chiidhood. My

B

14

¢ e be et

§

¢

e 1 -

e e e

- —_—
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mother was a responsible oldest daughter, sever vears older than her
brother. Her mother died when she was one vear ol following which
she and her father returned to live with his parents until she was six,
when her father remarried. She lived the next seventeen years with her
father, her stepmother, and a half brother born one year later. My
parents first knew each other well when they both worked in town. They
were married when he was a station agent for the railroad and she
worked with her father in the family business, 2 department store
founded by his father. After marriage, my parents lived in their own
home in téwn for the next five years. | was borna year and a half after the
marriage and my first brother was born two years later.

A sequence of events which profoundly influenced the future of the
family began shortly after the birth of my brother. My mother’s brother
was in college several hundred miles away. Her father's health began to
fail and.my father began spending more and more time in the business, in
addition to his regular full-time work. My grandfather had been a
responsible oldest son in a large family. Hisdeathywhen my first brother
W%gjﬂ_ﬁfﬂmmmmu
resigned from fis previous job, my mother’s brother stayed home from
college, and rry father and uncle became partners in the family business.
My parents movedinto my mother’s parental home where the household
consisted of my parents, then in their late twenties, my brother and
myself, my grandmother, then in her fifties, and my undle, then in his
early twenties. The personality profiles of the household will convey
something of the family emotional field. My father is an action-oriented
oldest son and my mother a responsible “doing” oldest daughter. They
are among that percentage of “oldests” who make marriage into a
smooth-functioning partnership. My grandfather, as an oldest, had
married two adaptive young daughters. My grandmother, his second
wife, was quiet and supportive. My uncle, a functional only child by
virtue of the seven years between him and my mother, was his mother’s
only child. He emerged with a profile of a bright youngest son. These
particular personality profiles made for a congenial housenold with a low
level of coniflict.

About five months after the death of her father, my mother became
pregnant with her third child, my second brother. A few months later,
my uncle was among the first to be drafted for the war, and my father

assumed responsibility for the business. My second brother was con- |

ceived within months after my grandfather’s death, the reorganization
of the business, and the merger into a single household. My second
brother was born within the month after myundle left. [t was asif he was
born to take over the family business. [ and my first brother had been

PARS
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born while my parents had their ownhome, and we are the only two who
moved away and ‘who have no connection with the business. There was
no particular pressure on anyone to leave or stay. It just evolved that |
and my first brother left. My uncle returned from the war almost two
years later, about the time mother became pregnant with her fourth
child and oldest daughter. Mother had leng wanted a daughter and this
child became “special” and overprotected, the one most involved in the
family emotional process, and the one who was impaired by it. There is
one such child in almost every family. Though the impairment in my first
sister did not go beyond overall poor functioning in her life course, the
emotional pattern is the same as other families in which the most
involved child is severely impaired. With less basic differentiation in my
parents and more stress in the family emotional system, this daughter
could have later developed severe disabling emotional or physical
problems. Why did the emotional patterns involve a daughterinstead of a
son, and why this child? | believe this pattern is predictable in families
and, implicit in Toman's work, are suggestions about whether the
involved one is likely to be a son or daughter. In my family, there were
reality factors that played into the emotional process. My father was the
active responsible one in the family bummy ‘mother assumed
responsibility for the family operation at home. There were always
chores and need for extra help in the home and business and the children
all worked as a matter of course. Clear distinction's between men’s work
and women’s work helped keep my sister in a special category. My older
sister has remained emotionally dependent on my parents. School was
difficult for her and she was the only one who did not go to college. She
has the personality profile of a dependent youngest child, which happens
with the one most involved in the family emotional process. The fifth
child, another daughter, was born four years after the fourth. She grew
up more outside the family emotional system and she has the profile of a
responsible oldest daughter. f

The period after the last child is born, when the family composition is
relafively staple, usually provides the best cverview of famiy funciion-
ing. € three boys had apdu il tevess of aqjustment. We spent
considerable time with my father in work and recreation while my
mother provided more of the reminders about hard work, fair play,
helping others, and success. My mother was the active, responsible one
in the home. My grandmother helped with fixed chores, and she devoted
special attention to my uncle. The major triangle in this combination of
home and business involved my father, motner, and uncie. Any member
of areiatively fixed triangle perceives nis selt as caught.” Mytatner was
caught between his wife and her brother, my uncle between his sister
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and her husband, and my mother between her husband and her brother.
My father was the one most active in the business and also in civic and
community activity. In the business he represented expansion and
“progress.” My uncle represented caution, and he funcrioned as the loyal
opposition that questioned “progress.” In calm periods, a triangle

functions as a comfortable twosome and an outsider. ~iv uURcle was the

outside one, wnich caused no problems tor him since ne had the close .

rélationship with nis mother wno was rejafivelv uninvolved in bUsiness
issues; In stresstul perioas, a triangle has two posirive sides and a
e

negative siae. The negativé'sidé 1 this tnangle was operween my father
and UMl T UiTe b USIRess, Usuaily expressed as disconterrTommunicated

thfougn my mother. The stress, however, rarely reached a point of overt
anger between them.

The family triangle illustrates an important difference between family
theory and certain conventional psychiatric concepts. There are those
who would say that the differences between my father and uncle
represented deeply buried hostility controlled by maiadaptive suppres-
sion, and that healthier adaptation would result from searching out and
openly expressing the hostility. Family theory would say that the
negative side of the triangle is merely a symptomatic ex pression of a total
family problem andtofocus onissuesin one relationship is to misidentify
the problem, to convey the impression that the probiem is in this one
relationship, and to make the triangle more fixed and less reversible.
There may be transient anxiety relief from direct expression of anger,
but to focus on this dimension makes the family maladaptive. The mild
symptom expressed only under stress is evidence of a good level of
emotional compensation.

The next major shift in the family came as I and my brothers left for
college” My grancmother died suadeniy a rew months oerore my second
brother left for the army. In the following five years there were several
changes. Mv uncle married and established kis own home, my parents
and two sisters moved to a house in town, and the old family home was
rented. My first brother, who was established away from home, married
shortly before entering the army. During the war my second brother,
and then [, were married while in the army. A few months later my older
sister married and joined her husband who was away in war industry. My
younger sister was in college during the war. My parents were alone at
home. It was difficult to find employees during the war, so my mother
devoted full time to helping my father and uncle run the business. There
developed a different version of the family triangie. a familiar one in
family systems. My uncle and his wife constituted =ne corner of the
triangle, and she tended to verbalize her discontent ourtside the family.
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After the war therewas need for youngideas and energy to rebuild the
business, which had been merely maintained during the war. My second
brother returned with his family to start as an employee with an
understanding that he would ultimately have his share of the business.
Also, my older sister and her husband returned, and he resumed his
employment in the business. A few years later my youngersister and her
husband moved back to help in the business. My second brother, as
energetic in business and dvic activity as our father, was the motivating
force in the successful growth of the business. Emotional forces were
operating for this brother to become the "head of the clan” and for my
younger sister to succeed my mother as the responsible woman in the
next generation. Within the family there were a variety of triangles and
shifting emotional alignments on lzsser issues, but the original triangle
pattern continued on major issues. Now the triangle consisted of my
father and brother at one corner, my mother and younger sister at
another, and my uncle and his wife at the other. During periods of stress
the negative issues were expressed between my father and brother on
one side and my uncle and his wife on the other. Stress occurred around
the issue of expansion of the business and when my brother pressed for
his share of the business. Since the family lived in five separate
households, there was more of a tendency for family issues to be confided
to friends outside the family. With each period of stress there would be
discussion about dividing the business, some new recognition of my
brother’s contribution, and a new period of calm. This sequence
continued until the time came when, in a new period of stress, my uncle
sold his half to my second brother and retired. The business was
reorganized as a corporation, with my brother holding half of the stock
and my father and mother each holdirg one fourth. The family tended to
see the new arrangement as the final solution. This is another predictable
characteristic of emotional systems: When the focus of the symptom is
removed from the system, the svstem 2&573s if the proolem s solvead. If
the svstem could think instead of react. i wvouid know that it would be
only a marter of time until the symptom surfaced elsewhere. 1 his event
© in My famuly occurred atter | had learrec much about families from
research but before [ had begun my active effort to use the knowledge in
my family of origin. However, ] made some postulations about the next
area in which symptoms would develop. The next part of the clinical
presentation will deal with the course of events for the ten years after the
reorganization of the business.

My posture to my family or origin during this period was one of
kidding myself that 1 was “detached” and “objective” and that I was
“staying out of the family problem.” This stance is the most common
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On the Differentiation of Self

misperception that people have when they first begin to become better
obgervers and to be less emotionaily reacl:ve in their own famiies.
Attuaily, I was almost as emotionally tnvoived as ever, and | was using
emotionaldistance and silence to create an illusion of nonresponsiveness.
Distance and silence do not fool an emctional svstem.

Concepts Important in the Differentiation of a Self

New concepts from family research and family psychotherapy
provided exditing new ways for understanding my own family that had
never been possible withindividual concepts. The new ideas were applied
to my own family, and other immediate emotional systems, by the time
they were fairly well formulated. Observations and experience from my
own living situation also made contributions to the family research. Most
of the effort went to my own nuclear family {my wife and children),
which is a story all in itself. T considered my family of origin asimportant
in understanding my nuclear family, but less important in helping the
nuclear family resolve its problems. Very early in dlinical work with
families, 1 tried to corrglate each pattern in my nuclear family with
similar patterns in famil{ of origin. This effort was followec by a short
period of precise focus on my nudlear family, with the premise thatfocus
on the family of origin avoided the most important issues in my nuclear
family. Gradually 1 focused more and more on my family of origin,
culminating in the present effort being described here. The following is a
series of concepts that were important in the effort to differentiate a self
in my own family of origin.

Multigenerational family history. My initial effort in this area was
motivated by a research interest. Early in family research | began
structured studies to trace the transmission of family characteristics
from one generation to another. This was part of the efforttodefine the
“multigenerational transmission process,” one of the concepts in the
theory. Then I developed a special interest in the transmission of illness
patterns from generation to generation. Each facet of the study provided
interesting new leads to follow. Thousands of hours went into a
microscopic study of a few families, in which [ went back as far as 200 or
300 years, and | traced the histories of numerous families back 100years
or more. All families seemed to have the same basic patterns. This work
was 50 time-consuming that | decided it was more sensible to study my
own family. My goal was to get factual information in arder to
understand the emotional forces in each nuclear family, and I went back
as many generations as it was possible to go. Until this time 1 had no

{
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special interest in family history or genealogy. In less than ten years,
working a few hours a week, Thave acquired family tree knowledge about
twenty-four families of origin, including detailed knowledge about one
that [ traced back 300 years, another 250 years, and severdl that were
traced back 150 to 200 years. The effort brought me into contact with
genealogists who were surprised that [ was as interested in family
members who did poorly as those who did well This is tedious work in

the beginning, but a surprising amount of detail can be obtained once the
effort is underway.

It is difficult to estimate the direct contribution of family historical
information to the understanding of one’s family in the present. I believe
the indirect contributions are great enough to warrant the effort by
anyone who aspires to become 3 serious student of the family. In only 150

to 200 years an individualis the descendent of 64 to 128 FamiliMn‘Lgin,
eW&lﬂ With all theTn_)Tth‘
and pretense and emotionally biased reports and opinions, itis difficult to
ever really know “self” or to know family members in the present or
recent past. As one reconstructs facts of a century or two ago, itis easier
Ws and to be factual. To follow a nuclear family of 200
years ago from marriage through the addition of each new child, and
then to follow the life course of each child, can provide one with a
different view of the human phenomenon th:a is possible from
examining the urgency of the present. It is easier to see the same
emotional patterns as they operated then, and one can get a sense of
* continuity, history, and identity that is not otherwise possible. More

knowledge of one’s distant families of origin can help one become aware
that there are no angels or devils in a family; they were human beings,
each with his own strengths and weaknesses, each reacting predictably
to the emotional issue of the moment, and each doing the best he could
with his life course. My work on multigenerational family history wasin
progress during most of the period of this report.

Undifferentiated ego mass in family of origin. | have already mentioned early
observations about the emotional phenomeron where | worked, which |
later came to call the undifferentiated family ego mass. The same
mechanism operated on visits to my family of arigin. I made increasing
observations about the phenomenon but had not clues about effective

action for maintaining objectivity while still in contact with the family. 1’

had long since tried the conventional things for dealing with family
emotional situations, such as talking openly to family members about
problems, both individually and in groups. The model for this method
came from the early experience with family psychotherapy in which open
discussion about problems seemed to help. Discussions about family
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On the Differentiation of Self

issues seemed to make the family system calmer, but they made the
fisions more intense and it was more difhicult to get back to objectivity

later. When the family was calm it was possible to go several hours or a
day before fusing into taking sides on emotional issues. If the family was
tense, the fusion could occur on first contact with a key person in the
family system. Objectivity would usually return within an hour or two
after the visit while en route home. Then came the theoretical notion of
the “undifferentiated family ego mass” and some early principles about
~differentiating a self.” These principles will be discussed further later.
From experience  had learned that the effort to define or differentiate a
self is most effective if one is “outside” the emotional system, or before
one becomes fused into the system. Since trips-home were infrequent,
the goal was to maintain objectivity as longas possible and to find ways to
extricate myself from the fusion, all during the same visit. One effort
was to leave my wife and children at home while I visited among
extended family in town. When I became “fused”into the system I would
return home and relate intensively to my nuclear family, hoping this
would extricate me from the fusion and permit another period of
objectivity with the extended family. This plan never worked. In
discussions, my wife would communicate some terrible semething a
sister or my sister-in-law had said or done, indicating that my nuclear
family had also “fused into the family system,” even though it was
relatively isolated from the larger family system. Usually I regained
objectivity within an hour or two after the visit had ended. Based on this
experience, | tried another technique to extricate myself. I planned two-
day visits with the extended family, following which Iwould “leave™ with
my wife and children for a two-day subvacation 100 miles or sc away; this
technique was designed to extricate myself from the “fusion” and to
permit another period of objectivity for a second visit. This plan also
never worked. It was as if I could not extricate myself until that visit was
over and I was an hour or so en route home. Imade one final effort using
this technique. This one was based on the experience that it was easier
for me todoit alone than with wife and children. When professional trips
permitted, | would visit a day or so with my parental family before the
meeting in some distant state, and then would make 2 brief visit after the
meeting. This worked somewhat better than the subvacation plan with
my wife and children, but I never really regained objectivity until an hour
or two after the second visit had ended. During the years that | tried
these various techniques, | was aiso working at “defining a self” by letter
and telephone calls with my family of arigin, while ] also worked at
“defining a se}f” in other emotional systems, such as the effort with the
“family” of family therapists. A partial success in a more peripheral
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emotional system would contribute something to the effort with my
family of origin, but significant success had to wait until I obtained a
better mastery of the concept of triangles. .

My own experience with fusion into the undifferentiated ego mass of
my family of origin is remarkably consistent with what T have observedin
a broad spectrum of reasonably well-integrated families with whom 1
have worked in my teaching and practice. [ have never seen a familv in
which the “emotional fusion” phegnomenon is not present. Theoretical-
m‘ti—o;a—lﬁgz—r_lﬁis universalin all except the completely differentiat-
ed person, who has not yet been born. Usually, most people are not aware
of the phenomenon. There are those who can become aware if they can
learn to observe more and react less to their families. There are others so
intensely “fused” they probably can never know the world of emotional
objectivity with their parents. Few people can be objective about their
parents, see and think about them as people, without either downgrading
or upgrading them. Some people are “comfortably” fused and others so
“uncomfortably” fused they use hate or a covert negative attitude (either
is evidence of fusion) to aveid contact with parents. There are those of
~positive fusion” who remain so attached they neverleave home. There
are also those who kid themselves into believing they have”worked out”
the relationship with parents and who make brief formal visits home
without personal communication; they use as evidence of maturity that
they do not see their parents. In my work with families, the effort is to
heip people become aware of the phenomenon and then to make brief
freguent trips home to observe and work at differentiation. Frequent
short visits are many times more effective than infrequent Jong visits.

The differentiation of a self. Each small step toward the "differentiation” o
a self is opposed by emotional forces for “togetherness,” which keeps the
emotional system in check. The togetherness forces define the family
membpers as alike in terms of important beliefs, philosophies, life
princples, and feelings The forces constantly emphasize the together-
ness by using “we” to define what “we think or feel,” or the forces define
the self of another such as, "My wife thinks that .

., or the forces use
tre incdefinite “it” to define common values, &s in, "It is wrong” or “It is

the thing to do.” The togetherness amalgam is bound together by
assigning positive value on thinking akout the prher before ceif Tiving ror
the GtRer, sacrifice for others, love and devotion and compassion for
otlers, and feeling responsible for the comfort and well being of others.

£ ~we other 15 unna ethemess torce reels
gZdsy and asks, “What have l done ¢ thic?” and it blames ¢ is
for :ack ot harpiness or failure in seif.
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On the Differentiation of Self

The differentiating force places emphasis on “1” in defining the
foregoing characteristics. The “[ position” defines principle and action in
terms of, “This is what [ think, or believe” and, "This is what I will do or
will not do,” without impinging one’s own values or beliefs on others. Itis
the “responsible I” which assumes responsibilitv for one’s own happiness
and comfort, and it avoids thinking that tends to blame and hold others
responsible for one's own unhappiness or failures. The “responsible 1”
avoids the Tirresponsible 17 which makes demands on others with, “I
want, or I deserve, or this is my right, or my privilege.” A reasonably
differentiated persgn is capable of genuine concern for others without
expecting something in return, but the togetherness forces treat
differentiation as selfish and hostile. :

A family system in emotional equilibrium is symptom-free at any level
of differentiation. The system is disturbed when any family member
moves toward regression. The system will then operate to restore that
former symptom-free level of equilibrium, if that is possible. The family
system is- also disturbed when any family member moves toward a
slightly higher level of differentiation, and it will move as automaticaily
to restore the family system to its former equilibrium. Thus, any small
step toward differentiation is accompanied by a small emotional upheaval
in the family system. This pattern is so predictable that absence of an
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emotional reaction is good evidence that the differentiating effort was
not successful. There are three predictable stepsin the family reaction to
differentiation. They are: (1) “You are wrong,” 6r some version of that;
(2) “Change back,” which can be communicated in many different ways;
and (3) "If you do not, these are the consequences.” If the differentiating
one can stay on course without defending self or counterattacking, the
emotional reaction is usually brief and the other then expresses appred-
afion. The clearest examples af the steps in differentiation occur in fam-
ily psvchotherapv with husband and wife. The following is a typical
example: One couple in family therapy spent several months on issues
about the togetherness in the marriage. They discussed meeting the
needs of each other, attaining a warm, loving relationship, the ways each
disappointed the other, and the making of joint dedisions. They
discovered new differences in opinion as the process continued. Then the
husband spent a few weeks thinking about himself, his career, and where
he stood on some central issues between him and his wife. His focus on
himself stirred an emotional reaction in the wife. Her anxiety episode
lasted about a week as she begged him to return to the togetherness, and
then went into a tearful, angry, emotional attack in which she accused
him of being selfish, self-centered, incapable of loving anyone, and an
inadequate husband. She was sure the only answer was diverce. He
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maintained his calm and was able to stay dose to her. The following day
the relationship was calm. At the next therapy session she said to her
husband, “I liked what you were doing but it made me mad. I wanted to
control what I was saying but it had to come out. All the time | was
watching you, hoping you would not give in.[ am so glad vou did not Jet
me change vou.” They were on a new and less intense level of
togetherness which was followed by the wife starting on a self-
determined course, with the husband then reacting emotionally to her
efforts at differentiation.

In this example, the husband’s effort represented a small step toward a
better level of differentiation. Had he vielded to her demand, or
attacked, he would have slipped back to her level. When he held his
position, her emotional reaction represented a pull-up to his level. This
theoretical orientation considers this sequence a basic increase in
bilateral differentiation which can never return to the formerlevel. On
the new level they both have different attitudes about togetherness and
individuality. They say things like, “We are much more separate but we
are closer. The old love is gone. I miss it sometimes but the new love is
calmer and better. I know it sounds crazy but that’s how it is.”

The course of differentiation is not as smooth and orderly when one
person attemnpts it alone inhis family of origin. One reason has todo with
the diversity of issues a.-out which each can take an *I position.”
DWMmum‘ It has to take place in
relation to others, around issues important to both people. A marriage
contains an endless supplyofissues imporzant to both spousesif they can
disentagle self from the emotional system in order to define the issues.

Differentiation also has to be in the contex: of a meaningful relationshi
g P

in which the other has to respect the beiier and the action stand that
affirms it. One who affirms a “self” around issues that can be ignored is
quickly labeled a fool. It is more difficult to find meaningful issues in a
family of origin when one has little or no contact with its members.
“The long-term erfonmmmf‘oﬁgin
have had significant effects, but the year-to-year results have been
disappointing. All toooften the family wouid ignore the effort. However,
my attempts did result in principles applied successfully in professional
practice that were later used with my family of origin in the clinical
example to be discussed later. A family system in quiet emotional
equilibrium is less amenable to the discussion of emotional issues, or
change, than a family system in tension or stress. My most meaningful
visits have been during an iliness or hospitalization of a significant family
nierber. In Coaching others with their famulies, | encourage visits when
the system is emotionally fluid or during Zamily upsets such as deaths,
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On the Differentiation of Self

serious illness, reunions, weddings, or other stressful or significant
family events.

The parental we-ness. Until 1 had experience in family research, I
subscribed to the principle that parents should “present a united front to
their children.” This belief is so common that it has come to be regarded
asmchelgglcal prindple. Certainly I heard this often enough in
my own profession: ining and it is commonly presented as a sound
prindiple in the literaturegn child rearing. The reasoning states that the
united front is necessary te “prevent the child from playing off one
parent against the other.” Befor&famxly research [ believed that parents

tended to become divided in thelr\a\gproach to children and it was
necessary to remind them to discuss differences about the children in

private and to present a united front in dea ng with the child. With
family research | developed the conviction thaw}m
-mnst unsound psychological principles.

All familes with whom I have had experience have arrived at the
principle of the united parental front on their own. Most sophisticated
families tend to present this dictum asa modern principle of child rearing
and less sophisticated families present it as a culture-bound principle
about children obeying their parents. There is evidence that parents
automatically invoke this principle because it p-akes the parents more

.mmm_lﬂg_aﬁinot because it is good for the child. There are numerous
variations of this prindple i i

prindple in the triangle between parents and child, but
the mast frequent pattern is the one in which mother becomes unsure of
herself in relation to the child and seeks the father's approval and

support, Observation of families in familv psychotherapy indicates that
WWMM@ENOMNQS with the child as
the family improves. :

phenomenon can be considered from several different levels. On
a dinical level. the “parental we-ness” presents the child with a parental
amalgam which is neither masculine nor feminine and it deprives the
child of knowing men by having an individual relationship with his
father, and knowing women from the relationship with his mother.
From the standpoint of triangles, the “parental we-ness” presents the
child with a locked-in “two against one” situation which provides no
emotional flexibility unless he can somehow manage to force ariftin the
other side of the triangle. From a theoretical standpoint, the poorly
defined selfs of the parents fuse into a common self and it is this that
becomes the “parental we-ness.” Early in family psychotherapy | began
working toward depveloping an individual relationship between each
parent and the child. Nothing but good things have come from this
principle. Once the effort goes toward developing an individual
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relationship between each parent and the child, it is possible to see the
intensity of the parental effort to reestablish the “parental we-ness.”
There are some situations in which the parents fuse into a cormmon self
so automatically that it is difficult to establish individual relationships.
When it is possible to separate the parental we-ness early, the change in
the child is usually rapid and dramatic. Even a very young child is capable
of managing a relationship to either parent.

Very soon after working out the prindple of each parent having an
individual relationship with each child, I began to apply it in my nudear
family. The full implications of this principle, however, were not realized
until I knew about the “person-to-person” relationship principle and had
more awareness about triangles. The results of these efforts in my family
of origin will be presented in another section.

The person-lo-person relationship and related principles. The person-to-person
relationship will be discussed in conjunction with other prindples from
which it was derived. Early in family research I observed the striking calm
and the rapid change in families when one family member could begin to
“differentiate a self” in chaotic, disturbed families. This phenomenon
would occur after the anxious family had been submerged in symptoms
and paralyzed by the inability to arrive at a joint decision for action.
Eventually one member, unable to speak for the whole family, would
begin to define where he stood on a issue and what he intended todoand’
not do. Almost immediately the entire family would become calmer.’
Then another family member would begin a version of the same process.’
Those families were too impaired for any member to maintain this
operating position over long periods of time, but the observations
provided ideas for theory and clinical experimentation in less impaired
families. In the midst of these observations on families, I noted chaotic
upsets within the research staff; staff members complained about each
other and efforts to resolve differences in group discussions were
unsuccessful. Using a prindple developed from the research, 1, the

director, set out to define myv role, and stated my 'lon
h\tenﬁoqs__as_r.fearMM_}Eﬁ"_t‘ogethemess" roup meetings
were terminated, In the course of this rather exacting self-imposed
assignment, 1 realized the degree to which I had infantilized the staff
members by instructing them andeven functioning for them, while [had
been irresponsible in failing to da other things that came within my own
area. Almost immediately the staff tension subsided and then another
and another of the staff members began to define their responsibilities.
Thereafter there were few staff upsets that could not be settled within
hours instead of days. This same principle has been used frequently since
then in all kinds of clinical, work, and family situations.

4
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The principle of defining a self was later used in a modified form within
my entire extended family network. The various nuclear families in the
extended family system tend to group themselves into emotional dumps
and the communication is often from “clump to dlump’ rather than from
individual to individual. It was common for letters to be addressed to
“Mr. and Mrs. and Family,” or to “Mr. and Mrs. ,“andoften
each nuclear family had one letter writer who would write for the entire
family. [ had used carbon copy letters to disseminate family information
to multiple family members. This method was used during the period I
was working on the multigenerational family history and I had more
occasion to write than usual. The new plan was to define myself as a
person as much as possible and to communicate individually to a wide
spectrum of extended family members; I_tried to establish as many
individual relationships within the family as possible. Every ible
opportunity was used to write personal letters to every niece and
nephew. The less differentiated family segments stll tended to reply
with letters to my entire family, but more and more some began to write
personal letters addressed to my office, and since they were addressed to
me personally, my family never saw them. The return on this endeavoris
like a long-term dividend; it has modified my image within the entire
family. ’ .

Another project was the development of a “person-to-person”
relationship with each of my parents and also with as many people as
possible in the extended family. A person-to-person relationship is
conceived as an idealin which two people can communicate freely about
the full range of personal issues between them. Most people cannot
tolerate more than a few minutes on a personal level. When either party
becomes anxious, he begins talking about a third person (triangles in
another person), or the communication becomes impersonal and they
talk about things. My immediate goal was to work toward a person-to-
person relationship with each parent, Although I made some effort to
develop this type of relationship with extended family members by
writing letters to individuals, my effort with my parents was more
intensive. In such an effort, one encounters every rejection, alliance, and
resistance that are present in emotional systems everywhere. In
disciplining the self to do this, one develops versatility and emotional
CMW more about people than in most
endeavors, and the family profits too. In some Family situations the
positive resuits are sweeping, both for the family and the one who
initiated the effort. These experiences were used in clinical practice,
which in turn made contributions to the effort with my own family. Most
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of the patterns in my family are present in all families to some degree.In
practice, for instance, a nuclear family out of meaningful emotional
‘contact with families of origin is more vulnerable tointense symptoms,
and the problems tend to be more chronic than in families that maintain
contact with parental families. The nuclear family is usually reluctant to
face the emotional forces that led to isolation, but if thev can know that
successful establishment of meaningful emotional contact{an infrequent
duty visit is not meaningful contact) usually decreases tension in the
nuclear family, they are more motivated to make the effort. Progress is
severa] times faster in the nuclear family that is in contact with families
of origin than in the nuclear family that is isolated.

Person-to person relationships in the parrnlal triangle. In dlinical work with
other families, I discovered that the pattern in my own family is the most
common one in all families. My mother was the most active parent on
most issues that had to do with her children. She made it her businessto
know what went on everywhere with the children. My father played a
more peripheral role except on certainissues that came within his sphere
of activity. He had to do with money issues, though it was within the
rules of the system to speak to my mother before speaking to my father.
He always made himself part of the action when anxiety issues developed

.between my mother and the children, and he made effective comments
and actions to allay my mother’s anxiety. From early childhood |
participated in special activities with my father that did not include my
mother. Much was oriented around work chores, but there were also
frequent hunting and fishing trips, and in my teen years [ took frequent
business trips by car with him. We hadlong conversations about issues of
special interest, but a smaller amount of time was spent on personal
issues. He had boundless knowledge about nature and observations
about wildlife, too little of which has been remembered in my years of
urban living. Mother was the letter writer. My father’s letters were
usually brief and to the point, usually centered around money matters
while | was in college. After I left cnllege his letters to me were less
frequent. My mother usually wrote for'the family and signed her name,
and my letters to my parents were addressed to “Mr. and Mrs.”

It was a theoretical idea, rather than personal experience, that directed
my effort over many years to differentiate myself from my family of
origin, and to use the person-to-person relationship for a central part of
the effort. At that time l knew a little about “triangles” but 1 did not have
many techniques for using the knowledge to extricate myself from the
emotional system. It took much more than the person-to-person
relationship to get free of the emotional binds of the triangle, but that
will be described later. My first effort with my parents consisted of
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" writing individual letters to each of them. This method did not change

the basic pattern. My mother still wrote for both even thoughherletters
became a bit more personal. Then | made an effort utilizing telephone
calls. When 1 telephoned, the usual sequence was one in which my father
would answer and within seconds he would call my mother who would
do most of the talking from an extension. My goal was to engage him in
conversation longer, but this never worked. I rehearsed dialogue
designed to talk straight to him but very soon he would either refer the
issue to her for comment, or she would cutin and talk for him. If 1 asked
him to silence her so we could talk, shewould start a dialogue about that.
I have never been effective in using the telephone for this effort. There
was always the problem of others on extensions and I could not develop
effective feedback.

Time with each parent alone is essential for establishing an individual
relationship, but mere private tatk with a single parent can accomplish
little. One has to be aware that one was “programmed” into the system
long ago and it is automatic for both parties to fall back on familiar
patterns. An optimum condition for such a relationship is to find a
subject of interest to both that does nat invalve the rest of the family.
Each person has his own built-it resistance to working at such a
relationship. I have sent people on spedal missions to parental families
and have then had them report that it was tmpossible to get parents
separated, or that there was not an “ideal time~ for talking, or that they
had postponed the effort until the last few hours, when the effort turned
out to be inept. The experience with my parents paralleled that of many.
With my father, it was hard to find personal subjects and difficult to keep
a conversation alive. When ] did introduce a personal subject, he would
invoke the parental we-ness and respond with, “Mother thinks...” With
my mother it was easy to keep conversation alive, but she would invoke
triangles by talking about other people and it was just as difficult to keep
the discussion on a person-to-person level. My over-all aim was to keep
the conversation alive with my father, and to eliminate the triangles with
my mother. With my father, I tried to preparelong lists of subjects ahead
of time, but this was not the answer. To many issues he would respond
with minimal comment, the list would be exhausted, and again there
would be the uncomfortable silence.

There were some special occasions when I made more progress on the
person-to-person relationships—than all other times together. Two of
these occurred at fimes of sicknessThe first occasion occurred when my
father was in\ﬂ'mmoderately severe heart attack. This
occasion provided the opportunity to talk about his fears of death. his
philosophy of life, and the life goals and aspirations he may not have
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expressed otherwise. Another occasion occurred when my mother had
major elective surgery. There were days with her in the hospital and
evenings with my father at home alone. It was there also that 1 discovered
the value of past history as a subject for personal communication. Most
people are eager to talk about their own early life experiences to those
interested in listening. 1 was working on the multigenerational family
history at that time and | was eager for all thatcould be remembered. The
next opportunity came a year or two later with my mother. In my work
on past generations | had discovered a whole segment of her side of the
family that she did not know existed. It covered a period from 1720 to
1850 when this segment had moved west. The family name was well-
recorded in the area and there were cemeteries where they were buried,
churches where they worshipped, lands they had owned, houses they
had built, and other items of personal and family interest. | arranged a
week-long automobile trip with her to visit all these places. That was a
solid week of intense person-to-person contact with very little talking
about others. This trip with my mother will be mentioned in the personal
experience to be reported later.

In addition to the effort to develop a person-to-person relationship
with my parents, I had also continued the effort to “detriangle” myself
from the parental triangle. Since the “detriangling” was much more
prominent in later family events, the description of that process will be
only briefly d-scribed. The process of “differentiating a self” from a
parental family involves two major steps. The first step is to develop the
person-to-person relationships. This step helps to bring relationships
more alive, it helps one to recognize old patterns that may have faded
from view, and most of all, it results in livelier family response to the
effort to “detriangle” or change the old patterns. A parental family can
ignore such detriangling moves if relationships are distant. In this report,
I have put more emphasis on the person-to-person relationship in
relation to triangles than 1 do in my current work in “coaching” others
with their families. There are twa reasons for this emphasis. The firstis
the importance of the person-to-person relationship as a part of the total
scheme. The second is that the person-to-person relationshio method
was in use before the detriangling process was well understood.

Up to this point in my family effort. { had incorrectly assumed that |
could Giiferentiate a self from my family of origin by differentiating a self
from Ty patents Hbetieved that if [accomplished this step wellTwouid
not have to bother with all the other triangles in which my parents were
imbedded. The notion about interlocking triangles had been in use
almost ten years but [ had notintegrated this aspect of the theory into the
work with my own family. As 1 developed increasing fadility with
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triangles, and as the expected result had not been achieved, it became
clear that some kind of a different effort was in order.

The original observation about the undifferentiated ego mass of my
family of origin was always an over-all guide. My over-all goal, it will be
recalled, was to be able to have an entire visit with the family without
becoming fused into the emotional system. Though the result from all
my various efforts with the family had been satisfying, espedally the
effort at developing person-to-person relationships, 1 still had not
significantly increased the length of time before I would become “fused”
into the family system when [ visited, nor had [ found a way to extricate

myself before the visit had ended. The remainder of this report
represents a new era in the farily effort. :

The Family History—Continued

After the reorganization of the family business, there was no obvious
disharmony in the primary triangle of my father, mother, and second
brother. My original postulation was that the negative side of the
triangle would have to occur between my brother and mother, but this
prediction was based entirely on theory and knowledge about triangles
and not on experience from the past nor anything observed in the family.
The relationship between my father, mother, and second brother had
always been such a congenial one that it would be hard to conceive of
friction between them. Even though 1 had become enough of a spedialist
to be a part-time consultant in organizational problems in business, and
even with my relatively close contact with the family and my prediction
about the next area of disharmony, it was not possible to get definite
evidence to confirm my postulation nor to suggest an alternative one.
There were superficial discontents expressed here and there between the
children and their spouses, or between cousins, but there was nodefinite
pattern and these problems seemed to belong more to everycay minor
issues than to basicissues in the central family triangle. l even looked for
a common pattern that emerged from my multigenerational studies; it
had been predicted that conflict between siblings would be perpetuated
by the descendents of these siblings far into future generations. It took
some time for a definite pattern to emerge in my family. There are
several factors which affect the emergence of the pattern. including the
basic adaptability of the family (CoOnInct does not occur between people if
the adaptability is good), the absence of stress of sufficient degree 10

cause symptoms to surface, and the number of subtriangles to absorb
minor levels of disharmony.
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- FAMILY THERAPY IN CLINICAL PRACTICE

This pattern in my family is identical to many that exist in businesses
and staffs of institutions in which the basic problem which exists on the
highest administrative level is triangled and retriangled again and again
until the conflict surfaces between twoemployees low in the administra-
tive hierarchy. The three areas in which “undifferentiation” are absorbed
in a nuclear family are marital conflict, sickness or dysfunction in a
spouse, and projection to one or more children. The total amount of
undifferentiation, detérmined by the basic level of differentiation in the
family, is distributed primarily to one area, or any combination of the
three areas. In my parental family the level of conflict is very low, the
primary mechanism is projection to a child (Jower life adjustment of
oldest sister), and the other mechanism is physical illness, usually brief
medical or surgicalilinesses: These areas provide clues about symptoms

| SR
when family stress mounted.

Aside from thelittle subsystemsof anxiety and concern in each nuclear
family, the prevailing stress in my total family was connected with the
business. Early in this period, my second brother developed a brief
symptom slightly suggestive of a malignancy. Since the “go power” for
the family rested with him, anxiety went very high for a week until the
possibility of malignancy was ruled out. Thereafter, the stress was
related more to health issues in my parents and disposition of the
business in case of their deaths. My parents were getting quite old and
each serious-appearing illness in either sent out some kind of an alarm,
and precipitated some kind of family reaction. The basic reaction in the
central family triangle induded my father at one corner, my mother,
youngest sister, and sister’s husband at another, and my second brother
and his nuclear family at the other. One of the first changes in the
postorganizational period (from my standcoint) was a cool distance
between my second brother and me, initiated by him.He and I had always
been close and this, I realized in retrospect, continued until the business
- was reorganized. After that, he was congenial enough in our brief

exchanges, but his business and dvic activities were demanding. During
the period I was working on person-to-person relationships, he was the
one important family member with whomitwas not possible to developa
relationship. Time planned to see him alone would be converted into a
social event. When it became evident that he was avoiding me, | became
more persistent in my effort to see him, and he became equally persistent
in avoiding me. When I made a summer trip home, he and his wife took a
vacation away during the entire period of my visit. Here was a situation
where two of the most important figures in the family system could not
get together! He was important at home and ] was important because of
my position as “oldest” and because | had made myself important
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- through my various efforts. As the distance between my second brother

and me increased, the stories about him increased. [ was hearing all about
him and he was probably hearing all about me from the family network,
but I could not see him. He rarely wrote letters, so that communication
was cut off. One summer | made a concerted effort to meet with my
second brother. Expecting that he might again leave during my visit, |
waited until the last possible moment, about two days before, to
announce my visit. He and his wife left on a trip the following day and
returned a few hours before my family was scheduled to leave, just lang
enough to exchange greetings and superfidal comments. The trend of

events that are the subject of this presentation began about six weeks
later. :

An important triangle at work at this time was the one between my
mother, ™ ther—arnd—me-thad-worked very Hiara on the
triangle-with-my-parents-and me, assuming that my problem would be
solved. Now a new version of the problem had been displaced onto the
new triangle. When conflict arose in the business, my mother would
communicate by some means, if not directly, that I was on her side, and
my brother would react as if this was reality. ] began to perceive some of
this development on trips. The process would emerge in the form of
gossip-type stories which in an emotional system communicate, "We two
are together on this issue. We are in agreement about that other third
person.” One of the better ways ta disengage from such a triangling

~’§w@wgowthe third_person_and report the.
m¥Tage in a neutral way. [ was out of effective contact with my second

brother then and the only move Icould make was to tell my mother that I
was neutral. She would say that she respected my position and I would
assume she was acting neutral about me with others. I would leave town
and the family would react as if I was on her side.

Action is required when words fail to detriangle in emotional systems.
My mother has always used “secret” communications to facilitate her
position in the emotional system. One of my early responses to her
communication was to listen, and I thought [ couid listen without taking
sides. In retrospect, this maneuver was one of the key triggers for my
early fusions into the emotional system. Listening to such communica-
tions without response, pretending thatone is not involved, does not fool
an emotional system. When [ was aware that “no response” was not
effective, | began using comments such as, “That's one of the better
stories.” This method was a little more effective. In retrospect, |
undoubtedly was responding while I kidded myself that [ was neutral. 1
had worked TRUCR more actively on the thiangie with my rather, mother,
and myself and lhad been more effectivein detriangling from that. There
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had been several exchanges about “secrets” that turned the tide in that
area. The first one was a letter in which mother communicated some
negative story about my father. In the next mail I wrote to my father to
say that his wife had just told me this story about him, and I wondered
why she told me instead of telling him. He showed the letter to her, and
she fussed about not being able to trust me. Several letters such as this,
plus similar exchanges when 1 was with both parents, had been
reasonably effective at detriangling me from them. During that period,
mother made comments about my reading too much between the lines,
and I made comments about her writing too much between the lines.
The triangling pattern in my family of origin, which is the usualonein
all emotional systems, was most intense during stress periods. Various
family members were grouped on the corners of the primary triangle,
except that the grouping would be somewhat different, depending on the
emotional issues. The two on the togetherness side of a triangle would
talk about the outsider. With various versions of different issues being
discussed in four separate households, and with me in reasonably good
contact with them all, it was possible to keep a good reading of the family
emotional tension. My first brother has hardly been mentioned in this
report. His lifelong position in the family has been one of moderate
involvement and acting uninvolved, with statements that he would be

willing to help anytime if he was needed but that he did not want to"just
talk.” .

The Family Experience

Prologue. The important sequ;i
brother’s wifé’s brother died <ndden y of a heart attack. He, like my
second brother, was a vigorous business man who was “head of the clan”
for his family in another state. His death left mv brother’s wife as the
next most responsible member of her rarmily of ongin. The death of such

an impor:ant family member can “shake” a family system for months.
" This was'the “shock wave” phenomenon | had investigated in some early
research, in which a death can be followed by a series of apparently
unrelated human problems throughout the family system. This present
situation had the characteristics of one in which there could be such a
reaction. | reasoned that, sequentially, this death would “shake” my
second brother's wife, that my second brother would help her assume
responsibility in her family, that he would become involved in her deep
anxiery, that my family would react to his anxiety, and the anxiety could
amplify minor problems into major ones at vulnerable points in my
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family. My first thought was to observe carefully and possibly to lend
some help if such did occur. About two weeks later there was an indirect
report from friends that my oider sister was in an anxious, upset state.
Sheis so attuned to emotional forces in the family thata symptomin her
is often an early indication of tension in the family system. There were
indications that she was probably responding to the pressure in the
larger family system rather than to her own nuclear family. The event
was noted. About two weeks after that, there was an episode of overt
disagreement in the central family triangle of suffident intensity that it
became an “alive” issue for discussion throughout the family. My second
brother was pressing my parents for a small block of stock which would
give him control of the family business. My father, in the togetherness
side of the triangle with my second brother, was agreeable, but my
mother was opposed. | had expected the “anxiety wave” issues that

- autumn to be expressed more as illness, and I was wondering how to deal

with that kind of anxiety should the need arise. It is easier to deal with
overt conflict than with internalized symptoms, and overt conflict is
relatively rare in our family. My thoughts began spinning about ways |
could utilize this conflictual episode tointerrupt this anxiety wave for the
family, and also to utilize it as a way to further my “differentiation of
self.” In such an anxiety wave period, the person with the most
vulnerable heart can have a heart attack, a chronicillness can flare up, a
teen-aged child can wreck a car or break a bone, or any of numerous other
symptoms could develop in any member of the family. The avert conflict
presented new ideas and challenges, but 1did not have a clearly defined
plan. I was scheduled for a trip home in about two months, so Thad time
to think the problem through and to devise a working plan. This is the
wonderful thing about triangles. One can construct an amazingly
accurate hypothesis from which it is possible to plan a predictable result if
the differentiating one can contain his own emotional functioning
enough to carry through. About three weeks after the conflictual issue,
my second brother was immobilized for several weeks with symptoms of
a herniated vertebral disc.

The plan. Pecple treat families with great caution, lest the equilibrium
be upset. There are situations that autometically disturb families, just as
storms disturb a lake, but if one is trying purposelv todisturb the surface
of alake, one finds how difficult it is. The catefully worked out specific
plarts for iy Visitto the family Wére some eight weeks in preparation. In
my years of family research and therapy, T had diagrammed and
successfully blueprinted my way through triangle webs for many other
families and I wanted especially to make this effort work for my own
family. The over-all goal was to focus on the triangle involving my
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mother, second brother, and myself, and, preferably, also to include my
father. With this configuration there would be the original triangle on
which 1 had done most work, my parents and myself, pius the new
triangle in which the conflict develaped. My second brother and mother
were central figures.

For some years my brother had been avoiding me. The issue of making
contact with a family member who retreats and who refuses to relate to
issues, had long been a spedal interest of mine. An immediate goal for
this project, then, was to create a situation in which my brother would
seek contact with me. It was the development of conflict between my
mother and second brother that first motivated this plan; it is far easier to
deal with conflict than other mechanisms in such an effort. My aim was
to have a conflictualissue around which to work. The recent conflict over
the business would still be suffidently alive during the visit, but to focus
on that would make that issue into a reality issue rather than a
manifestation of an emotional system. In addition, I would be more
vulnerable to being triangled with that issue. So, I devised the plan to stir
up the family emotional system, using old issues from the past around
which to work. Said in another way, the goal was to stirup a“tempestina
teapot” from issues of the past that would highlight the emotional
patterns among the prindpal family members. One other item in the
planning was a promary focus. In the past I had done fairly well in
detriangling myself from one triangle, only to have the tension slip into
another triangle; this pattern hadbeen my undoing. In preparation for all
the potential peripheral triangles that could align themselves withissues
and prove difficult, I worked out a plan that permitted no ~allies” inmy
effort. In other words, it was an effort tokeep the entire familv in one big
mumud to demang\e any aJWho tried to come over tomy
side for this project. I had used this rationale before on smaller emotional
systems in my practice and | knew the principle was workable. A final
part of the plan was toinvolve my first brother. He is an important part
of the family and I wanted to find a way to include him, too. Very earlyin
my planning I called to tell him about the “awful conflict” in the fami ily;
that his help was needed; that ] was going to be home on a specific date;
and lurged thathereturnhometobe part of this family effort. I was sure
he would follow his usual pattern of treating the stock transfer as the
reality issue, but I was prepared to deal with his introducing the topic of
lawyers and determining which side was right.

My greatest effort went into preparing a long letter to my second
brother. First | made a list of old emotional Tssues that focused on my
relationship to him and his to me, the family system’s relationship to him
and to me, and relationships within his nuclear family. It was my purpose
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to have an issue for all key family members, espedially issues that would
touch each relationship cleanly. The letter was written and rewrittenin
order to eliminate hostile or derogatory comments. If the differentiating
one becomes hostile or angry he is vulnerable to lmmd‘
either defending or counterattacking when the issues are hurled back at
him- T played and repliyed tHese issues so many times that I could be
rather objective about each one. T

ore | did this, the more it was\
impossible for me to be angry with anyone. In fact, Thad only’ exg tered )

respect for my second brother, who had funchoned so well as “head of
the clan™at home. 1developed a special technique that avaided criticizing
him. This technique was to relate “stories”.I'had heard about him, to tell
him that everyone knew these stories but him, state that the family kept
warning everyone not to tell him lest he get upset, and to ask why he had
not bothered to know what people were saying about him. This sequence
is present in every family system—the system talks about the absent one
and the system has definite rules about keeping the gossiping “secret.” In
my letter, my posture to the “stories” was to say they had been going on
for years, that some were interesting but most were boring, that the
stories seemned to be embellished more during upset periods, that I had
long since given up trying to separate fact from fiction in such stories,
that | was tired of being admonished about what to tell him and what to
avoid telling him, and that this letter represented my right to
communicate what | wanted to say directly to him without regard for
whatrthesystent thought was good for him toWﬁme.
designed to present material in terms of “stories,” proved so effective |
haVe since employed it routinely in my practice. One always has an

adequate supply of appropriate stories to be used for parhcular
situations.

Istarted the letter by saying that | had wanted to talk to him foralong
time but, since hehad been away during my recent trips, [Thad toresort to
putting my ideas onto paper. | mentioned that people were saying things
about him in connection with the business. 1 said 1 did not understand
how this had happened, but there it was. In order totouch onhis nudlear
famnily, I said there was a “story” about him and his wife being worried
about a problem their son had, and that L had been warned toneversaya
word about it because he and his wife were so sensitive about it. In one
paragraph | emphasized that I had no interest in who controlled the
family business but that Irecognized his contribution to thebusiness and
to the entire family. Then Iwrote a full paragraph of Teversals,” which is

a psychotherapeutic prindple 1 have long used of naking a point by
saving the opposite. This technique works predictably it the therapist is
“OUtside™ the emotipnal svstem and can be sufficiently casual and




detached. Here was my brother who was working a sixteen hour day for
himself, his nuclear family, his parents, the whole extended family
system, 4and all connected with it. He was doing a wonderful job, except
that in periods of anxiety he became overly serious and emotionally
“uptight.” If I were to tell him to slow down and take iteasy and not'get so
overly responsible for everyone, it would merely be what he has been
telling himself and trying unsuccessfully to do. Therefore, the
“reversals.” | wrote him that | was “shifting gears from my previous
posture,” and would do something I did not ordinarily do—namely, I was
going to give him some good sound advice. | implored him to be more
responsible. I said that he had the responsiﬁﬂﬁ?mme-nmmy
were not appreciative engugh-Miybe hie had hot worked harderoughts
take"ca—;BrﬁWm-a'—iFé'lh’e—prﬁHre'rﬁ‘was'“m‘nm"for\:ing-them to
apprediate him better. Inany case, he should limber up his back and give it
the good old college try. I said that he had all the problems to solve in the
business, he had to straighten things out with his parents, his wife and
children needed more attention, he had additional problems in his wife’s
family, and there was an immediate problem with his sister’s desponden-
cy. lended theletter by saying that [ would be home on a specific date, but
since I had already said all that was necessary in the letter, it would not be
necessary to see him unless he had something to say to me. I signed it,
“Your Meddlesome Brother.” »

y calculation, this Tetter was mailed exactly two weeks before my trip
home. In the same mail  wrote my first brother to tell him the exact date |
would be home and I implied that if he cared about his family he would
manage to get home on his date to help clear up this terrible situation. In
all these letters, I used < s s terrib 2, _pressing, and
honible.to_de_scnihgl_hg_f_,a_nlilv plight. These words were all designed to
stir up the “tempest in a teapot” for the purposes of the visit.1also wrote
my oldest sister to say I had heard about her distressing upset and 1 had
written her brother to help her oat until | got there. I'signed that letter,
“Your Worried Brother.” Then | waited exactly one week to call my
parents under the guise of finding out who might meet the plane when |
arrived one week later. Actually, I wanted a reading on the results of the
" letter. My mother said my brother was furious about “that” letter | had
written him. I pretended I did not know what le
he had not written me in a long time and that I did not owe him a letter.
She said he had severa} pages | had signed, that he was showing it to
people. he was going to have it xeroxed, and thathe would ta
when L arrived. [ said I was distressed to hear that somethi
him but 1 would be glad to see him when I arrived. W
information, ] wrote several other letters within the next h

tter that could be, saying

ke care of me
ng had upset
ith this new
our. One was

FAMILY THERAPY IN CLINICAL PRACTICE | O

» ~umn——t

v : YW T TNty - v e i 2=

On the Differentiation of Self

to my younger sister, who lives near my parents and who functions as
the responsible woman in the second generation. [ wrote that I had just
talked with our mother and had found that mysecond brother was upset
about something I had said in a letter. [ said that I found this hard to
understand because all [ had done was write some of my thoughts on
paper and send them to him. I wrote that it was a mystery to me how
thoughts that came out of my head could upset him. If he was upset, |
said, 1 was deeply grieved because that could upset the whole family, and
as "Big Mother” she had a responsibility todowhatever was necessary to
soothe him with whatever Big Mothers do to calm people. | asked her to
please treat my letter as confidential beczuse | did not want to upset
mother too, and to please advise me immediately what I could do to make
amends to Little Brother. I said that if my thoughts were upsetting my
second brother, maybe I could think different or “right” thoughts, T
signed thatTetter, "Your Anixious Brother. In the same mail, within the
houir, I'wrote an ex: jppésitmeége_tgnﬂ_mg@ told her that [
had known about that letter all the time but | was afraid tolet her know
beczuse she might tell Little Brother and it would ruin my plan, which
was going nicely thus far., | said that since | knew I could trust her (she
had pledged me to thousands of secrets in the past), I would let her in on
the strategy. I said that my plan was to get Little Brother really angry at
me in order to draw the Fire off the lamiv siTuation at home TYold her
thatThad used a few little personal issues to warm him up, but that [ had
some big issues to fire him up if he cooled off during the week. I ended the
letter by saving that this was-all very confidential and that one “leak”
would ruin the entire strategy—when one is planning strategy it is not
advisable to invite the “enemy” to the briefing sessions. That letter was
signed, “Your Strategic Son.” Later [ heard about my mother’s reaction
to this letter, which was m)";ll_w craziest letter. ] did not know
what to do with it, so I burned it.” The day before the trip, | received a
fetter from my younger sister saying that my second brother had spent
over two hours with my parents after he received the letter, that they
thought it was horrible, and that he hag arparently won themover to his
side. She said that maybe this was one time Little Brother would not
leave town when Big Brother came home—that he was mad enough to
stay. She reported that he was really going to have it out with me when
arrived and that my older sister’s husband was going to “back me into a
corner to prove the lies [had been telling about his wife.” Then she added
that 1 had really stirred up the family anc she hoped that my strategy
worked. She ended up with, “I am back of you if | can be of help. 1 am

really looking forward to your visit this time. It should be very
interesting.” )
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1 hope the reader is clear about the purpose of these efforts. The
mwawert designed to prevent anv one segment of the
famuly from getting on my “side.” Messages run back and forthin sucha
fimily system as if by telepathy. The only letter that was not shown toa
cdircle of others was the “Strategic Son”letter tomy mother. My younger
sister was the only one reasonably outside the seriousness of the family
emotional system, as was conveyed by her comment about looking
forward to the “interesting” visit. A red flag had gone up from her
comment about “I am back of you,” which I handled by telling her that |
was going to tell the family she had invited me home to help her with her
Big Mother role. She retreated from taking sides with me by acting as if
the issues | had raised were all very serious.

My younger sister and her husband and daughter met my wife and me
at the airport. The trip was planned so that I would spend two days with
my family, then three days at a medical meeting at which my wife’s
presence was desirable, and then two days back again with my family. My
wife had no direct knowledge of what 1 was doing. From long experience,
1 have found that a differentiating effort routinely fails if anyone else
knows anythmg about it. To be effective, each action and move must
come ffom within the person who makes the effort. These dedsionsand
actions often have to be made instantaneously and:forbetterororse,
themnsxblhﬁ“asmss the plan“with~another
person wha is part of the system invices certain failure. The first my wife
knew of what was going on was when my younger sister began to discuss
bits and pieces of the family events after our arrival at the airport. My
wife did not ask a single question nor make positive or negative
comments about my family at any time during the trip. This had never
happened before. It was Saturday midnight when we arrived at my
parents’ home. The only comment my mother made about the family
ocrurred Sunday morning when she said she hoped things could work
out without hard feelings. I said | was glad she was still a good mother
who worried about her children. There '‘was not a word from any
segment of the family on Sunday morning. Early Sunday afternoon we
were invited to my vounger sister’s home for an ezrly afternoon meal;

“included were both of my parents, my wife and mvself, and my sister and
her husband and daughter. Just as we finished desert and coffee, my
second brother telephoned to say he had been checking around town to
find me and he would be there in a few minutes. My brother was now
seeking me out instead of me chasing him. The inclusion of him and his
wife made this into the perfect group for this long-anticipated and
rehearsed meeting. Every important triangle in the family system was
represented. | had purposely stayed close to my parents all morning,
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hoping to facilitate a meeting of most of these people, but good fortune
was with me when it worked out this way. My immediate goal was to |
avoid defending anythmg, or attacking any issues,_to be able to avoid '._
getting angry even with provocation, and to_have an_instant casual
response to any comment. /
My second brother exchanged pleasantries, but after a minute or two
he took out “the letter” and said he was there to discuss the epistle | had
written when [ was drunk. I said that was an advantage in living where
booze was cheap and that if his supply was low, [ could get some good
prices for him. The meeting went on for two hours and was all personal.
The principals in the center were my brother, his wife, and me. My wife
and my father were slightly out of the group. My mother moved around
just back of the main group. Most of the conversation was between my
brother and me and mother, with a few comments from my brother’s
wife. My brother had reacted most severely to a “story” about him and
threatened a libel suit against me. I agreed that it was awful to start such
stories and 1 thought he should find out who started that story and
prosecute the person to the full extent of the law. There was more talk
about stories, and 1 expressed surprise he did not know what others said
about him. I hoped he would pay more attention to the stories in the
future, since he lived there all the time and I only heard them when I
visited. His wife had reacted most to the story about their son, to which
she said, “1 always say nice things about your children.” I responded, *1
have heard nice stories about all of you, too. There was just not time to
remember all of them.” Then my brother and his wife began to report
negative stories about me, to which [ responded with some version of,
That was a fairly amusing one, but there have been some really good
ones about me if you had just paid attention and listened better.”Mother
was pacing back and forth in the back, with comments such as, "L hope 1
do not die and leave a divided family.” At one point toward the end of the
meeting, my brother accused me of being inleague with mother, and that
the whole thing started when she and I took that trip together to see the
lands of her ancestors. [ said, “You are really intuitive about some things!
How did you know about that? You're right. That’s when she and 1
planned the whole thing.” Mother responded vigorously with, “That’s
the biggest lie | ever heard! | will never tell you anything else again.” 1
turned to my brother and said, “Now you see how she tries to wangle out
of things when she is caught with the truth.” At the end of the meeting,
as my brother and his wife were leaving, his wife said, "I never saw such a
family in all mv life. | think we should do rmd

less talmng ctout each r.”
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The end of that Sunday aftermnoon was one of the most satisfying
periods of my entire life. I had actively participated in the most intense
family emotion possible and I had stayed completely out of the “ego
mass” of my very own family!l had gone through the entire visit without
being “triangled” or without being fused into the family emotional
system. About two-thirds through the meeting I knew I had been
successful forI noted that the family system had lost its emotional punch,
and [ knew that, if there was not some completely unantidpated event, |
would go through the entire meeting without fusing into the system.
Even if [ had been slightly or moderately triangled, I would have more
than achieved my primary mission for the visit, which was to interrupt
the anxiety wavein the family. lknew that had been accomplished evenby

“the time the family meeting was well under-way. I also knew that my
postulations about interlocking triangles were accurate by the time the
family meeting started. To have completed the meeting without
becoming triangled was additional evidence that 1 had attained the
technical excellence to make the theoretical systern work. It was the total
success of the operation that was swrprising, exhilarating, and
exhausting. I had spent a dozen years pondering the structure and
function of this “undifferentiated family ego mass” and | was so
accustomed to each new effort being a partial success that [ was hardly
prepared for total success. It was equivalent to having finally mastered
thie secret of the system and having gone all the way to the goal line in one
try. Since T believe that one’s own life adjustment is dependent on
working out a “self” in one’s own family of origin, it was equivalent to
having reached the summit after a hundred unsuccesstultries. To me the
niost important long-term accomplishment was the proof that an
emotional system has a knowable structure and function, and that one
can work out the predictahle ancwerstaits problems on a drawingboard.
“Tknew there was follow-up work to be dond on Monday, the day after
the meeting. To make a differentiating process work, one has to continue
in relationship with the family system  $aid in another way, it is
necessarv _to keep talking to the svstem. This is the point where the
feeling system dictates withdrawal and comfortable distance, which will
result in the system “tightening up” again. On Monday, 1 knew my
brother was still angry and reactive and 1 would have to seek him out. |
didn’t want to go see him, butlknew I had to; responsibility overcame the
feelings. For the first time in years, [Tound him alone and willing to talk.
There was an exchange of superfidal pleasantry and then, after
sufficient time to assure myself that he would not mention the family
issue about the business,lasked,”Are you still mad at me?” He responded
with a detached, "Hell, no!” Then I said that on my way to town I had
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heard some new stories about him and would he be interested in what
others were saying about him? He responded with, “Ido not want to hear
any more stories.” | expressed surprise that a man in his position would
not want to know what people said about him, and that to keep him
informed 1 would be willing to write the stories on a piece of paper and
send the paper in the mail. He said he would return my mail unopened
and unclaimed. I said that I found his attitude hard to understand, but 1
would respect it, and instead I would tell him a compliment Iheard about
him as [ crossed the street. I had heard someone say that his intentions
were good most of the time, He broke into a wide smmd
“friends-winning” smile [ had seen in months. After that I had the First
person-to-person talk I had had with him in years. He talked about his
effort with the larger family system, his own family, and the business.
During this discourse he talked about our oldest sister and how he had
been trying to help her, and how she seemed to defeat every effort. At
one point he said, “Sometimes I think she is retarded.” Immediately after
this long talk with him, 1 drove down to see my older sister, and said
..."Hey, Sis, lhave been talking to your brother about your problems and
he said you refuse to listen to him. What in the world have you been
doing to him to make him talk like that?” In previous years my
“detriangling” efforts had been awkward and forced. Now they flowed
smoothly and automatically, and I nolonger had to discipline mysel{ todo
them. 1 made several more smooth "detriangling” efforts with my
parents. That same Monday I wiote a special letter to my first brother,
who had not come for the weekend. I chided him about his delin-
quency and irresponsibility toward the family and reported that I
had been home all weekend trying to restore peace and harmony to the
family, but that the harder I tried the more [ seemed toupset them. | said,
“I have been trying to establish free and open communications to caim
them down. All I did was tell them some of the stories you have been
telling me a2bout them, and this seems to upset them instead of calm
them. This weekend has been a complete failure and 1 do not know whnere
I failed. Since I have failed, it iz now up to you to get home immediateiy to
deal with this emergency situation.” [ later discovered he had been within
65 miles of home that weekend on a business trip, but that the pressure
of business had made it impossible for him to get there.

My wife and ] were away from home early Tuesday until late Thursday
that week. Then we returned home until Saturday noon. For the Zirst
time in my life, [ had been completely outside the family ego mass all
week. There was no major effort on my partthose lastdays, butmereiva
casual detriangling of each new situation that presented itself. My
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younger sister and her husband were even more casual and detached
than before. They spoke of how “interesting™ and “enjoyable” they found
the sequence of events. My parents still voiced concern, but they were
calmer than they had been in a long time. My brother’s wife sought me
out, and I had the first serious person-to-person talk with her in many
years. Just before my departure, my second brother’s younger son came
to say goodbye to me, which was unusual for him. He said, “Tharnk you
very much for coming home this week.” A week after the trip, my first
brother called to talk for an hour. I did much detriangling with him but it
was clear that he and his wife were also relatively casual and “outside”
the seriousness of the family issues. His wife later wrote me several
letters to ask about my “plan and strategy.” In the past | had been
“undone” by partners and I was not about to get serious with her and risk
- spoiling my success. I told her | was hurt by her implications of

deviousness on my part when I had spent so much time thinking good
things about people and doing good things for them. 1 assured her that
my only goal was to restore the basiclove and togetherness in the family.
Two weeks after the visit | received a long letter from my mother in
which she included one concise paragraph about the visit. In it she said,
“With all its ups and downs, your last trip home was the greatest ever.”
Immediately after the visit, Thad written to my older sister again, chiding
her about my continuing efforts to get various members of her family to
“take carc of her and her problems.” She responded by kidding me for
telling everyone else to take care of her while 1 did nothing to help take
care of her. Then she said she was perfectly capable of taking care of
herself, that she did not know where she had been for the last forty years,
but she had a new outlook and a new lease on life. The issue between my
parents and brother about stock and control of the family business
completely faded after that “family experience” weekend.

In the almost three-year interim since the family experience, the
family has been on the best over-all level of adaptation in many years.
There have been anxieties and small ¢rises, but they have been less
intense than formerely. I have come to have a new role in the family
which [ call the role of “the difierennating one.” | have had increasing
experience with this pnenomenon with others and the usual pattern is
similar to that in my family. The one who achieves some success at
differentiation has a kind of appeal Tor the entire family. It is as if any
member of the family can approacn this one ana nave the advantage of an
emotionally detached viewpoint which in turn helps him or her developa
different perspective. It is more a matter of action than words because
words often are negative while the action closeness is markedly better,
The family sort of comes to expect the differentiating one always to
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function well in this position. For instance, there have been other periods
of mild emotional “uptightness” in the family in which someone would
invite me to getinvolved or return fora visit and would than administer a
stern admonition, “But be sure you donotdoor say anything to upset the
family.” This message is a subtle demand for another miracle
performance, but differentiation is a self-motivated, self-energized
effort and it cannot succeed with outside stimulus.

Aninteresting event occwrred two years after “the experience.” Inmy
continuing multigenerational family history effort, I had discovered in a
nearby county, a whole segment of my father’s family that he had never
known about. | arranged two trips to go with him alone to see the land
they had owned and the houses where they had lived. Although 1
thought [ had achieved a good person-to-person relationship with him
from the former years, the time spent with him on those long drives was
s0 enjoyable there was not time to talk about all the issues that came up
automatically. At this time it was possible to talk about the full range of
important subjects without avoidance or defensiveness, and we
developed a far better relationship than we had ever had. This experience
brought a new awareness that I simply did not know what constitutes a
really solid person-to-person relationship. The day after those trips, my
second brother asked if I had time for a drink before dinner. He and 1
spent another period going into issues important to both of us. During
the talk he thanked me for what 1 had done for our father, and for all the
effort that had gone into finding that segment of Dad’s family. He said,

- *Dad is ten years younger now than he was when you started this

effort.” My view of the situation was slightly different. I believe that [
had done something to change my relationship with my father, which in
turn changed his relationship to all he contacted. I do think, however,
that the work on his family was the issue around which the relationship
changed.

Finally, thereis the family perception of a“differentiating step”such as
was described here. No two people who were present at that “family
experience” or who participated from a distance would have the same
view of what happened. %@Mﬂgﬂ@wﬁwﬂe
differentiating one knows the logical, orderlv thinking and planning that
mh an effort. If anyone eise knows about it, then it is
doubtful that any differentiation will result from the effort. The other
side is the feeling, emotional response, and if this reaction does notoccur
there is strong douot that any differentiation will take place. The initial
family reaction is negative and takes the form of surprise, anger, and a
“you mus: be crazy  atfituae. W hen oné person is doing a differentiating
step the others react emotionally, and people do not think while they
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react. Immediately after the nodal point breakthrough, there will be
certain family members who will offer a spontaneous “thank you.” If the
differentiating one requests or demands an elaboration on the initial
expression of appreciation, the response is automatically the opposite of
what was expected. At this point there will be comments in the direction
of the “togetherness” laws that govern the feeling side of the operation.
The comments are likely to consist of devaluing or denying the
importance of the event, or may even express a critical opinion if a
complaint response is desired. A differentiating effort thatis successful
has to be for “self” alone. If it is done for self alone and the effort is
successful, the system automatically benefits also. If it is done primarily
to help others or with the expectation that others will approve and
express appredation, then the effort was for togetherness and not for
differentiation; an emotional system does not appreciate such stressful
nefarious maneuvers in the service of togetherness.

Post-Conference Clinical Experience

In the years before the breakthroughs with my own family, Ihad been
using the theory, principles, and techniques involved in the differentia-
tion of self in a method I called “family psychotherapy with a single family
member.” This method involved my “coaching” others as they attempted
versions of what I have described with my own family. The results were
good, but I still considered formal psychotherapy with husband and wife
together to be the most effective of all methods.  urged members of the
mental health professions to have formal family psychotherapy
themselves as the best possible preparation for the practice of family
psychotherapy. A good percentage of my private practice has been
devoted to doing family psychotherapy with members of the mental
health professions and their spouses; I considered this therapy also as
training for the practice of family psychotherapy.

After the breakthrough with my own family of origin, lincluded my
new knowledge about differentiation, illustrated with examples from my
own family experience, in formal teaching sessions with psychiatric
residents and others in training to learn family psychotherapy. On their
own initiative, some of the trainees began to try some of the principles
and techniques with their own families of origin. I would first hear about
their efforts when they ran into the predictable emotional impasses and
then asked for consultation about what had happened and for “coaching”
to get themselves free. This coaching was done in the same didactic
meetings in which the teaching was done. Over the next months, those
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considered superfluous.

There are some tentative speculations | could make about the
efficiency of defining a self in one’s parental family. One speculation is
that it is easier to make valid observations of emotional forces in the more

- . whohad been most successful with their families developed unusual skill

and flexibility as family psychotherapists. They were adept at avoiding
intense emotional entanglements with families in their practice, and they
could work comfortably with upset and distraught families. They
ascribed theis ability as being related to their work with their own
families, and a new perspective on what it meant to get “outside the
family emotional system.” The issue of family psychotherapy for these
trainees and their spouses had not been considered. They were doing
unusually well in their cinical work, and since my focus was on their
efficiency as therapists, 1 paid little attention to their emotional
functioning with their spouses and children. After ayear or two I realized
that the trainees who had devoted primary attention to their families of
origin had automatically made as much, or even more progress, with
their spouses and children as similar trainees who had been in formal
family psychotherapy with their spouses for the same period of time. The
experience with this new method provides strong indications that
psychotherapy as we have known it in the past may one day be

removed, but equally important, parental family, than in the nudear
hm[ﬁmﬁﬁﬁ‘xﬁa%a’r’e—;;%;ﬁmam]y imbedded. Itis also easier
to t&w_ﬁg_ﬂ_ﬂaﬂd in the parental family than in the nudear family.

From my experience, any progress made with one's parental family is
automatically translated into the nudear family. Another speculation is
that the pareRtal Familv effort feqiiifés that the trainee more quickly

accept responsibility for his own life, and requires him to accept the

notion that Re through his own effortcanmodify his own family system.
A trainee is more on his own resources when he deals with the emotional
reaction in his own family than when he sees his therapist with his

spouse.

This approach to training family therapists is too new for there to be
more than early clinical impressions. The method is certainly not for
everyone. It requires hard work and dedication. It is not possible for a
trainee to‘make progress until he can contain his own emotional
functioning sufficiently to krow the difference between being inside or
outside of an emotional system. Until the trainee is partially outside the
system, a differentiating technique is either hollow meaningless words
or a hostile assault on the system, and an emotional system knows the
difference and reacts accorcingly. With trainees partially outside the
system, it has been possible to help them avoid time consuming pitfalls,
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to focus on productive areas, and to achieve areasonably good beginning
process of differentiation in a fraction of the time that my effort
required. At the time of my own breakthrough in differentiation, I
considered it one of the most significant events in my personallife to that
point. It is now proving to be a significant turning point in my
professional life. .

The presentation to the Family Research Conference incuded about
fifteen minutes of my family history and a few background principles,
followed by about fifteen minutes of the clinical experience. For listeners
who did not have a reasonably firm grasp of my theoretical system, the
brief presentation was mostly an emotional experience. From my
standpoint, the goal for me and my family in this presentation was a
reasonable success. It was not the success within the “family” of family
therapists that the original experience had been with my own family, but
the family therapists are not as important to me as my own family, and 1
was not motivated to work on them in such detail.t It is my opinion that
most of the participants reacted emotionally to the presentation (it had
been planned that way), and that most had no background to regarditas
other than a bold, imaginative approach conceived and executed by an
intuition that somehow knew what to do at the right time. I hope this
presentation has conveyed sufficent additional data for most to know
that it was carefully thought through as a conceptual system and that the
ability to execute the theoretical assumptions was developed after years
of constant practice and modification of techniques to fit the theory.
Most of the conference partidpants reacted as positively to the
presentation as my family did. There were those who reacted
emotionally to the extent that they considered the presentation to be
selfish and hostile and hurtful, but even they were mostly positive in

reserving an over-all opinion. Were it not so, then differentiation would
not be possible.

Since the 1967 conference there have been concerns from some
quarters about my making public this personal report about my family. In
the belief that my family is pretty much the same as all families, and that
my family is basically grateful for all the dividends that developed from
my assumed role as“troublemaker,” andin the deep belief that eachin his
own way, and each with a different reservatian, would be basically
pleased to have me do a public report about “us all,” 1 had little
reservation about this public report. As families move from the
compartmentalized, less mature world of secrets and foibles which they
assume they are keeping under cover, and into the world of permitting
their private lives to be more open and a possible example for others to
follow, they grow up a little each day.
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Discussion

Note: Conference participants heard only the final section of this paper,
entitled "The Family Experience.” The discussion followirg the criginal speech has been
retained in ils original form, even though it refers to a slight!y different version of the
presentation, inasmuch as the points made and reactions expressed still fit with the revised
version. In particular it is hoped that the comments betray the freshness and surprise of the

malerial and its impact on an audience which had been expecting a very different kind of
presenlation, .

Chairman Watzlawick: | believe I am speaking for everyone present in this

“room when I say that we are most thankful to Dr. Bowen for a most

enlightening and also entertaining lecture—the two adjectives usually
don’t go together. .

Personally, I admire him for his ability to stay out of such emotional
systems for twenty-four hours. With me, it is only fifteen minutes. It
bears out the old saying that you can’t be too careful in the choice of your
family. It also reminds me of something that someone said, thatif people
define a situation as real, then for all intents and purposes it becomes
real. .

May I now call on the panel to discuss this paper? Dr. Rubinstein,
would you care to start off?

Dr. Rubinsteir: T would like to start by saying to Dr. Bowen that now [
understand why he has delayed writing to me.

I am fascinated because [ was triangled throughout your talk, and 1
found myself writing and writing notes, trying to detriangle myself. 1
think the concept of the triangle, which has some continuity with what
we were talking about yesterday about triads and dyads, is a fascinating
one because it brings our clinical experience into the discussion. [ have
also operated out of the idea that the dyad is an abstract construct and I
have wondered many times, in clinical practice. if such a thing 2s a dyad
really exists. For example, in a mcther-child schizephreric relationship,
one wonders if there is not always a third parzy present. ltis difficult to
conceive that two people car be related so intensely in a symbiotic way
without having to differentiate themselves as a unit from a third party.
The third party operates as a differentiating factor which solidifies and
reassures the existence of the dvad. 1 agree fully with you, therefore, that
probably the building block in human relationship is the triangle, the
triad.

In working with couples, I came across some of Norman Paul’s ideas
about the mourning process, and they influenced my thinking about the
techniques we use in clinical practice in marriage therapy. Aside from
changing the rules of the game in the relationchip between both marital
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figures, one useful technique has been to open up the emotional system
in which each operates in the triangles with their parents, in the presence
of the other mate. By opening up these outside emotional systems, scme
kind of empathic response is created in the other mate. Hopefully, the
empathic relationship between both mates is then going to establish a
new sort of triangle on adifferentlevel. This is why I would like to qualify
your term “detriangling.” Are we destroying the triangle, are we
detriangling, or are we changing the triangles to a different leve! of
functioning? ~

I wonder to what extent triangling is really necessary to bring empathy
into the relationship between both mates. The therapist who becomes
part of the triangle has to prepare himself to work through the
separation process. How can he get out of the triangle or change his
triangular function to a different level? [ hope we will have a chance to
talk more acbut this.

Chairman Watzlawick: Thank you very much, David. John Weakland is
going to be the next discussant.

Mr. Weakland: Dz, Bowen began by saying two true things. He said he
was going to depart from his prepared paper andhe was going to provide
an experience, | think that listening to Dr. Bowen is always an
experience, bui today was even more so.

I'm going to be very brief, because [ don't want to take anything away
from the direct impact of the experience which he has provided for us. 1
think enlightenment in this area comes at the level of experience and not
just at the level of ideas, so [ will take only one or two minutes, reversing
his shift, to return to his prepared paper slightly and to make a couple of
general points.

Certainly, the paper he gave me to read, and also the outline which 1
think was sent around generally, spoke at length about the undifferen-
tiated ego mass and triangles. [ must say that [ didn’t really understand
what he was talking about until fioday—but now I think 1 do, because he
has illustrated it so vividly. !

In my opinion, the most important thing he said today, that he did not
say in the prepared paper, was to emphasize the importance of getting
out of the family ego mass but still keeping one’s relationship to it. This
sort of going in both directions runs through everything he was telling us
today. I think this is very significant, not oniy for relationships within the
families we study but for relationships within our own families. Anybody
working in the family feld inescapably draws on his own family
experience, using this experience in one way or another to inform his
work. This is nct the kind of work, really, that can ever be put so far away
from you that your own life is not involved in it.
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So I think that both getting some distance from your own family
involvement and yet maintaining some connection is very important to
us all. This idea relates to a couple of sentencesin his prepared paper that
Iwould like to quote here. He said he believes that, “the laws that govern
man’s emational function are as ordedy as those that govern other
natural systems, and our difficulty in understanding the systemis not so
much in the complexity of the system as in man’s denial of the system.”
He has a very basic point there. I think such denial often relates to our
troubles with our own family involvement. He seems to ask more than
we are capable of when he says, “Get withit,” and at the same time says,
“Get some distance from it.” If we do both, we will be better off both in
our therapeutic work and, I might say, in our conceptual work. Fer
example, we might be able to look at systems and not dismiss their
properties as alien, as we do over and over again with concepts like
“mental disorder” or “family disorganization.” All our work has been
showing more and more that even the most “disorganized” families are
highly organized and systematic. If we use such terms and concepts as
“disorganization,” we don’t do anything except obscure the very order
that we are looking for.

Chairman Watzlawick: Thank you very much, John. May I now ask Dr.
Weiner to comment?

Dr. Oscar R. Weiner: | was really fascinated by Dr. Bowen’s talkl:npled
down his blueprint and I couldnt help thinking about what this meant to
me personally. | found myself kind of wandering a little bit and thinking
about going right home and trying it in my own family. Perhaps he has
given me something that I might find useful with my own family.

I hope that Dr. Bowen can respond a little later on as to how he really
sees himself in this whole family system. The thought that came to my
mind, which was kind of verified by what his mother finally told him at
the end about what the weekend meant to her, was that perhaps he was
being the family hezier. I am not quite sure, in terms of the family
projection process, what he had seen himself as being before this.

In terms of his discussion of the individual who tries to differentiate
himself yet should keep relating to kis family, [have found this concept
very useful in my own practice. You have spelled out for me what Thave
alrezdy been doing. I have found this procedure very useful in dealing
with individual patients who are struggling to differentiate and at the
same time continue to show a great deal of resistance to it. | have also
begun to send patients back to their families to relate to their families,
and | feel that, in a sense, this gets me out of this triangle that exists
between the patient, myself, and the patient’s family. I arrived at this
procedure because I found myself becoming more and more uncomfort-
able with the burdep "\at I felt patients were placing on me. They were
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binding me, resisting growth, development, progress, or whatever you
want to call it, and I have found that sending them back to their own
families somehow placed me in a better position to deal with them. In the
long run it is a much more gratifying experience for the patient'because
we both get detriangled and he has adifferent relationship with his own
family.

Chairman Watzlawick: Dr. Whitaker, would you care to comment?

Dr. Whitaker: Would | care to comment? Boy
Bowen, I wish you were my brother! :

Dr. Bowen: Ackerman is.

Dr. Whitaker: When you said you were boring, it was very clear what
you meant. You were boring the hellinto me. This is the other end of that
probe we were talking about yesterday, which is the one I would like to
" study.

I think one of the other things you said that nobody has had guts
enough to say before is that those people who go into family therapy are
really master manipulators. All this cotton-pickin’ talk we give out about,
“We are going to be sincere and we are just playing from ourselves,” has
the other side of it, that we are related to the system. It is very intriguing
to me to think about the struggle I have had in terms of trying to
differentiate myself as a “separate,” as though | was trying to make
believe t}.at I wasn't relating to this whole. | wonder if there aren’t two
groups of us: those who try to separate out from the family orleave home
and never come back, and those who stay home and never go away, and
each of us is trying to solve the impossible problem of this paradoxical
situation in which we go back and forth.

One of the other things thatis very inspiring to me is that this thinking
helps explain to me the significance of my functioning with co-therapists.
Idon’t have to struggle with working with two’s, which you do. To me,
working with a co-therapistis ajoy.1have the feeling that psychotherapy
cught to be originaily taught by working with spouses. It occurred to me
that what happens when I do co-therapy is that I detriangle by a process

of the twe of us functioning at orie point as a unit and at another point as
two separates. Thus, we are

constantly free to detriangulate from
moment to moment. :

This business you talk about of getting thrown into a panic at home is
the thing I am more and more sensitive to as a focus for what is going on
in the therapy. I picked up theidea first from the newspaper report of the
American chess master playing with the Russian who won, and he said he
wnew that at the moment when he was confused that he had lost. When
this happens to me in the therapeutic situation, I reach over and get hold
of my co-therapist. [ have always feltin terms of Lyman Wynne’s concept

, what a question! Dr.
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of the rubber fence, that the process of family therapy consists of
standing astraddle this family fence. The problem is, it isn’t always
rubber. Sometimes the damned thing is of steel and it keeps getting
higher and [ keep getting worried about what it is going tocut. IflThave a
co-therapist, I can go in with both feet and hang onto his hand so that |
can jump back over and get out; or I can stay out and let him go in and
then pull him out when he gets entangled with it.

Chairman Watzawick: Thank you very much. Dr. Bowen, do youwant to
respond to any of these comments?

Dr. Bawen: If any of you wonder why I wasn't writing to you, [have just
spent a few thousand hours on my own family. I have a folder full of
material, the only other copies of those letters about which I spoke.Thave
spent months on this project and I wanted to utilize this family upset to
the full. :

I agree with many things all of you say. I don’t know about that
empathy thing. I don’t deal too much in empathy.

Who gets out of a triangle? There is one person who is motivated todo
this, if you can find this one. In the average family,if I can get the couple
to cooperate, then I do it with them, and if | can’t, then | work with the
motivated one.

On the question of how do 1 see myself in my own family, well, it
changes from year to year.lused to be myself and go my own way, and |
used to sort of stay away and not go back. I think that is one of the biggest
delusions that anybody has. I believe it is one of the biggest delusions of
psychoanalysis that people have worked things out about their families
in their analysis and that they don’t have to be involved with them any
more,

You talk about resistance to this—it is tremendous. I mean, to force
myself to do this was one of the hardest forang jobs 1 ever did. It makes
youunderstand a little bit more the resistance of the family member todo
it. After I had had this session with my brother, I knew that 1 had to go
back to him the next day. ] wished I didnthave to, you know, but Iknew |
had to go, and that I would go.

Those are all the comment ] have at this time. Incidentally, | have had
more reports about the way the family situation has settled down. Far
instance, my oldest sister is on a diet and is Josing weight.  have never
seen my parents act so alive. They are alive and going like anything. The
whole family is.

As for my own emotional part in it, if a person working on a triangie
can stay less involved than the others, | think that is to be desirec. In
other words, [ was able pretty much to laugh at my brother while he was
shaking his finger at me. But [ still get emotional. I get emotionaltalking
about it here. 1 didC' find a way to get around this last one.
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Dr. Whitaker: T hope you won't.

) .C};mm" Wnblfiwid: Thank you very much, Dr. Bowen. May linvite
P:reﬁ;;x:;t?sc?nts omseveral of the more research- than therapy-minded
Dr. Bel: There was a very interesting book review back in 1916, th
heyday of psychoanalysis. Somebody wrote a review that pointed’ oﬁi
that no matter what Euclid did, whether he took a square or rectangle, a
parallelogram, a dircle, the damned thing always came back to h*ian8 le,s
You tak.e two points on acircde and end up with a third point and you gave.
got a triangle. You take a square and you divide that and it comes out a
triangl.e, as was the fashion in the days of the lovely “demonstration” of
the universality of the cedipus complex. But two triangles don’t make a
rectangle, and a dircle is something more than a set of triangles
I guess my question for Dr. Bowen is not really a chaﬂenging'of the
usefulness of conceptualizing these phenomena as triangles, but what
stfikes me is that there is no triangle that you can t:riang'ulate here
without taking into account a much broader context. Another possible
strategy would be to talk in terms of larger patterns than triangles—a
certain cluster analysis or pattern analysis. But these thoughts are from
the top of my head. Further down in the more feeling part, I grasp and
appreciate this kind of triangular representation, but I always have this
problem as a researcher of wanting to orzanize things a little bit and then
try to put them into a classification, preferably into a classification that
might allow for some kind of operational statement and testing out
What came to my mind was the extensive work done by Caplow a;\d
others, drawing on the investigations of Georg Simmel on the different
processes that occur in sets of relationships. Caplow has done an elegant
piece on the theory of coalition in the triad. &
The challenge to me here is whether one can identify a number of
vanable§, power, and so on, and show that what is going on here is
essentiaily what has been called the “mores” of triangles. These are not
merely personal relationships; they are sets of power relationships that
31'2 ali: affect?'ve relationships. Mayber we could sort them out and
we:;l:,f t:t::;:\gutlhae::‘uch more orderly way and perhaps even find some
Dr‘. Minurhirf: ['am not a researcher but I still want to comment. ] also
was impressed that, actually, Dr. Bowen was not talking about a triangle
b'ecause he was not dealing with geometry. He is so fast on his feet that,
sxmultanegusly, at the point at which he was working with one trianglé
he was using another triangle to superimpose on the first one. So he was

wor@ng not only with a rectangle that are the seven members of his
family, but with fifteen hundred members in the town.
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1 didn’t understand why, in order to give us an image of what he was
doing, he used a geometrir metaphor. What he was doing, really, was
working continuously with all the members of the family, using them,
manipulating them actively in the process of helping. He was almost like
a sculptor that is working with wax; sometimes the sculptor is caught so
that when he is modeling, he is also destroying or creating something
anew.

The family that he describes I would call an enmeshed family. He is
working with this enmeshed family in the process of separating and
detriangulating, but his style is an inclusive style that is the style of the
family. In the work that we have been doing, we differentiate two types
of family. Evidently all the families of therapists are enmeshed families.
This is why we immediately resound to this presentation, but there is
also the disengaged family in which the process is not one of

_ detriangulation, of differentiation, of getting out, but a process of

reestablishing and creating units.

Dr. Lewinger: 1 will make my comment quickly, and not discuss my
delight at hearing the paper. I do want to add that the concept of a
triangle can be related very much to the triangular work of a number of
prominent social psychologists—for example, Newcomb’s ABX, Heider's
PIX, Osgood’s work on understanding communication and attitude
change. If A and B are two people and X is a third object —it could be an

.atsitude, object, or any abstraction, or it could be the person of the
therapist, or a brother or whoever—this X then is some object to which A
and B both relate. And the feelings of A and B toward X, and the
balancing of these different feelings, constitute a topic on which there is
already a large amount of research.

It seemns to me that when Dr. Whitaker talks about “detriangulation,”
he talks about offering alternative X's to A and B. 1fAand Bgethungup
on a particular X where their conflict is maybe at an impasse, then
alternatives can be provided. This would be one way one could relate
these concepts to existing theory in social psychology. . ..

Chairman Watzlawick: Thank you very much. We will now proceed
directly to the next point on our program, 2 film presentation by Dr.
Ackerman.

Dr. Ackerman is going to say a few words. ...

Dr. Ackerman: [ have never seen Dr. Bowen as great as he was this
morning. I can’t tell you how much 1 enjoyed that exquisite family tome
of his. I am going to talk to him privately about that, especially as he
pointed me out as his brother. (Laughter)
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