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The plan of this paper is to explore the
guestion: Does a model that includes the
' prmmples of duuble description, circulor-
“fty, and coevolutionary change, all ac-
- pounting for shifts in family coalitions over
Hme. and. the emergence of problems in
" gonyiection with these shifts, allow the fom-
R 'tkempzst to degign betler methods for
the understanding and practice of family
. therapy?
© Concepts of double deseription, coevo-
Hution, and cireularity from Gregory Bate-
son’s writing and the research of other
scieniists deseribe the translation of these
ideas from pure epistemalogy to the prag-
matics of family therapy. Circular ques-
tioning developed by the Milan Associ-
wtes is presented as o practice method ex-
emplifving how these notions of circularity
and  coevolutionary change—especially
changes in family patterns—are used dur-
ing actual family sessions.
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Double Bescription

B ATESON'S PRINGIPLE of double cleser;p—
tion simply means that “in order to
get from one level of description to another,
an act of double description is re n'ad or
views from every side of the relatic
must be juxtaposed to genérate. ’
the relationship as a whole. Double descrip-
tion ig, according to Bateson, the relation-
ghip,’” {7) As we will see, nei:}ung_mm*e aptly
deseribes the “sense of” circular @,ﬂéﬁtiﬁn-
ing.

Take the old conundrum, if a tree feil in
a forest and no one was there to heay it,
would it make a sound? If the guéstion is
an indication of contextural stfﬁcture, [
ganized by relationships of difference, the
answer would be no. However, altering this
bafflement and asking, if a tree foll in a
forest and only & deaf man were present
would it make a sound, the answer might
be ves-for a relational system, a double
deseription should exist giving the event
context and meaning. Perhaps the deaf man
sees the tree fall, or his feet feel the vibra-
tions and a sound is “created.”
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The relational context, the double de-
scription of man and tree, provides a fitting
systemic register. In this regard, double de-
scriptiong are not static principles, they are
descriptions of relationships. The process
view of double description suggests that we
may use language in a coevolutionary way
in which new orders of difference, relation-
ship, and context may emerge.

Coevolutionary Change

One of the most interesting new devel
opments in the field of family therapy is
the emergence of what I choose to call, 2
coevehitionary model.! In the last ten vears
the idea that living ecologies progress to-
ward higher orders of complexity in a co-
evolutionary fashinn has been dramatically
utilized by researchers in the biological sci-
ences. More unusual is the fit of this idea in
the social sciences, family therapy in par-
ticular, where it 13 encouraging new think-
ing about families as well as new methods
for the practice of family therapy.

The coevolutionary model includes both
the pattern of discontinucus change as well
as continuous change as an obhserver's punc-
tuation of the reorganization of Hving sys-
tems. Gregory Bateson in Steps fo an Ecol-
ogy of Mind prefigured a ecevolutionary
episternology for living systems when he
wrote, “...in 19356 1 certainly had not
clearly grasped the central importance of
‘context.’ 1 thought that the processes of
Sehismogenesis were important and nontri-
vial because in them I seerned to see eve-
luticn at work: if interaction between per-
gons could undergo progressive qualitative
change as intensity increased, then surely
thig could be the very stuff of cultural evo-
lutionn. It foilowed that all directional
change even in biological evelution and
phylogeny might or must be due to pro-
gresgive interaction between organisms” {1,
p. 155). Bateson's ohservations led him to
identify “interaction” as the unit of evalu-

P This mode! emerged from clinical work and dis-
cussion with Lynn Hoffman,
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tion, rather than any one side of a relation.
ship. As biclogists began to see this larger
pattern of evolution, made possible through
a process of double description, the term
“coevolution” evolved in their vocabulary,
Family researchers influenced by a socie.
logical view of general system theory have
historically described two important poten-
tials of a system that organizes its structure: .
morphogenesis, the potential of the system
to change, and morphostasis {homeostasis},
the potential of the system to stay the same,
or maintain the status guo. As contempo-
rary cyberneticians argue, this dualistic
view obscures a more parsimoniocus descrip-
tion of living process, If we consider feed-
back as a recursive process that can gener-
ate different orders of circularity, a new
understanding of the organization of living
systems dawns. This understanding of feed.
back arises from a tradition of thinking von
Forester terrms, the “cybernetics of cyber-
netics.” One of the implications of this view
is that any change that “is only a fiuctua.
tion in a system at one time can suddenly
become the basis for an entively new ar-
rangement of the system at another time”
(6, p. 341}, To illustrate, a father dies of a
heart attack shortly after he and his wife
separate, leaving two young sons. During
their adolescence the boys engage their
maother in a struggle around trying to leave
home. They fail and return after each at-
tempt. The younger oy, more his mother’s
companion, returns home after several drug
episodes and decides to stay at home and
work in the area. His older brother {who
was away at school and for whom his fa-
ther's clothes were saved} returns home
shortly thereafter in the middle of the
night, bearded, hallucinating, and dressed
in hig dead father's clothes. His psychasis
possibly reincarnated the father, perhaps to
disturb the inappropriate marriage between
his mother and brother. It was as if the
clothes had been laid aside for the time it
would be necessary for the oldest son to
stand in for his father, breaking the pattern
and allowing both boys to leave. Saving the
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‘¢lothes for the oldest son seems a small and
_.gympathetzc fluctuation in the svstemn at
the time of the father's death. As time
‘passed, however, it became the basis for an
‘entively new arrangement of the gystem.
‘Following Mony Elkaim, Hoffrnan (8
wiites that the inclugion of coevolutionary
change concepts in the thinking of the fam-
fly therapxst; encourages him or her to rec-
_ggmize the selfreorganizing propertaes of
‘the system {6, p. 841) knowing that sach
“systers will choose new forms congruent
- with its own potentisl. Although the ther-
g ‘apist provides the push away from its pres-
“ent form of stability, it is the family that
- figures out its next pattern of organization.
" These changas of pattern may be discerned
#s discontinuous or continuous transfor-
mations, dependent upon the observer's
frame of reference. Whatever the case, fam-
ily and therapist attempt to relate in a way
that coevolves the therapist-family ecology.
This coevolutionary perspective enables
farnily therapists to be relieved of the fol-
lowing postures toward families:

1. that we the therapists make the changes
in families—if we do this, they'll do that.
. ‘Nothing is predictable, including pre-
dictability;

2, that the family in question iz suffering
from “stagestuckness,” a lineal develop-
mental point of view that too closely
prescribes when families should change
without respecting their continuous pat-
terns of temporal unfolding, For exam-

. ple, some families may take longer than
others with their rites of passage. Some
therapists may regard this difference
from the eultuiral sterectype as a failuve.
Needless to say, the perceived “faiiure”
is often presented to the family as a
moralistic or pathelogical punctuation;

3. that if only this unfair accidental event
had not hefallen the family, all would be
well, Crediting natural accidents, the
family therapists must view the family’s
pattem of organization as also creafing
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the potential for organic or physical .
problems. The growing identification of
families with certain ilnesses {cancer,
heart attack, ulcer, etc.), does not aliow
us to continue to regard systern siress as
having only “accidental” outcomes.

This last point directly attacks a lLinear
episternology that sees families as continu-
ous, stable systems and views crises and
catastrophes as misiakes or irregularities.
Carried to extremes, it presupposes we
could take families, rid them of “defective”
members, and look 6 the remaining mem-
bers as those who represent the “real” or
“noymal” family. Instead, these “different”
relatives add to the rich repertory of pat-
terns families can draw upon. Following
Bateson, these “carriers of deviance” may
provide a source of the random stuff of
which new patterns may be evolved.

Another example, In a family in which
two parents and an older ehild were deaf,
the younger child was born hearing. At the
age of three this son had an accident. Play-
ing around a construction site, a metal pipe
hit him ou the head leaving him, like the

others, totally deaf. If one sees the world in
terms of conventional regularities, this
geems a terrible accident, an act'of God and
out of tune with the family’s own natural
laws. However, one who espouses a world
view encompassing a diversity of regulari-
ties, including the lawfulness of irregulari-
ties, may consider this event, despite its
chance nature, as representing not only
chance but possibly also congruence with
the organizational demands of that partic-
ular family system. The frame or episte-
malogical point of view the therapist sets
for himself or herself will determine how he
or she respectfully intervenes in this pro-
gressive interaction between organisms
that Bateson calls the “very stuff of evolu-
tion.”

Circularity

The major difference between earlier sei-
entific explanations of the world and cir-
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cular, systemic concepts is as simple, on the
one hand, as understanding the difference

between a lne and a circle. It is also ag i

difficult as choosing to believe in God, free
will, or in the idea that the treacherous loop
of the anditory nerve to the brain is for-
mally similar to how vou grew up in your
family.

Teleology, the oldest of scientific explan-
atory philosophies posits that all things in
nature were made to fulfill a purpose—an
idea that says A leads to I, and D has a
purpose to which A is causal During the
nineteenth century, teleclogy was, if not
supplanted, at least joined by determinism;
purpose as such was deemphasized, and the
same actions and events were believed to
be the necessary outcomes of antecedent
causes. The idea still cornmon fo both te-
leology and determinisin, however, was that
causal A led to result D in a continucus line
{12, p. 30).

Out of the development of cybernetics a
process essential to the performance of both
crganic and nonorganic systems was spot-
Hghted. This circular process was under-
stood as feedback and witnessed in so-
called feedback loops. Feedback meant that
“part of the system’s output is reintroduced
into the systemn as information about the
output” (12, p. 31}. This is accomplished in
a loop, or D) loops, and is fed back to A, The
feedback loop that brings D circling back
te A makes a continuous line or event im-
possible, Events that exchange information
in a system or context could no longer be
viewed as sequential or lineal deterministic
chains of events. The feedback loop de-
scribes a circular or spiraling information
process in which D circles back to A and
has an effect on A that, of course, inciudes
the information distributions from B and
C. A now has s context (A, B, C, and D}
and is a part of a system in which it both
acts and is acted upon by the components
of its systermn.

Cireularity is deseribed by the Milan As-
sociates as an active process in the conduc-
tion of the session, taking place in the su-
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prasystem between the therapist and the
famity. In their paper, “Hypothesizing, Cir.
cularity and Neutrality” {(26%) they define
circularity as follows, “By circularity we
meain the capacity of the therapist to con.
duct his investigation on the basis of feed.
back from the family in response to the
inforrnation he solicits about relationship
and, therefore, about difference and
change” 4 p. 8). Defining circularity is a
disquieting task, rather like trying to rope
a constellation while standing in Montans, -
What is interesting about the Milan Assc.
ciates’ definition iz that it delineates an
information-producing process betweenithe
therapist and the family and includes an
epistemological premise about circularity
that is on a different level from a process
description.

Keeney's {7} explanation of circularity
sheds light on the epistemological premige
contained in the Milan Associates’ process
definition. Keeney, following Bateson,
speaks of the circularity of a system being
made up of patterned circuits and popu
lated by differences that preduce informa-
tion. A circuit can loop in many directions
including more or less components depend-
ing upon whether it is a lower or higher
level circuit, i.e., a simple or complex cy-
bernetic loop. It can be as simple a loop as
a man out for a stroll or as complex as the
“corrective loop,” consisting of the thera-
pist, family, symptom, and intervention.
Keeney writes:

In therapy the sociofsedback loop which’
emerges between the therapist and client can
alsc be characterized in this way. This cireuit
is therefore a “unit of mind” {author’s quotes}
and is structured in texms of difference which
can be triggered by information. This cyber-
netic view does not consider any part of the
system to have unilateral control. The behav-
ior of each part is determined by the behavier
of other parts as well as s own previcus
behavior. {7}

Keeney explains a corrective loop: that
includes the symptom and intervention
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yithin the therapist/family loop from the
- perspective of cybernetic epistemology:

‘o see a symplom as part of a cybernstic

- eiveuit means identifying a cireular sequence
. of events having fesdback structure which
. nbdudes the event called “sympiom.” Simi-
“farly, to see an intervention systemically re-
quires constructing a cybernetic eirouit which

¢ jnclades the intervention as inside the loop.

Ry

“If the circuit is a “unit of mind” with a
“sequence of events having feedback struc-
“pire and triggered by information, then cir-
~eularity means that wherever the loop is
drawn there iz a potential for everything
“inside the loop to change or restructure
" jtaelf when inforenation is infroduced. The
"yinit of mind or loop could be a family, the
man on his walk, the therapist/family/
-gymiptom/intervention, soclety/cults/reli-
~gion, ete. Holding a clear epistemological
‘prermise demands that the circuit, the loop,
the unit of mind be identified so that the
“frules of operation governing one’s thinking
are set out”™ (7, p. 8). The Milan Associates’
process definition of circularity also de-
scnbﬁs this - epistemological premise be-
canse it inciudes the therapist within the
‘Joop triggering the information that permits
everything within the loop to restructure
" jteslf or change. The idea of circularity is
-analogous to observing a colony of dividing
protozoa. To introduce a probe (light,
-pointer, chemical, etc.) is to change the
loop; it is now a “system” of protozoa col-
-ony, plus observer, plus probe, all in rela-
tionships of difference to gach other, having
feedback structure, subject to information
restructuring, and therefore “cireular.” In
any healthy ecology, both sides of a rela-
tonship must evolve, We therefore speak
of coevolution, rather than the lineal notion
of evolution. The view of circularity that
connaects therapist and family can therefore
be seen as a consequence of the coevolu-
tionary paradigm (or vice versa).
In the pragmatics of therapy there 18 one
important and particular effect the circular
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questions have on the family. Naturally, all
farily members feel themselves o be in-
dividuals with individual peceptions of the
family dilemma. Responding to the ¢ircular
questions compels them fo experience the
circularity of their family systerm, the family
“current,” if you will, and abandon mwore
linear stances. In shert, they perceive
everyone within the loop. For example,
when a question of relationship and differ-
ence is asked, “Who in the family is the
first to notice when your sister: iz de-
pressed?” or, “Who worries with mother
when she worries?”-—one cannot not give a
relational description as an answer, Shared
and alternative epistemologies about the
family emerge, and perceived membership
in the problem or dilemima increases, Again,
this model is best considered as a coevolu-
tienary model, for once joined in therapy,
the therapist and the family coevolve to-
gether, forming a new context that is wholly
subject to change. The ¢ircular questions
act as context markers delimiting and clas-
sifying the relationships over time, It is
important to remember that contexts
evolve over time. I find the following quote
from Bateson both an eleganz descmptlon
and reminder of this process, '

The progressive increase in size and armament
of the dinosaurs was, as [ saw it, simply an
interactive armaments race-—a schismogenic
process. But | could not then see that the
evolution of the horse from Eohippus was not
a one-gided adjustment 4o life on the grassy
piains. SBurely the grassy plains themselves
were evolved parl passu with the evelution of
the teeth and kooves of the horses and other
ungilates, Turf was the evolving response of
the vegetation to the evolution of the horse, Tt
is the context which evolves. [1, p. 185]

The Pattern of Circular Questioning

The word “pattern” summons notions of
repetition, similitude, and match. Specifi-
cally 1 will use pattern to describe a char-
acteristic arrangement, a model of infor-
mation gathering, representing the concep-
tual structure of the cireular interview de-
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veloped by the Milan Assoclates (11). The
flexibility of this pattern will be emphasized
rather than its characteristic segquence. [
offer the Random House Dictionary's sixth
definition of paltern as most representative
of the meaning I intend: “an original or
model considered for or deserving imita-
ton.”

In general the pattern of circular ques-
tioning can be used in different orders, be-
ginning in the present and wmoving to the
past, or beginning in the past and moving
to the present. It is as though an are were
drawn with one point in the present and
the other point in the past. Characteristi-
cally, these drawn paiterns will follow the
feedback or responses the circular gues-
tiens elicit from the family,

The patterns that circular questioning
punctuates in conducting the session be-
come isomorphic to, or a structural equiv-
alent of, the ontogeny of the problem in the
family. The atm of circular guestioning is to
fix the point in the history of the system
when important coalitions underwent a
shift and the consequent adaptation to that
shift became problematic for the family.
The information sought by circular gues-
tions are the differences in relationships the
family has experienced before and after the
problem began. T will deseribe nine catego-
ries of circular guestioning vsed tc move
across the arc from now to then, or then to
now. These varicus forms of “‘patterns
which connect” (Bateson} should alwavs be
seen as bridges that relate symptom, inter-
vention, family, and therapist as parts of &
larger coevolutionary process.

Category 1: Verbal and Analogic Infor-
mation

The information gathered from the fam-
ily in the session is a combination of verbal
and nonverbal, or analogic information?® In

* Author's Note: This interview excerpt and case
comments by the Milan Associates were recorded by
the author in a notebosk. Mo tape vecorder wes ased,
g0 they are not exact. All family nsmes have been
changed. Permission to reprint the sxcerpt has been
granted by Dr. Luigi Bescolo, Milan Associates.
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regard to verbal information, it is useful to
note the “cue” words used by the family. In
the problem definition stage the family of-
fers cue words embedded in their problem
sentence. Father; “Her sickness makes her
mother guilty,” or, Mother: “No one in this
family communicates,” or, Wife: “We have
no sex life,” or, Husband: “Our children are
rebellions.” For the therapist to have a
problem definition about relationships,
these “cue” words must be transposed into
statements about relationships and differ.
ences in relationships. “Who worries most
when mother is guilty, who communicates
ieast in the family, who is more worried
about vour sex life, etc.?”

Throughout the session a subtext is going
on between the therapist and the family,
The therapist and team observe the ana-
logic behavior or redundancies in the fam-
ily, their eye messages, postural shifts, tone,
timing of interruptions, etc., and contrasts
and compares that information with the
verbal information. The family, too, has a
subtext; they notice the therapist noticing.
The “edge” the family presents in the in-
terview is an accumulation of this subtext
exchange and the verbal information. This
combination of information exchange con-
stitutes a coevolutionary loop, Le., therapist
plus family.

Category 2: Problem Definition

The first question, “What is the problem
in the family now?” establishes one end of
the arc® that will later connect the problem
in the present to a time in the past, usually
arcund the onset of the problem, when
relationships in the family were different.
After the relationships around the problem
in the present are defined by the family,
one end of the arc is secured.

Category 3: Coalition Alignments in the
Present

The next task, after the family defines
the problem, is to discern the cozlition

alignment around that problem in the pres-

*The arc is onty a “map” to guide the therepist,
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: “The questions, “Who is upset
: when . {problem definition}, or, who feels
¢ yhore he%p}ess whien ... (problem defini-
fem), or, who notxces first when.
{problem definition),” establish for the
therapist and team 2 confirmation or mod-
ﬁcatwn of their original hypothesis.' The
anawer -to the guestion from any family
metnber will perforce define a relationship;
“Mather is mos$ upset when her daughter
;g idepressed, f father feels more hopeless
' ‘mother iz guilty, grancimether notices
- first when our sex life suffers.”

-t

-(:ategcry 41 A D;fferent Sequence

i most strategic therapies, tracking the

'sequence of behavior around the problem
provides a detailed scenario of all family
aptione that serve the performance of the
‘problem. A fully tracked sequence discloses
arepeated cycle of behavior that the family
‘ave unable to change. The change theorists

{185y aﬁentafy this sequence as a “solution™
(ko the family’s original problem) that has
jtéelf Become the “problem” {13). Their in-
terven‘mns are designed to interrupt that
sequience so that it can no longer be per-
Formed in the same way. Altering the fam-
y's ‘solution by disrupting the sequence
they believe, changes the problem.

The Milan Asscciates use similar gues-
tions in tracking a sequence. They ask what
different members of the family do when
the problem occurs, Their rationale is to
produce a “gradual enlargernent of the field
of observation” (11, p. 19} by understanding
the family’s behavior and the differences in
that behavior over time. Questions of clas-
sification (ranking, who reacts first, who
next, ete) often accompany tracking the
sequence for they reveal the coalition po-
sitions of family mmembers in the family

? in this mode! the therapist has a tenative hypeth-
e when he or she {irst sees the family based on
intake information. These early questions are formed
from that hypothesis. £1 the hypethesis is invalid an-
other is made baged on the feedback to the guestions
about the first hypsthesis {11}, The task of the firet
interview i3 to select thie most important hypothesis
about the'systers in orvder to make a thevapeutic
intervention {10}
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“garne” (11, p. 19). The sequence istracked
with a strong appreciation of its end, in
effect, seeing how the sequence helds Spe-
cial members of the family together. “What
does father do when mother stays criing in
her reom?” may begin a sequence. Further
guestions reveal that father falls to.comnfort
mother and is rescued by his son who'is a
better comforter. More subtly, a sequence
that reveals a coalition (either overt ¢r cov-
ert) does not require the other meribers of
the eoalition always to be present. For ex-
ample, & woraan who felt hopelesg and .de-
pressed when she experienced rejéction at
her job expressed this to her hushband at
night but would receive no comforting from
him since it could lead to intimacy. The
danger of intimacy with her husband was
its disruption of the intimacy she was feel-
ing with her mother, who was three thou-
sand miles away but present in her mind.
In the Milan model, sequence guestions
track the family’s alignments in the present
and their differences over time. The family
pattern is revealed when the changed or
changing alignments in the family are un-
derstood.

Category 5: Questions of Ctass:f:catzon
and Comparison

Hypothesis validation about changes in
relational patterns in the family is advanced
through both classification and comparison
questions. Comparison: “Is your parents’’
intimate life better or worse lately?’ Clas-
sification; “Who is closest to mother now,
who next, who next, etc.?” Comparison:
“Who iz more able now to cheer up father
when he is depressed?” “ls your father
more on your side now than he was in the
past?” “Have you felt more like a daughter
or more like a wife this month?” Combi-
nation of both: “Who was most pleased
with your former therapy, who next, who
next?’ Classification and comparison ques-
tions are constructed to follow the changes
in the famnily's coalition alignments. Once a
classification has been established, the
therapist asks, “Was that always true, was
it ever different, or, i it different now?”
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Category 6: Agreement questions

Agreement questions provide an oppor-
tunity for the therapist/team to rank coa-
litions in terms of theirstrength and prier-
ity; mother is closest to son, and then father
to grandmother, and finally, the two sisters
to each other, ete. The therapist asks sister,
“Who in the family agrees with you that
mother is closest to vour brother” The
sister's response may be, “My father
agrees.” Following that the therapist will
ask father, “Do vou agree with your daugh-
ter that your son is closer to your wife when
you guarrel?” A yes answer confirms the
triadic position of brother and his coalition
with mother, but if father answers no, fur-
ther validation is needed.

Cateqgory 7: Gossiping in the presence

I additional triadic information is re-
guired, “gossiping in the presence”” ques-
tions are asked. Gossiping asks one member
in the family to comment on the relation-
ship of another two. This is balanced by
asking each of the other {wo to comment

on the relationship of the remaining dyads.

Category 8: Subsystem Comparisons

Subsystem comparisons serve a variety
of purposes. If a mother states that the
problem is communication between her and
her husband, the therapist may ask which
one of them communicates better with the
children. This exchange elicits comparison
between subsvstems, since the therapist
knows in advance there has been an incest
attempt in the family. The mother has de-
nied the cross-generational coalition, and
the therapist is asking that the problem
pair be represented in the problem defini-
tion.

Comparisons within subsystems as well
as between subsystems are outlined. “How
D3k

would your parents get along without you?

*For s complete description of “gossiping in the
presence” see the paper, Hypothesizing—Circu-
larity—Neutrallty” {111
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“P)o any of the other children have a prob-
lem?” "Which one of you {children} will
always stay home with your parents?”
“Which one of you {parents) will live with
your (learning disabled) daughter when you
are diverced?”

Subsystem comparisons both between
subsystems and within subsystems draw
finer distinctions about relationships. A
special category of subsystem comparisons
are questions that begin with if. “If John
were to get along better with mother, would
you and he improve?” “If Joan were not
here, would things be better for you and
your husband?” These if guestions are used
as preparations for interventions. They are
testing the consequences of change in the
family and therefore have exceptional in-
terventional powers of their own. This is
dramatically understood if the answer to
the above question, “If Joan were not here,
would things be beiter for you and your
husband?’ were to be yes.

Categoty 9: Explanation Questions

Explanation questions ilhuminate former,
past relationships in the family. Depending
upon the feedback from the family, the
therapist will begin the pattern with expla-
nation questions and work toward the pres-
ent, or if he or she has begun in the present,
he or she will work toward the past.

The explanation question is a stmple one:
“What is your explanation for ... 7" {a) the
problem definition, or (b} a comparison
question {what is your explanation that
grandmother notices first when mother is
depressed), or (¢) an agreement guestion,
or {d) a subsystem comparison question,
ete. It is largely an investigation of the
onset of the family dilemma, that time
when the coalitions changed and the adap-
tation to that change placed the family in
a problem context. The other end of the
arc—ifrom now to then—is secured, and this
corapletion signals that a working hypoth-
esis can be generated and a therapeutic
intervention composed.
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Foiiawmg is an analysis of an excerpt
fmm aninterview by the Milan Associates.
Mroand Mrs. 8. have been married ten
yesrs and have two daughters, Diane, 9,
éand ?\Tancy, 8. Mrs. 8. brought Joan, now
‘age 18, into the farndly from a former mar-
nag' “The presenting problem when the
family began treatrment was Diane’s failing
school performance over the last year. The
father had intermittently agreed to be pres-
entin the sessions, amounting to one-third
4t the fime. The therapist was told by Mrs.
& that she would not agree to a consults-
tion ﬂniess he promised that the consultant
would not ask about “the family secret.”
The' secret, already communicated to the
therapist by Mrs. 3. (secretly), was that
Joan's stepfather had made several sexual
advances toward her, harassing her further
by cutting holes im her bedroom wall to
peekat her.

Mrs 8. iz afraid that the revelation of

:f’};er'; What is the pxoblem in the
~family. now?

2

thiz “secret’” would force hey husband to
leave the family. The therapist has apreed
£ advigse the consultant, Dr., ng; Bosceolo,
not to mention the secret, althraugh he,
Boacolo, was informed of it.

The consultant does not wish to know
the content of the secret, only the value it
holds for the family. Secrets ara not treated
asreal information by the Milan Associates.
They are treated as information wbout co-
alitions.® Because of the severity of the
problem—attempted incest—and the in-
junction against collecting mformatlon
about this event, the therapast’s pattern of
coltecting information remains. flexible.
This interview is ¢haracterized by both an-
alogic as well as verbal feedback con-
structed to prevent the therapist from
seeing the change of coalition patterns in
the family.”

® Hoscolo and Cecchin, Seminar on Family Ther-
apy, Rutgers University, 1980,

? Father remains absolutely silent during first half
of the interview,

Therapist begins the arc between now and then.

Mo 'I‘he pmbiem iss communica-
Jdlom:

A diffuse problem definition, a blocking feedba_ckk o 3 :

Ther: Between whorn? Therapist attempts to specify the problem, asking for a
relasionship definition. This is a coalition question about the

family structure now, in the present.

Another blocking feedback. Since the therapist knows the
“secret,” mother’s representation of the problem between
herself and her husband does not yet specify, indeed con-
ceals, the problem pair, her husband and Jdoan.

Meo: Between my husband and my-
self.

Ther! How is commnuanication with
vour daughters?

Therapist attempts to include the other generation in the
problem definition, addressing the child subsystem at largs.

Ma: Retween paremnts snd chil-
dren?

Ther; (Pointing) Between ther.

Mo: The two little ones are O.X.
Not Joan; she fights with Diane,

The importance of this information is not clear: that the two
Httle sisters de not choose to fight with each other is the
first articulation of difference, and it is important. The two
little girls communicate without fighting. They are a tight
subsvstem and different from the other subsysterns i the
family.

Fam, ProcsVol 21, September 1982
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Ther: Girls communicate better
between themselves than you
and your husband? Who com-
rounicates better with the girls?

Moa: No one,

Ther: With whom does your hus-
band eommunicate best?

AMo; With Diane, Used to.

Ther: What changed? What expla-
nation da you give for that?

Ao: Don’t knew, she's hostile to
his negative attitude.

Ther: {te Nancy) Do vou agree
with mother that father com-
municates best with Diane,
more than with you or Mother?

Nancy: I£'s Joan who doesn’t com-
municate well with mother.

Ther: Why?

Naney: "l don’t know; about six
monthe ago, something changed.

Ther: What happened? {Both girls
are silent.)

Ther: Naney, if Diane were to an-
awer, what would she say?

Mo: They don't want to be here.

Ther; Who wants to be here least?

Mo: Maimiy Joan,

Ther: What is your explanation for
that?

FAMILY PROCESS

Therapist tries again to elicit cross-generational coslibion
information.

Therapist has established that he is talking about the ¢hild
subsystem and is banking on the family’s fesling safe enough
to designate that father communicates best with one of the
three girls.

This is an important feedback. The therapist can change
now and gather information about the past, thereby securing
the then part of the are, and move into the present, the now.
A beginning Aypothesis can be constructed. If Diane used to
be closer with her father, Joan's fighting with her could be
in protection of mather, This is a tentative hypothesis and
must be tested further. Though the fighting is & small
behavioral expression, it could represent the tip of the ice-
berg, with Joan and her stepfather's interaction lying under-
neath.

Explanation guestions illuminate past coalitions.

Question in therapist’s mind: Sinee this is a degeription of a
coalition that underwent change, how and to whom i3 it
different?

Solicits agreement about sarlier coalition.

Addifion to the former hypothesis: If Joar is protecting her
mother, it must be kept “secret.” Question: Is this another
“secret” or the real “secret?”

The family is too close to the “secret.”

The Milan Associates often use this technigue of asking one
person what another would say (particularly children). The
answer can always be corrected by the one not talking, or
the therapist can ask if the one nof tallting agrees with what
has been said about them.

A block in protection of father,

A comparison guestion and alse a circular guestion about
the coalition structure in the present.

The explanation may be in the present or in the past. A
neutral demand for a time designation.
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Mol dort't know; she doesn’t feel
“ghe would be of &ny use.

3/’ 277

This is a highly charged, affective statemnent’ ,simwrz m be.
mother’s peresption of Joan but is also eng of fhose pom-
ments that barely covers mother's instruetion, “Yau ‘are of
no use here, go away.”

i These last ihree questions have elicited
<change that is metaphoric and filled
with’ subtextural meanings about Joan's
1“1eavmg # The therapist accepts the infor-
-matmn, Joan's Teaving, as a statement

about the survival of the marriage: H;s next
question takes a secure position,. the past,
when Diane and father were ci@sa, and is
an if questmn, addressing the- m&taphcrxc
subtext-—dJoan’s leaving.

-'i’he __1f i}zane were to get along
U hetter with father, would you
- a.mi father getalomg better then?

G, be haines her and said she

: __'cculii de :mthmg wrong, She ie

i3 favorite. Joan s picked on by
“Him and Naney gets nothing. It

“was 4 sudden thing, Diane be-
'-cormng the snemy.

: .f_f.?_zé:}".f I Diane was close to father,
. wEm-Was close to you?

"M “In the beginning, I was close
Uy marmge In the begin-
: mng, the marriage worked be-
ceanse T did all the work, he
dves show feelings.

Mc'}.'}; feel overworked and ne-
“glected.

Tker If Joan wexre not thers,
would not have bheen there,
would things have been better?

Mo: Yes, Twouldn’t feel he disliked
her so much.

Fam. Proc., Vol 21, September 1982

The answer to this if question isr “Bven if Joan left, I'm
{mother} afraid there would not be a place for me with my
husband. Diane takes too much space.” This sonfirrns the
hypothesis that Joaw's behavior is secretly’ pmteci;mg
mother. Even mother's wish for Joan to leave double binds

“her in that she must also stay and fight with father's favor;te,

Biane.

" The therapist’s assumption is that Joan was closest to

mother. Mother will probably deny this but how she does is
important information.

Thizg answer can be understood ag, “When T wasn't wﬂang to
do all the work in the marriage, Joan was closest to me.’
The fact that mother's husband has shown “feelings™ for
Joan double binds her further—both to leave and to stay.
Which protec%‘,mn of mother is move correct rermains mud-
dled, and Joan i punished for percea‘,mg eﬂ;her optmn
openly or correctly. k

The therapist has epenly stated the covered message of the
double bind: “You never should have been here, but now
that you're here you must both leave and stay to fight for
mother,”

Mother confizms the double-bind statement from the ther-
apist but places the blame on father. The hypothesis is now:
When the marriage showed strain, 1., when mother had to
“gxpress all the feelings,” the coalitions were mother and
Joan {covert}, and father and Diane {overt). Nancy was safe
to gtay out for the time being. The nature of the secret
coalition between mother and Joan, however, was that Joan
was to have two roles: the daughter who protects the mother
through fighting with her sister, father’s favorite, and shows
herself ready to leave in order to proteet the marriage, and
the wife who “takes cave” of father because mother is too
angry to do so. Mother may be using Joan to keep father
home in the following manner: instead of giving Joan the
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Ther: Which side is Nancy on?

Narney: No one’s, I'm just there,
on nc one's side.

Ther: Joan looks sad, (The young-
est girls laugh.)

Ther: Wiy are the girls laughing?

Me: They sre afraid to talk to each
other,

Ther: Do you have any idea what
they are afraid to talk about?

Joan: They hide the trath, but I
don't want to say it either.

Ther: Just here, or at home?

FAMILY PROUESS

message, | need a husband and you nead a father, she savs
in effect, I want you to have a father becauss [ nesd a
hugband.

The therapist’s hunch i that Nancy i allied with Diane.
The danger is that if she moves into Digne’s former place,
will the “favorite” be free from incestuous overtures or
prepared for them?

Nancy blocks the guestion. {Note: The therapist has ob-
served that not talking and holding zecrets is probably a
form of cnoperation in the entire family {0t just on Nancy's
partd, Also, the therapist has silently observed that whenever
Joan talks, mother rmoves her own mouth, mouthing the
same words, though she does notlook at Joan when sha does
¢his.)

The therapist addresses the analogic content, that Joan has
hecome in fact, mother's puppet.

The “secret” reappears, as well as mother's attempt to hiame
father.

"The family is reacting as though the “secret” had been
reveated and lost its danger. My hunch is that once the
coglition pattern is clear, the “seeret’” is indeed “out.”

The two sisters are whispering and laughe
ing about how sad and lonely Joan is. By
now i is clear there is an alliance between
ihe two younger sisters and Joan is trian-

gied between mother and father, though
secretly closer to mother. The danger is, if
she moves too far toward either parent, the
other one is “out.”

Joan: (eryving) It would have been
better if I hadn’t been born.

Joan indicates she understands her “inatruction” from the
family. Later information revealed she cut her wrists when
she ran away to a friend's house. She was returned home.

Ther: You always feel alone? (fo
mother) Why is she so alone?”
Mo Father is against her; we fight
aver her all the time, and I feel
to blame. I tried to stay neutral.
1 said, “Dro what your dad says;
if he says jump, jump! If he says

lay down, lay down!

The therapist continues to address the
edge of the secret, asking the two little girls
if they knew why Joan had moved out to a
friend’s house. Jean replies that she cannot

Hypothesis confirmed.

discuss why she left. The girls remark they
knew “a tiny bit”-gbout why she left. The
questioning ends with the therapist asking
mother why it is 20 hard for Joan and her



4_;.51;epfather to have a good rapport, and
E.mether answers, “¥ie was mean to her and
:.'they bad ¢q reconcile.”

: Th.;s pmmdes ‘i formation for the elabo-

U3 Joan dido’t reconcile with him. Father
finaii}' ‘volunteers Iis first remark saying, “1
- saj;ch hell no matter what 1 do.”

3 Eg:asmla s and Cecchin’s Comments

i Boseole and ‘Cecchin say that when in-
oestis threatened, you get a sicker family,
i sszhlv one with & schizophrenic member.
. o incsst s consummated, there is at
“Jeast g clear’ deﬁnltmn of the relationship.
b - farm%y, the game keeps Joan de-
_pressed and isolated, but she is not schizo-
- phremc She carefully uses her punctuation
. 4o keep the family together. They observe
“that mother vesents father's closeness with
‘the glx‘ls The little girls don't care about
‘eparations because they are married to
“each other.

- 'Iﬁéﬁrventien
‘The consultants give Joan and mother a
. yitaal, They offer the rationale that there is
“'a deep relationship between mother and
“Joan that has been true over the years.
“They never openly manifested their affec-
tion: for one another, however, and some-
“how they have gotten separated. If they
“were strong and happy, they would worry
that everycne else would feel left out. So,
oné:day a week they should stay together
“hecause they are lonely for each other.
Whatever they do on that day they must
“heep a secret. The three girls should meet
for one-half hour each week, and each one
“should talk for teny minutes about anything

she chooses.

Vording of the Intervention

“Phe team is impressed by the strong
bond between mother and Joan. We have
diseussed how comme it has not been mani-
fosted openly over the years, Mother and
Joan thought of not manifesting their bond

Pam. Prac.,, Vol 21, September 1082

o Of thie hy;:mt"hems Father might leave
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for the sake of the other members of the
family. Others would have been excluded;
the girls and father would have Become
gecond class. Joan and mother were not
satisfied with that. They could not have
made such a strong positive relationship
together leaving out the others. The; others
should thank them for not mamfestmg ‘their
love. Bud we think they went tpo far. in
avoiding their strong bond. We recommend
that one day a week they are together, and
father and the girls must understand  this
and cooperate. We mean they do’ BVEry-
thing together on that day i}acaisse they
went too far for the sake of the othérs, Joan
and mother, you are to keep it'a-secrel;
don’t tell anyone what you do on that day.”

Rationale of Intervention

The intervention defines an acceptable
“incest,” or intimacy, between mother and
Joan, which comments indirectly on the
incest attempt by father with Joan. I ad-
ditien, it protects the younger glris from
being seduced hy either parent in the ser-
vice of the marriage.
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