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Introduction 
For centuries humans have valued new ways of seeing the world. Seeing the world 
differently promotes change. Change is both a dangerous and intriguing enterprise. When 
I can see families as emotional units, I often find that previously unseen forces appear to 
be acting on people in surprising yet reasonably predictable ways. Individuals who 
become aware of how these ancient forces push and pull them are then more able to tame 
those forces. There is no knowledge cure for all. There will always be those who are 
blinded by the past. 
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The Benefits of Family Stories 
Family stories allow us to see how life is while therapy shows us how people can 
understand and often change the way they respond. 

Therapy is the tip of the personal performance-knowledge iceberg. It is an interactive 
feedback loop in which the coach has the greater responsibility to thoughtfully manage 
the intensity but not the pathway of the conversation. A knowledge base, between the two 
people, is built by comparing what people are experiencing to the reasonably predictable 
facts that have been accumulated about emotional process. Theory guides the therapist's 
questions and stories. Knowledge of theory then creates the base for a “learning 
experience” for both coach and client. 

Seven Principles on the Road to Developing a Self promotes people's ability to see the 
broader relationship system. Eventually there may be 70 principles derived from Bowen 
Theory but for now there are only the 7 principles listed below. They are described in 
greater detail on the web site. 

1) Connecting: the influence of relationships. 
2) Separating: connecting while being separate from important others. 
3) Mindfulness: awareness of multigenerational patterns and one’s part in them. 
4) Vision: defining and achieving a goal. 
5) Aloneness: recovering from reactivity in self or others. 
6) Resistance: sustaining self without being critical or mad at others when they can or 
will not change. 
7) Trial and Error Learning: observing and predicting emotional process. 



These principles are highlighted in the following case study. All newsletter stories are 
altered to protect the identity of the real people. Any similarities to your life are 
coincidental. 
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A Case Study: Marital Conflict 
Bowen Theory describes distance, conflict, symptoms in one or both spouses, and 
projection of anxiety onto children as the only mechanisms available to handle the push 
and pull of anxiety in the nuclear family. The following case is an example of conflict as 
the primary mechanism in one family. This does not mean that the other mechanisms are 
not also in use. 

All relationships begin with the positive pressure that the two people can put on each 
other. At times this leads to the formation of a marital bond but eventually it can lead to 
marital conflict. In this case the conflict escalates to violence and the disruption of the 
pair bond. 

The questions are: 

1) What leads to violence between people? 
2) Can violence be predicted and then diminished in intensity? 
3) Can a couple recover from this incident or will life continue to be based more in fear 
than in trust? 
4) Does each person recognize the part he or she plays in pressuring the other? 
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The Push and the Pull or the Marital See Saw 
Two people hoping to find the "right" person met through friends. Each was sure that in a 
"healthy relationship" they would find happiness. They had only known each other for 
one month before they married. Both had had previous relationships that had ended 
badly. The future promised more that the past. The past had become a place to forget. 

It was only upon reflection that many factors could be seen as stressful to the two people. 
Stress can lead to emotional blindness. Each one tries to push and pull the other to a 
better life. The interactions between these two people increased in intensity. Rather than 
provide a safe place to recover from the push and pull of life the relationship became the 
center of a push pull need for the other to change. Each had lost their vision of what a 
healthy relationship might provide. How many of us know what makes a relationship 
healthy? 

There are usually certain factors that lead to emotional blindness and the loss of a 
personal vision. The wife's father had a terminal illness. During this time she experienced 



the urge to marry and have a child that her father could see before he died. After meeting 
her future husband she thought she understood the past difficulties of his life. Her inner 
thoughts said this man just needs a woman to care for him, he is a good man, he will be a 
good father and after all she could organize his life. Was this healthy? We know that care 
taking sows the seeds for dependency and eventual pushing and pulling. There is always 
the price to be paid. 

The man knew he had fallen into a depression after his last relationship. If he married this 
woman she would organize his life and he would be in a far better position to father a 
child. His dream had been to have a child. The two people had common goals and a 
purpose. Why then did the husband become depressed as the pregnancy proceeded? In 
the last three months he withdrew from the bedroom. The wife reacted. 

Only after the conflict had escalated and the couple separated could the man see what had 
happened. Initially he was consumed with the need to have his son and wife back again. 
This internal need put more pressure on the man to pressure his wife. She knew that she 
was not strong enough to manage herself with him. Neither person could separate out of 
the lovelock. The need for the son was so great that he could not separate out, from his 
emotions, in order to deal calmly with his wife. Once in therapy he calmed down enough 
to reflect on the history of their connection. 

The fact that both the husband and the wife entered therapy reduced anxiety. One goal is 
to create a space for the two people to reflect. The therapist asks each person to talk only 
to her, while the other listens. This creates a neutral space. The past habits of interacting 
are not immediately recreated, if only the therapist can remain neutral. 

By the third session the husband began to reflect on his reaction to having a son. His 
ancient fear was that he would become a person very much like his father. His father had 
beaten him and he was fearful that he would unknowingly threaten the child. This was an 
undercurrent and not part of his prior awareness. 
His wife was also able to speak in front of her husband. She laid bare her need to have a 
perfect family for her father. She was clear about the pressure she put on her husband. He 
needed to change, but this type of change was more for her than it was to follow his 
vision. Before he could think about what was happening she knew what he should do. 
The push and pull can then escalate. 

Threatening behavior is often outside of people's awareness. One generation tries to 
change behavior by doing the opposite. For example, one generation has the drinkers 
while the next remains sober. However, the intensity of needing another often remains 
untouched by this type of behavioral change. Patterns from the past are being 
compensated for and not learned from. 

Once someone makes you happy it is tempting to try and force him or her into doing so 
again. Relationships are full of compromise but when one person compromises too much, 
to make the other happy, they lose self. There is no room to live out a vision for self. 



When one has little self-direction there is bound to be serious trouble ahead. It is as 
though one’s very skin is now the other’s skin. They are you and you are they. Any 
difference is treated as a threat to this oneness. People badger each other to get to this 
"oneness" state. 

Dr. Bowen called the de-escalation of marital conflict "getting off the back of the other." 
One can learn to be mindful and see this pattern of emotional badgering emerge. It is 
simple to blackmail the other to change. It happens quickly. Then one can be safe with 
the other and live in close harmony. However, the harmonious state is designed more for 
one than for the other. The one who adapts too much will be mad or sad. 
Now that the two people are living separately it is easier for each to spend time alone to 
define a more stable way to relate to the other. How does one make space for the other 
without adapting too much? People come up with their own formulas for change. The 
father took on the job of working on his automatic impulse to get his wife to come back 
and live with him so that he can see his son. 

Over several sessions it becomes clearer to the husband that his wife reacts to his 
pressure and feels more fearful of him. She also understands that her fear drives him into 
an automatic aggressive response. He does not understand her being fearful, it is as 
though she is rejecting him. 

The wife realizes that her need for a good marriage was ending up with her nagging her 
husband. She could now see his increasing helplessness when she nags him to do the 
right thing. It was difficult to stand back and just ask him what he was doing. 

By reflecting, she now understands how needing him to do things was driving him into a 
greater depression. In addition she saw that her fear could also be sending him the wrong 
message. The wife is working on her automatic response to her husband while he is 
working on his response to her. In general, one of the two people will change faster than 
the other one. 

The one who changes will be in a bit less pain than the one who can not change as fast. 
One then will complain about the lack of progress in the marriage and the other will 
continue to work on changing self. 

There will always be some resistance to the changes that another begins. If one can see 
pushing and pulling as part of the way life is then the pull to return to the old lovelock of 
emotional reactivity will diminish. When the resistance fails to return the couple to a life 
of conflict a new relationship pattern can emerge. 

Trial and error learning can promote a growing respect for the other's vision to coexist 
with one's own vision. Both people's emotional need for the other will have decreased. 
Often this occurs in conjunction with the growing strength of other family relationships. 
Only then can the past be as good of a place to visit as the future. 
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Assumptions from the Perspective of Bowen Theory 
Instinctive Behavior: 

Aggression is an instinctive behavior that appears when there has been a threat to the 
survival of the self. The behavior can be triggered by psychological and physical threats. 
It also appears to reflect increasing frustration within or between individuals. 

One can assume that aggression reflects an ongoing disturbance in the relationship 
system while violence between people is a behavior that exists at the far end of the 
continuum. Humans and other animals are wired for aggression but they are also wired to 
control the expression of aggression. 

Brain Chemistry in the Group: 

Robert Sapolsky, Ph.D. did ground breaking work with colonies of olive baboons 
showing that, "every hormonal and physiological system relevant to stress that I studied 
varied as a function of rank. When the dominance hierarchy was stable and every one 
knew his place, subordinate males had the profiles that were more likely to set them up 
for stress-related disease." (Page 260) 

The leaders were high in serotonin. The members of the group that are lower on the 
social ladder are often anxious and prone to violence. These animals are low in serotonin 
and high in dopamine and norepinephrine. This type of brain chemistry has been shown 
to give rise to confused and chaotic thinking. 

Low serotonin gives rise to the type of person who is other focused and may have great 
difficulty looking within and reflecting. They often seek to control others and the future. 
They are very sensitive to what others say and do and therefore prone to over-reacting. If 
they rise to the top of the social heap they are often dictatorial in their leadership style 
and are prone to depression. 

Those with low levels of serotonin have declines in mood, low energy, feelings of guilt 
and low self-esteem, confused thinking and difficulty making decisions, and they often 
crave carbohydrates. Low levels of serotonin can lead to violence, antisocial behavior and 
even suicide. 

Prozac increases serotonin levels but has side effects. Positive thoughts and emotions also 
enhance serotonin levels in the brain. Activity that increases serotonin naturally includes 
deep relaxation, calming activity such as walking in the woods, prayer, and gentle music. 
In addition, diets of fresh vegetables, and whole grains increase serotonin levels. 

Dopamine is a brain chemical that is associated with high energy and even bursts of 
energy. Drugs like cocaine push people to optimal limits. Eventually the person crashes 
and the resulting high levels of fear and anxiety result in paranoid thinking, the need for 



sleep and more cocaine. Dopamine can create hallucinations and perceptions. Low levels 
are associated with withdrawal from life and thoughts of suicide. 

Protein rich foods and all forms of strenuous exercise and competitive situations will 
increase dopamine rapidly. These foods also increase tyrosine and thereby boost this 
chemical in the brain. All images and activities that are exciting increase dopamine and 
norepinephrine. 

Dopamine is also the building block for norepinephrine. If norepinephrine is too low one 
experiences low energy depression. High levels of this chemical give rise to 
hallucinations, ADD symptoms, insomnia disorientation and excessive energy. 

There are many coaches and self help books that can enable people to regulate diet, 
exercise, and have peaceful reflective times to counter the influence of stress and the 
resulting imbalance in the brain chemistry. It may be that the intensity in the relationship 
system and a person's reactions to it push the emotional brain into the behaviors that 
produce life style risks. People often will not alter life styles when the relationship system 
is stuck. 

Note: Ideas in this section from "Why Zebras Don't get Ulcers" by Robert M. Sapolsky 
and "Natural Prozac " by Dr. Joel Robertson.  

Violence in the Larger Community  

Studies have shown that violence in communities is lessened by the appearance of at least 
5% of high status workers in the community. The level of aggression between people and 
the ratio of people of high and low status in communities is surprising. It appears that 
those interested in modifying the expression of aggression can develop programs which 
seek to alter simply the numbers of better functioning people in the community. 

Perhaps this finding may apply to classrooms and to the more isolated nuclear families. 
One can speculate that higher status people have enough self to let others develop a self 
and yet will move in on the other if there is an obvious need for consistent limit setting. 
The question is how to promote self in others by being more of a self and how to get 
beyond cause and effect linear thinking? 

Complex systems, like violence in the larger community, dramatically model the effects 
of ratios rather than looking for a cause. For example, traffic on the interstate is moving 
along and then one more car enters the stream of traffic and the traffic jams. Things 
change slowly and then BOOM. 

Family Dynamics with Aggression: 

There are at least two different patterns between parents and children when there has 
been abuse in the family. One, parents report that they have been over permissive with 
the child. These parents report they are feeling guilty for the way in which their child 



seems to have been deprived. They must make up for the problem in the child. They 
should give more to the child. When parents are with the child, they indulge the child and 
do not establish limits that are consistent. Parents give the message "I love you no matter 
what you do." People are often blind to the multigenerational patterns that drive this 
behavior. 

The second pattern is that parent's report being very restrictive or even mean to the child. 
If the child misbehaves the threats and aggression towards the child can rise unexpectedly 
and the parents report feeling out of control. The child learns to fear the parent. A 
variation on this theme is the pattern of mixed messages. One parent may be mean while 
another or the same parent can give rewards to the child for having temper tantrums or 
misbehaving. As the child grows, violence can be expressed outward to family or to 
strangers. The emotional pattern of too much distance or even meanness will be followed 
by forgiveness and bailing the child out. 

The story of Gary Gillmore in the book "Shot in the Heart" reflects the outward 
manifestation of violence to those in the larger community. There was a great deal of 
chaos and mixed messages in the family as he grew up. When he was in prison there were 
endless attempts to control him but he was able to thwart the system and to be released 
from jail. Then he established a very intense relationship with a woman, Nicole. Within 4 
to 6 weeks after meeting her, she began to feel crowded and wanted to leave. They 
fought. She became more fearful. She hides from him. Seeming to be driven by the 
desperation of the relationship gone bad, he takes his guns goes to a gas station and kills 
strangers. 

The violence appeared to be a reaction to the disruption of the relationship with his girl 
friend. The girlfriend may have represented the old relationship with his mother. The jail 
system may have represented how it had been with his father. The father had problems in 
holding the line. Gilmore's case represents an individual who develops a sociopathic 
adjustment. There is no feeling of guilt for the actions taken. 

In another example, the unibomber, the person is extremely sensitive to all relationships. 
In both cases the expressed rage is always evidence of the inability of people to develop a 
separate identity. 

In the unibomber case the man had a rage reaction to both men and women who reacted 
negatively to him. Early on his mother worried about how little ability Ted K. had to 
relate to people. During his life he wrote about his sensitivity to the criticism of his 
parents and doing what his parents wanted. His IQ was over 170 but he had no idea of 
what he wanted. 

His sensitivity to displeasing people was that great. He nurtured the feeling that people 
could not tell him what to do but he would on the surface go along with them. Eventually 
he devised a plan to pay people back. Unfortunately he had no idea that this revenge 
feeling was motivated by his lack of an identity complete with an inward vision for self. 
Instead he rationalized and deeply believed that there was a principle involved. He 



gathered evidence to show that those involved in technology were acting in evil ways and 
endangering future life on earth. 

Gilmore had no principle. He did not reflect or contemplate his behavior. His behavior 
was guided by impulse. The unibomber wrote in great detail about his ongoing thought 
process. He also talked about his sensitivity to being put down and how relieved he felt 
when he was able to achieve revenge. 

In general, children who grow up exposed to aggression have a tendency to find others 
that will fit with this dynamic. Aggressive men are often attracted to women who are 
wavering or fearful. The controlling male will attract a female who is ready to be 
controlled. Often the relationship can be sustained for some time. The balance in any 
relationship can fall apart as stress from the environment impacts on the individual or on 
the couple. 

FST contributes to the knowledge that it is the symbiosis, (the "oneness" or the lack of 
separate self-boundaries) that results in the types of symptoms that emerge. When these 
aggressive or violent urges are seen in the context of the ongoing interactions in the 
family and in the community then there are more choices that people can make as to how 
to address the problem. 

Note: Ideas are referenced where possible. Many ideas were generated at the Clinical 
Conference Series at Georgetown Family Center in presentations by Douglas Murphy, 
PC and Michael Kerr, MD 7/16/99 
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E Mail- Questions about alpha training 

Hi Andrea, 

I'm working on meditation to see if I can discipline myself to being alone. The case 
histories on your web site of people using alpha training were very helpful and 
motivating. Two questions: What is the cortex doing during alpha state? Is it quiet? 

Is that the goal? And can you say a little more about the amygdala? I'm having trouble 
finding a good discussion on its function. I'm particularly interested in what you said 
about a neutral therapist and the work with the amygdala. 

Thanks, 
X 

Dear X, 

Alpha training is a wonderful way for many to enjoy the benefits of being alone. 



The idea in alpha is to slow down the electrical activity in the cortex and in the deeper 
parts of the brain. In fact you would like to slow down the entire central nervous system. 
This lowers heart rate, blood pressure and many other sympathetic nervous system 
activities in addition to reducing muscle tension and altering the patterns of blood flow in 
the brain. 

In alpha training you drive the brain into a calmer state by giving feedback to the rear of 
the head. The brain is naturally slower there. It makes sense for the brain to have faster 
waves in the front where we are processing more information that is needed for decisions. 
This is the job of the frontal lobes. 

Alpha appears as soon as one closes their eyes and if it begins in the back it will slowly 
migrate to the front of the brain. In addition to alpha training there is an overall state of 
the brain which some refer to as synchrony. This is described as a state where the four 
quadrants of the brain are in harmony. Adam Crane has a special four-placement rig to 
induce synchrony in the brain but it costs $8,000.00. The E2 is a bargain at $725. 

No matter the cost you are always measuring the waves on the cortex. At least we have 
not yet found a way to painlessly put a probe into the brain to see what the limbic system 
is doing. The amygdala is deep inside the limbic system. Fear states and the role of the 
amygdala are well discussed in the book, "The Emotional Brain" by Joseph Ledoux. 
There are also beautiful pictures of the brain in the book "Mapping the Mind" by Rita 
Carter. The advantage of alpha states is that they allow your central nervous system to 
slow down and heal, plus it allows your mind time to consider other ways of being. I 
hope this addresses and begins to answer your questions. 
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