A "Lecture" on Myths and Confusion in Family Therapy

We are a group of 15 family therapists from Gothenburg, Sweden, who had worked in different constellations, or on our own, for decades. In 1998 we formed a company together and rented one part of a historical building, Johannebergs Landeri at Korsvägen – close to the World Culture and Science Center that is under construction. It is also close to Gothenburg’s famous amusement park Liseberg, Gothenburg Trade Center, indoor arena Scandi​navium and outdoor arena Ullevi.

Our original plan was to name our company “The Family Therapists, Gothenburg”. However a couple of local institutes objected to our registration application, so we changed the name to a more local one - “The Family Therapists, Korsvägen ”.

Most of us work both as trainers, supervisors and therapists. When we teach and supervise we have discovered the importance of therapist inferiority. Just as the therapists need to keep the families incompetent in order to secure a steady demand of treatment, we need to secure our market segment by reinforcing the uncertainty and fear of failing that characterize so many therapists today.

Fortunately, elementary educations, such as the University departments of psychology and social work, usually have done a very good job in brainwashing their students to think that being “professional” is incompatible with being personal. This confusionistic strategy is perfect, since a therapeutic relationship, that would facilitate family change, is impossible to establish when the therapist is self controlled, hidden behind a mask of perfection and ridden by fears of inadequacy. Thus, the more professional the therapist tries to be, the more incompetent she becomes.

Luckily, most therapists are female. We all know that most women’s self esteem is low from the beginning, and it normally gets decreased by low salaries, lack of confirmation and impossible mis​sions. Since most super​visors are well paid men, this confusion process usually goes on in a perfectly natural flow, further reinforced by well paid male bosses and local politicians, demanding professionalism from their employees. 

Lately, even the social workers’ union in Sweden have joined the professionalism project. They have started a campaign called “The Professional Working Place”!

So, indeed, our job is forcefully supported in many ways. The myth of professionalism is even supported by common social processes like the law of Jante. It says: “You have to be per​fect, but since that is impossible, you must not feel worthy of respect from others – not even from yourself”. 

However, since our existence as trainers and supervisors depends on therapist inferiority, we can not be too careful in undermining the competence of our market share. One successful method has been to constantly create new theories, so that therapists will always stay inexperienced and insecure. 

You may think that building a new theory is a difficult task, but in fact you don’t have to present a completely new theory, as long as you have a new and complicated terminology. You don’t have to invent the wheel over and over – you just have to claim that you have. There are many theories, known by old Greek philosophers, that effectively have confused therapists around the world for almost twenty years now. You can even do re​search on frog eyes, and transform your theory to human systems. Nobody will question you if your theory is incom​pre​hendable and the terminology is complicated enough.

A few examples of confusion strategies will prove our point:

· If you let your theory state that there are no objective truths, then, if what you say is true, your statement is false. This is a traditional paradox, like the one that says “ I always lie”. You really have to be stupid, not to be confused by paradoxes like that.

· By creating an intrapsychic theory, primarily focused on the individual human mind, and calling it a system theory, even though you claim that interaction and influence between systems and subsystem are impossib​le, you have a perfect way to confuse your students.

· If you build your theory on an assumption that influencing another person or system is neither possible, nor desirable, then the whole idea of training therapists who will be paid by families to help them change is obsolete. The only solution to this paradox would be to escape and find another occupation, so your pupils are bound to be confused.

· A perfect way to complete the confusion is to invent a new concept for the name of your theory. Instead of calling it systems theory, you can call it systemic theory. This will confuse not only those who try to learn the theory, but also everyone who gets in contact with the concept. You will create complete confusion.

The complementary confusion technique, to pick an established concept and give it a completely new definition, also works extremely well. For example, you can redefine the well known con​cept “family structure”. Then you can introduce another concept, like “organization”, defined like the old definition of family structure – ignoring the old definition of this concept too. Con​fu​sion is guaranteed. 

This example really shows the importance of mystification. Introducing simple concepts, like “specific and generic family structure” wouldn’t be effective at all. Probably most thera​pists would understand that distinc​tion, and loose part of their inferiority feelings.

This strategy of giving new definitions to well known concepts was introduced in 1948 by Orwell, in his master​piece “1984”, and it has been applied my many big organizations – like Soviet, Nazi Germany and Red China. It has become ext​reme​ly popular, and today it is used by practically all poli​ticians to confuse their voters.

As we all know, mystification and confusion strategies are interactional patterns, typical of enmeshed families. It is interesting to notice that the two primary theory builders in the con​structionist tradition that focuses primari​ly on the individual mind, namely Freud and Bateson, both had over-involved relationships with their daughters, who fulfilled their fathers’ careers in confusing the world. However, there are no official proofs of incest, as far as we know, even though the boundaries seem to have been pretty fuzzy.

Confusionistic myths are extremely effective, also by the fact that a myth, by definition, must not be questioned. To question a myth must be seen as an expression of stupidity or incompetence. Most people (especially thera​pists) are scared to death by the possibility of being considered stupid or incompetent. Thus, they would rather die than admit that they don’t understand the myth. 

Therapists are also indoctrinated into the importance of being understanding, polite and humble, and these meta-myths help keeping them incompetent. Since therapists can’t allow themselves to show confusion, they have to play along, acting as if they understand everything, even myths that are impossible to understand. Isn’t it great?

However, there is a danger to this strategy. Since it requires that those affected to the mystifica​tions behave as expected, it could be threatened. H. C. Andersen introduced a dangerous story almost a hundred years ago, where an innocent child exclaimed that the emperor had no clothes on. The theme was re-introduced by Mannoccio & Pettit in the 70-ies. But since the formula still works, we probably don’t have to worry too much about that. At least one of the authors seems to have converted to confusionism, so we can probably feel safe in mystifying our supervisees. Furthermore, children are rarely seen in family therapy today. We mostly work with adults, who are too afraid to admit that they are confused. As long as we keep the children out of the therapy rooms, we can safe​ly mystify both parents and therapists.

However, as long as there still are trainers/supervisors who make it a mission to help their students/supervisees in defending their right to be un-understanding, stupid, confused, impolite and simple, there is a chance that the confusionistic strategy will loose it’s power. If so, we must increase our efforts to make the rebels appear even more stupid, incompetent and confused.

If nothing else works, however, we must stick to the old rule: “If you can’t beat them – join them”. We must help therapists accept their humanity – their true feelings, their sponta​ne​ity, their inability to understand every​thing. We will have to accept that the only way of intro​ducing change is by human encounters. We will have to admit that we must change ourselves to be of any use. 

We may have to abandon the confusionistic strategy in favor of the KISS- strategy. The famous rock band that has stayed on top for decades, took their name from this rule: “Keep It Simple, Stupid!”

But let’s try every other strategy before we admit that.

If we succeed in our goal to confuse everyone, we will change the name of our company to “The Family Thera​pists, Sweden”. Maybe even “The Family Therapists, Scandinavia”. Or why not “The Family Therapists, Europe”, now that we are members of the European Union. Maybe it would be too pretentious to call our com​pany “The Family Therapists, World”?

Originally, we had planned to illustrate this lecture with a traditional video tape, but on second thought, video demonstrations are by now pretty old fashioned. We live in an era of interactivity and multi media, so we decided to make a live show instead. 

In this enactment we have a family, consisting of mother Mary, father Figaro (with Italian heri​tage) and their 15 year old daughter Dolly, who has developed serious tics. Her blinking started a year ago, mostly when she was in the same room as her father, but lately the symptoms have increased, and now she blinks in the company of any man. 

The family is interviewed by a co-therapy team consisting of Sigrid Fraud, a psychodynamic therapist from Germany, and our travelling circus therapist Johnny Checkout. 

The session is supervised by my colleague M. T. Andersen. We usually call him “Empty”, be​cause the Swedish word for empty is TOM.

Since they all keep their masks of self control, we also have an alter ego for each one, saying (or singing) what he or she really thinks or feels. They will also act as Andersen’s famous Rejecting Team.

Let the show go on!

The therapists attack the family with a flood of circular questions and linear hypotheses, based on subconcious processes and projective identification. Meanwhile Dolly is blinking heavily to Johnny Checkout, who feels obliged to match her behavior in the joining process.

The alter egos translate the polite and controlled messages into emotional expressions.

The family gets more and more confused, frustrated and angry. For a while the parents try to answer the questions and defend themselves against the hypotheses, if they have time before the next intervention, but finally they burst out in accusing the therapists of trying to hurt them:

CONVERSATIONS (Cilla Black)

(Mother Mary):
You ask me what I think that he’s thinking, _ when she winks her eyes at some o-one

Everything goes round in a circle, _ and this parody isn’t fun

(Father Figaro):

We asked you to help our daughter, _ you tell me that I am a bad spouse

What’s the reason why we brought her _ into this damned crazy mad house
(Sigrid & Johnny):
Well, it’s only conversations, we’re changing your mind
Externalizations, new stories to find
So don’t loose your patience, in learning your lines
(Sigrid’s & Johnny’s alter egos):
We don’t want to meet you, oh no
We don’t want to meet you, oh no
Sigrid and Johnny try their best to hide the sadness and anger they feel at the ungrateful family that shouts at them. They act in a very correct, self controlled and impersonal way. Finally they admit that they are stuck, and ask the supervisor for help.

PUTTING ON THE STYLE (Lonnie Donnegan)

(M. T. Andersen):

I’m a supervisor working with a lot of groups
with therapists who’s client interviews get just a soup
Their foremost occupation is to keep their self control
They’re trying to appear as if they are a blank white wall
Refr (MT, Sigrid & Johnny):
We’re putting off spontaneity, putting on the style
that’s what many therapists are doing all the while

(MT):
and as I look around me I sometimes have to smile
‘cause everybody think they must be putting on the style
(Sigrid & Johnny):
Anger is forbidden, never be confused or sad
And if you get emotional or human, then you’re bad

(MT):
Pretend to be a guru from a foreign, perfect world
Professionality is not to question myths you’ve heard
Refr(MT, Sigrid & Johnny):
Putting off spontaneity, putting on the style…

THE GREAT PRETENDER (The Drifters)

(Sigrid’s & Johnny’s alter egos):
Yes, I’m the great pretender, I never let anyone know
what is behind the mask that I show
Professional I will appear
when no one discovers my fear

(M. T. Andersen): Maybe we should ask the rejecting team what they think?

REFLECTIONS OF MY MIND (Marmalade)

(The Rejecting Team):
The changing - of focus - onto us, reflections of our minds, no, that can’t stop this comedy fars

The stories – of people – in trouble, they are too repetitive, oh they can’t keep the attention of ours

All their sorrows, give them bad tomorrows, take them back to the future

Round in circles, everything’s a circus, imitate a computer

Round in circles, everything’s a circus, imitate a computer
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