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Praise for Barbara Jo Brothers and

Well-Being
Writ Large

“[Barbara Jo Brothers] is an exquisite writer who captures the essence of Virginia Satir’s teachings brilliantly. I think that this work will be a wonderful addition to those wishing to have a deeper understanding of [Satir’s] work.”

—Sharon Loeschen, president of the Virginia Satir Global Network

“What Barbara Jo Brothers has done with her book is far beyond anyone’s work on Virginia Satir to date. Brothers has captured the essence of Satir along with her message and the depth of her process. I am grateful!”

—Laura Dodson MSW, PhD, Jungian analyst, president and founder of the Institute for International Connections

“Satir’s ideas can inform psychotherapists, whatever their orientation. Her ideas dovetail beautifully with anyone’s clinical work because it comes from the love for the patient and a deep understanding of humans. Her work transcends theory and technique.”

—Carolyn A. Weyand, PhD, psychologist/psychoanalyst

“MAGNIFICENT—beautifully written, filled with the real, true Virginia Satir. This book will bring back Virginia into the international milieu, which now more than ever before requires her seed principles if this world is going to survive. It offers such a cogent and practical way of seeing her work as well as a luminous portrait of Virginia herself that one is drawn to this master teacher and psychologist as if she were one’s finest family member. She becomes the World Aunt and the one who profoundly makes the difference in our very survival as a species.”

—Jean Houston, scholar, philosopher, teacher, and researcher in human capacities, consultant to the United Nations, UNICEF, and other international agencies

“I can say that [Well-Being Writ Large] absolutely held me fast to the end. Barbara Jo Brothers has such an unusual inside view of Virginia Satir and her teachings, and has shared them in a more human than academic way. I sense a dedication to this body of research and personal observation, and her passion to keep these teachings alive and available. Well-Being Writ Large should add greatly to the body of available research on the Satir teachings. I applaud Brothers for her dedicated efforts.”

—Sandra Thomas, PhD, former president of Converse College, South Carolina

“Brilliant. [Brothers has] such appreciation for the connections and bridges in thought and purpose. Part of what impresses me so much about [Well-Being Writ Large] is [Brothers’s] generous (and exciting) work of placing Virginia’s writings in the company of other great thinkers. It’s almost as if they had all just been sitting around a fireplace having a chat together.”

—Judith Bula Wise, PhD, professor emerita and Satir scholar, graduate school of Social Work, University of Denver

“In the forty years since her untimely death, the genius and teachings of the ‘mother of family therapy,’ Virginia Satir, have spread throughout the world, with active training programs on at least three continents. As time passes, the number of professionals who knew and trained with her is rapidly decreasing and it is vital that her essential thoughts and words maintain their freshness and vitality for future workers in the field. As one of her colleagues, and one who early recognized the genius of her teachings, Barbara Jo Brothers, former editor of the Journal of Couples Therapy, has been in a unique position to collect, record, compile, and discuss her many writings and teachings. And here it is, the essential teachings of Virginia—in her own words—including her wide-ranging ideas behind her revolutionary seed model of human development. An invaluable resource for any and all persons who want to help families live and communicate more joyfully and effectively.”

—DeWitt “Bud” Baldwin, MD, professor Emeritus of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences, University of Nevada Medical School and adjunct professor of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences, Northwestern University Feinburg School of Medicine

“Barbara Jo Brothers, a longtime friend and student of Virginia Satir—world renowned family systems therapist—has captured the ‘magic’ of this remarkable woman through clear, understandable language and diagrams. Providing recipe and roadmap, Brothers has captured the personhood as well as the thought process of Virginia Satir in this remarkable book of scholarship. There is something for the neophyte as well as the seasoned clinician. Well-Being Writ Large serves as clinical guide and companion piece to Virginia’s book, People Making. A must-read for all family therapists.”

—Wray Pascoe, PhD, AAMFT clinical fellow
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Foreword

by Jean Houston

As a consultant to agencies within the United Nations as well as to related international forums and organizations, I have traveled extensively throughout the world, visiting many countries and cultures as an advisor and trainer in human and social development. My work aims at developing social artists, leaders in many fields who seek an evolutionary model of both personal and social change. I strongly feel that the world that works embraces the understanding of the planet as an ecology, a complex adaptive system in which personal, global, and universal awareness is applied to local concerns. 

What was always surprising was that in many of the countries I worked, I would find that Virginia Satir had been there before me, a kind of female Johnny Appleseed sowing her own unique brand of seeds. Indeed, as Barbara Jo Brothers says in this extraordinary book on the work of Virginia, “She wanted to bring attention to the fact that the organic seed model is the underlying principle, the natural order of the universe. This principle is that each living entity’s natural process is to grow—to unfold the amazing potential packed in tiny bits of life.”

Traveling and teaching as many as 352 days a year, Virginia seemed to have touched down everywhere. Once, in an Australian Aboriginal community, I encountered members using her work and words to re-create the power of their culture, restore their self-esteem after two hundred years of denigration, and rediscover the sacrality of their relationships to nature and each other. I recall my meeting with Taiwanese psychologists who were helping to release Chinese families from centuries of repression by incorporating Virginia’s methods of truth-telling and appreciation. In cultures globally, I found her vivid presence had diminished cycles of hatred, mended families, and brought people together in teaching–learning communities of peacemakers and pathfinders, outposts of the heart of a borning civilization. She was their mother, their midwife of souls, their guide to the ways and means of creating a world that works. 

It may well be that despite present chaos as ancient outworn models have their final catharsis, the world has turned a corner because Virginia has lived. 

What you are about to read is a brilliant and luminous presentation of the genius and practices of Virginia and her methods. Barbara, her long-time student, has given us a life work, a potent and profound presentation of the nature of Virginia’s unique form of therapy. Virginia’s emphasis was always on potential rather than pathology. Barbara shows us the ways in which Virginia created relationships of safety, challenge, and support for others, both as individuals and within families and groups, to move beyond caustic behaviors into new ways of living based on a vision of freedom, fairness, authenticity, and full expression of the hidden genius of the self. Her ultimate method was showing people how to live well in relationship with oneself, one’s family, one’s community, and the world. She believed the well-lived life to be not only a real possibility but a basic and universal human right. In this, she pioneered the basis for a new conception of humanity.

As Barbara demonstrates, “This ability to perceive and focus on potential rather than pathology set her apart from most of her colleagues. Virginia was never preoccupied with mere problem solving; her focus was on freeing each human being for awareness of living within the context of What Is and for full expression of self.”

Virginia pioneered the basis for a whole new civilization as well as a whole new science of human becoming. She was virtually a quantum physicist of human dynamics. She understood that human beings are not encapsulated bags of skin, dragging around a dreary ego. Rather, they are organism environments—“intricate psychobioelectric-chemical-metaphysical-social interrelated systems in interaction with other such systems”—and thus, when allowed to see and be deeply seen, they know themselves as God-stuff encased in biodegradable space-time suits!

Perhaps we are living in the time of speciation, when the next level of evolutionary development emerges. For Virginia, hers was the recognition that humanity and the cosmos are inextricably related; in fact, we do not just live in the Universe but the Universe lives in us. This recognition can shift consciousness in ways that bring humanity toward higher reaches of human possibility. Then we become what we were always intended to be: the possible human who can create a more possible world. As Barbara clearly shows, this constitutes a new development of consciousness.

Clearly, in the psychological world, this requires the need for training therapists in becoming fully human. At a recent meeting of therapists from the world over, I experienced the continuing gratitude that many felt about their training with Virginia. As one told me, “Under her guidance, I became alive not only to my own essence but to the vast potential that resides in all of us. And above all, to her discovery that to heal the family is to heal the world.” 

Observing Virginia’s seminars, one would witness years of trauma and trouble evaporate in hours. People who were in dread of each other were brought up and reintroduced to each other in ways that established a new and higher story between them. Virginia shared with them her gift of deep seeing, evoking the essence of who each was in his or her fullness. When she did this with families or people in relationship, the results were often astonishing, years of trauma and projection falling away in a few hours.

Virginia Satir, the luminous family therapist, “people-maker,” and all-around facilitator of self-esteem and awareness would be so pleased with the ways in which Barbara Jo Brothers has studied and presented her work, as you the reader will be too. To meet Virginia within the rich and thoughtful guidance of Barbara is to understand the magnificence of her extraordinary self and the legacy that she has left us.
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Preface

I have had the distinct privilege of experiencing the unique person of Virginia Satir: to meet, to watch, to listen, to question, to consider, to interview—in essence, to sit at her feet—and ultimately to tell the story of her work. Before I get to her work, allow me to share some of her own words of how she came to it.

I met Virginia in 1968 after having watched her from afar for three years. I participated in two and a half months of residential training, then crossed paths with her numerous times throughout her life. In 1982, I made an opportunity to interview her. I was interested in how she got started, so I asked her how she got from where she began to where she was then. She replied:

I started out as an educator, teaching, and instinctively I did two things. First, I didn’t want to be an armchair expert, and that meant that I wanted to teach a variety of kids. You remember that my earlier wish was to become a children’s detective on parents, and that led me into teaching. Second, I wanted to know the kids, so every single night after school, I would go home with a child except when there were teachers’ meetings. My kids always did well, and one of the reasons they did well was because I was so close to their families. I saw all kinds of things going on in the families. Like one episode I remember: A little kid about ten years old came to school one morning and he looked so awful. I said, “What happened to you?” He said, “I was locked out last night. My father was drunk, and I was locked out.” That night, I went home with him, and I talked to his father. I wasn’t psychiatrically alert at the time so I didn’t have any trouble talking to the father. Because I got to know the families so intimately, I saw all these problems. So I thought, there’s got to be more I need to learn about all this. That’s when I decided to go on for an advanced degree to help me understand about all these problems, and all I knew about was social work. That was in 1936; [in 1937] I started my first summer school at Northwestern University because I wanted answers. In another place, St. Louis, the mother of one little boy told me that I should watch him when he was in shop because he would “get lapses,” and he could saw himself right through and not know it. She told me he had been tied to a tree by some older boys when he was five years old and had been sexually molested. After that time, he got these “lapses.” I certainly watched him, but I also developed a puppet theater. (I didn’t do this because of him but simply to have fun in the classroom.) Through a little series of incidences, this kid, who was very small for his age, became the villain in the puppet play, and he became the savior in the puppet play so many times. After that he lost the “lapses,” began growing, and just became a normal little boy. There were a lot of things like this, but I didn’t know why they happened. Anyway, I was always looking for information for how things could be better for people. I wanted to understand what was going on. I never went into social work to become a social worker. I went into social work to find information to help me understand about people.

I had seen Virginia interview a family in New Orleans in 1965. Then I saw her interview another family in 1968. There had been a dramatic difference between those two times, and I asked her about what had happened in those three intervening years:

Yes, I got involved with Esalen between 1965 and 1968, and that was when I got into what we called the affective domain, so I was bringing another whole growth dimension into my work. That was the beginning of a lot of new things because at that time I was associating with people like Fritz Perls, Ida Rolf, Jim Simkin, and all kinds of people in relation to that. It was also the time when I did work in Cleveland at the Gestalt Institute and all kinds of places. So I was integrating a whole lot more things, plus learning about an area that I had not known anything about: the whole affective domain. So what was happening, I’m sure, is that I knew a lot more, I had done lots of things with families, I had opened up entirely new possibilities for people, and that still continues. If you saw me treat today, I’m sure you’d see the same general things, but the whole way in which I manage things is different.

I commented that she seemed a lot freer, expanded. She agreed:

Yes, I think that’s true, and I think that continues. If you had seen me work with a family the other day, I think you would have seen me even more so, but now I have plugged in the whole spiritual thing. I have eight levels of things I look and work at now. I’ve learned a lot more about systems. I keep on learning more. I know a lot more now about integration of right brain–left brain learning, all the things about how we take in things, and all the channeling and stuff that Richard Bandler and John Grinder extracted from my work, with my permission at the beginning—the psycholinguistics part that was going on in relation to that. I have been learning a lot more. I’m sure that I grew in my feeling of comfort about what I’m doing. Just remember: I was the only woman for years with mostly [male] physicians. I have seen more families than anybody else practicing in the field. And I know that. Which I never thought about, but I had.

My final question was, “What do you feel has been your major contribution to the field of psychotherapy?”

I was thinking about that yesterday. I think the main things—there are two—are hope and that the therapist needs to be a person, a whole, full person in carrying it on. Those are the two main things. Third, of course, I can make it light, because people often comment on my sense of humor, so it doesn’t have to be so tragic. My hunch is that those are the three most important things. The ideas and the ways that I choreograph stuff excite people, and they see new possibilities. That’s based, of course, on the idea that as long as something remains in an abstract form, it doesn’t have any life; when I make body pictures and things of that sort, then it comes to life.

When I asked Virginia, “How shall we bring this to a close?” Virginia’s response was to ask me how I felt about what was going on between us during the interview. (So typical of her . . . Why was I surprised again to feel that shift back out of the head?) To stop and ask how I felt was an invitation for interaction, for the human kind of completion that is so characteristic of Virginia and her work. The importance of allowing for the natural flow of communication and the attendant importance of expression of self . . . the therapist needs to be a person, the educator needs to be a person, the interviewer and interviewee are both persons—this is her basic theme. I believe this humanization of all aspects of interpersonal interaction is Virginia’s richest contribution to psychotherapy: the one-two-three steps toward the visibility of the human beings before whom we sit, the learnable/teachable components of the route toward my seeing, hearing, feeling who you are, and, as an integral part of that process, my showing me to you.

Thank you, Virginia.1

Virginia Satir for the Twenty-First Century

Today, I still believe that Virginia Satir’s work shows her understanding that all life is relational and the Universe is a network of interconnected systems. Knowing that no individual functions or even exists in solitude is the awareness that took her the step beyond earlier great thinkers such as Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung. Their focus was wholly on the inherently limited and unrealistic concept of individual dynamics.

Virginia’s work writ large is this: a vision and blueprint for world peace.

Describing herself as a combination of Johnny Appleseed and Paul Revere, she frankly said that her primary goal was changing consciousness on a massive scale. Shifting the consciousness of enough people—reaching critical mass—would liberate the world from narrow, unrealistic thinking, delivering humankind from the familiar bloody threat and reward model under which we all suffer.

This book examines the ingredients Virginia put forth and elucidates the steps she took and taught to move humanity down the path toward wholeness. It builds on her own books, The New Peoplemaking and The Satir Model, showing the framework underneath.

Virginia developed a shorthand caption for the design of this movement toward the “wholing” of humanity: “peace within, peace between, peace among.” In “peace,” by no means did she mean passivity. For Virginia, peace is a dynamic, ever active dance toward the embrace of reality coupled with profound respect for the uniqueness of each specific person.

A comprehensive definition of peace as far more than simply the absence of war is not unique to Virginia. Jacob Needleman, professor of philosophy, said:

Something infinitely more honorable than war, infinitely more active and requiring a higher level of courage and sacrifice, and which shows . . . the real essence of . . . ideals of what it means to be human beings and to care for each other. This is peace on the field of life in all its vibrancy. (Needleman, 2002, 215)

Virginia did more than define. She was quite clear on this concept and came up with specific training exercises to expand the humanity aspect of a person’s quest for her or his specific being in the world. As Virginia so often said, “to care for each other” is a “teachable/learnable skill.” Virginia not only understood peace as an active process, she addressed herself to the nuts and bolts of bringing that process into being within family systems. She taught the ways and means.

The purpose of this book is to track those ways and means—Virginia’s discovery about how “peace within” an individual relates to “peace between” two individuals and may generate “peace among” an entire community. The phrases appear on a postcard made from a photograph taken of Virginia toward the end of her seminar in Russia in 1988, just months before her death. The seminar contained the elements of becoming more fully human, as did all of her seminars. In this important location, she had taught the process of peace within, leading to peace between, leading to peace among, in a group of American and Russian psychotherapists. It poignantly symbolizes the last stop in her own journey in creating “peace among.”

Peace within depends upon valuing the self; peace between depends on acknowledging the worth of the other; peace among is an aggregate of people respecting selves and others. Effective communication and its relationship to self-worth can move from one person to that person’s family and out to the wider community.

Virginia saw her basic task as generating a worldwide shift in consciousness toward a more realistic assessment of the worth of self and others. Amplifying respect to this magnitude could have enormous positive consequences for humanity—for all living things.

Basic to the work is Virginia’s acceptance of the seed—or growth—model as the fundamental charter of the Universe. One does not so much learn how “to use” the seed/growth model as one learns how to stay out of its way. The model is awareness of process: constantly active reality. What this means is so obvious, yet tragic numbers of parents, educators, and community leaders miss acting accordingly. Honoring the seed model means observing the nature of a living being, seeing what it needs to thrive, removing obstacles from its growth path, and adding nurturing ingredients to the mix.

Virginia’s awareness and conscious use of the seed/growth model emerged, at least to some extent, from her understanding of how quantum theory and modern physics relate to human nature. She quite consciously designed her work and training in such a way as to accommodate and reflect modern science’s increasingly more accurate picture of our world. In her careful crafting of communication, she taught the appropriate use of language as a means of reflecting the basic principles of the cosmos (see chapter 11). Steering students and family members away from the toxic habit of labels, she kept the focus on the dynamics of interaction. Just as the universe is not a vast set of adjacent, separate boxes floating in space, neither are specific human beings. Modern physics tells us this truth about the universe. Virginia created a therapeutic mode that reflects the latter. That innovation, based on that comprehensive premise of cosmic relatedness, was her step beyond Freud and Jung.

Virginia’s genius lay in large part in her understanding of the importance of observation as key to the process of understanding. Her childhood on a Wisconsin farm brought her into proximity with the nature of growing things. She never forgot that experience: living things grow with fierce persistence no matter how deviously, according to the inner life process contained within the seed that thrust that entity into existence. This is the fact that guided Virginia’s discovery: the deliberate use of the powerful yet delicate, inner-changing freeing process that follows the trail of the burgeoning seed.

In essence, Virginia discovered a process of collaboration with the fundamental charter of the universe. As she made the discovery, she developed methods of teaching people how to board the same train of thought, followed by germane action. Virginia not only learned how to view therapy “outside the box”—she opened the box.

Growth is a constant state. Unless a living thing is outright killed, the path charted at whatever point life first activates, from cell and seed, continues within a given entity. Growth persists—blindly, mindlessly, sometimes even at the price of its host’s life. Growth, in one form or another, is a given.

With her deep reverence for the Life Process, Virginia developed ways to move with that flow, to make truly conscious the drift of human consciousness. She found that fighting the current is counterproductive and squanders or perverts energy that is pushing toward growth. Rather than looking at eliminating symptoms, she looked at freeing the energy bound in those symptoms.

Virginia believed she was but “re-minding” her students and clients: everything is process; everything is in the process, not the content. Shift the process, and our world shifts with it.

Chapter Note

1. Excerpt from “Virginia Satir: Past to Present,” written from an interview with Virginia Satir by Barbara Jo Brothers. This was published in Voices: The Art and Science of Psychotherapy, volume 18, number 4; Winter 1983 issue: Steps Toward A History of American Psychotherapy.
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1

Foundation: Life Equals Growth

The life force, there is no end and no beginning; it is just there. If we were to think of it as an ongoing river, every once in a while something comes together like a fountain—which is one of us—takes that life force and makes all kinds of splashes.

—Virginia Satir, 1982 

Virginia Satir often stated that we are all part of a vast, universal system in which the Force of Life provides energy for growth. This is an all-encompassing system; nobody steps outside this circle.

From that fact, Virginia took the next reasonable step and examined the means of aligning with the power of the permeating energy field. She looked at the elemental patterns that sustain life in all living things and made extensive clinical observations of those patterns as they manifest in humans. She observed that growth results not from rewarding and punishing but from nurturing and removing obstacles from the path of the growing entity.

From this understanding, Virginia developed her framework: the seed model. As the founding mother of family therapy, Virginia both used and taught this basic seed model as the most effective means to engender constructive change in family systems and in all other human systems as well. Throughout her training, she pointed out the dysfunctionality inherent in the antithesis—the domination/submission model—on which most human systems are based. Virginia saw the domination/submission model as simplistically and artificially imposed on systems, interfering with their more basic and natural growth process. Part of her mission was to start movement toward a societal shift in consciousness—worldwide—for people to be aware of the importance of distinguishing between these two models (see chapter 13).

It was not Virginia’s intent to come forth with a new model, call it “the seed model,” and set about to create techniques accordingly. She never developed a technique simply for the purpose of inventing a new technique. Her intent was much broader. She wanted to bring attention to the fact that the organic seed model is the underlying principle, the natural order of the universe. This principle is that each living entity’s natural process is to grow—to unfold the amazing potential packed in tiny bits of life, the unseen atoms and molecules whirling within the being’s structure—and ineluctably stretch outward to its goal.

Virginia’s work was to generate awareness and facilitate shifts of consciousness to accommodate this natural fact. She saw human beings as shining stars within the structure of creation. Virginia wanted to help sustain that light in each person, for each separate shining augments the light of the whole. She did not invent this seed model; she discovered its relevance to specific persons and systems. She set about revealing its ubiquitous, undergirding presence.

Working steadily, for decades, all around the world, she was also a one-woman research lab, gathering information about human interactions from many different cultures. Virginia’s work included live demonstrations of Family Reconstruction (see chapter 4) with volunteers from her usually large audiences. She wanted to make clear the basic similarities among human beings regardless of ethnic origin. She was also deeply invested in the empowerment of persons, teaching the relationship between self-esteem and communication as the major route to that end. People empowered with the understanding of their own unique personhood have no need to continue the domination/submission model. Their power would be allowed to emerge from within themselves; there would be no need to demonstrate personal power by imposing it externally to control others. They would be free to follow the organic flow of their own personal form of growth and development.

From her work within thousands of different family contexts from Caracas to Hong Kong as well as all over the North American continent, Virginia made pivotal observations about the basic nature and components of growth. She designed her work from that base. Her enormous success wherever and with whomever she worked validated her observations. Application of those principles gets results: the seed model is the framework for life.

In an interview with Sheldon Kramer in January 1988, Virginia discussed her lifelong habit of working from clinical observations rather than from theory:

I was somebody who never wanted to settle for being an armchair expert. I was sick to death of people who talked about people without knowing. I was addicted to the facts about people, so I gave myself permission—in fact, a requirement—that I spoke from experience. And when experience did not match the theories, I turned off the theory. That was something inside of me that’s followed me all the time. Most people think theory first and make the experience match the theory and they throw out their experience . . . I watched the experience first and I’ve found that people criticize me for it, since people take the theory first. And I wasn’t like that. (Kramer, 1995, 161–162) 

Virginia was immensely practical. Rather than create complex theoretical models from simple basics, she distilled complex concepts into simple statements. Every concept and statement came from keen observations of multiple subtle and complex gestures and interactions. Aware of the depth of what she was uncovering in those observations, she asked of people: “Please do not confuse simplicity with superficiality. Please do not. My work and what I do is . . . deep . . . However, every bit of it is based on simplicity . . . It’s simple and powerful in a good way” (Satir, 1983b, 611).

For just one example, Virginia based some of her communication training exercises on the work of Alfred Korzybski (1933). His work with language was based on the discoveries made regarding quantum physics and how they relate to misuses in modern language (see chapter 2). Her work took into account the fundamental principles of the universe, laced here and there with Taoist philosophy, was mindfully spiritual, and always solidly grounded in careful observation of the behavior of specific human beings in interaction within systems.

The goal of this book is to elucidate the profundity packed densely within Virginia’s simplicity. Her work was based on the very workings of life itself, the energy that propels the universe—both simple and complex as a single living cell. Witnessing this paradox is to keep a pecan for months—even years. Plant it and you get a tree. Eventually, more pecans emerge. With enough time, you get a grove—all from the life or growth energy, somehow loaded into a lone pecan, pushing forth from within each one. A “simple” pecan—but who knows how the pecan contains a forest within its small shell? This latent power, unquestioned by everybody, is also not explained by anybody.

This mystery was not lost on Virginia. She often spoke, in wonder, about the potential packed into tiny cells. She understood the implications of the seed and how creation of a nurturing environment unleashes the force of the growth lying within. This model was her foundation as she worked with those “seeds” of potential flourishing: human beings.

World leaders, by and large, are ignorant of the implications of this power. Virginia sought to rectify this ignorance through teaching as far and as widely as possible.

Virginia made clear her credo, the alignment of her work with the living force in all growing things:

The life force, there is no end and no beginning; it is just there. If we were to think of it as an ongoing river, every once in a while something comes together like a fountain—which is [each] one of us—takes that life force and makes all kinds of splashes. Because we were born little, we will splash in accordance to what we were taught, not in terms of how we could splash in many different ways. So here are the underpinnings: we activate the life force, we codirect how things are going to happen; we do not create ourselves. Now there is a very great difference from having a picture of “how you should be” and cutting off or hiding that which does not fit. Totally different approach. So you can see that anything about child-rearing that is based on this [seed model concept of inherent natural growth] is going to lead to a totally different result than when based on this [threat/reward approach]. (Satir, 1994, 6–7) 

The “different result” toward which the understanding leads is the perception of the unique nature and potential of each person and the acknowledgment of what is going on in a given moment of time. Tremendous power is available within the process of recognizing and acknowledging What Is, the here-and-now reality of a given current context (see chapter 7). Virginia drew our attention to the profound implications of each of us fully attending to what is and each of us being as packed with inner resources as that pecan that holds a forest within its small walls.

Virginia’s awareness of those inner resources, the concept of “personhood” and its attending ramifications, was among her richest and most important contributions to the field of mental health. She fashioned her meditative centering exercises to provide one venue for “drawing attention to your resources.” In the centering exercise (see Appendix A, page 297) with which she opened and closed all training sessions, Virginia spelled out access to “going deep inside to that treasure which you call your ‘self’—which you know by your name” (Satir, 1983b, 151). This concept of inner resources as treasure is by no means self-evident. Few people reach adulthood with a clear picture of the value of their own unique inner core or the value of time spent becoming familiar with that reality. Her centering exercise provides a simple practice for supportive self-validation. It was one of her routes toward engaging the whole person in her seminars and later in the student’s work as a therapist.

Being selfishly “self-centered” and being centered within one’s self are two very different processes. Would that every teacher and preacher, as well as every parent, might know the difference. Ignorance of the importance of self-appreciation within a context of appropriate humility is worldwide. Self-valuing and accurate self-evaluation are often denigrated because of our tendency to confuse those with narcissistic self-absorption. Virginia was the champion of the higher self, which she firmly believed exists in every human being.

This ability to perceive and focus on potential rather than pathology set her apart from most of her colleagues. Virginia was never preoccupied with mere problem solving; her focus was on freeing each human being for awareness of living within the context of What Is and for full expression of self. She wrote:

To reawaken the freedom to look, the freedom to touch, and the freedom to listen is a vital part of what restores the human being’s ability to function. When you placed yourselves in a position where you could make contact and talk freely, those two things began to restore something that was being destroyed. If you did nothing more when you have a family together than make it possible for them to really look at each other, touch each other, and listen to each other, you would have already swung the pendulum in the direction of a new start.

The meaning behind this may not be as profound to you as it is to me, but it seems basic. You can talk about all the treatment theories you like, but if you are not able to free people to contact each other, what good are theories? (Satir, 1975, 103) 

Virginia did not deal in theories; she dealt with persons and their processes. She paid close attention to the nature of human interactions. In succeeding chapters, I elaborate on the significance of awareness concerning the essential uniqueness of each human being, as well as on differentiating constructive and destructive communication styles.

Different as she was from her colleagues, particularly in her earlier days, the last thing Virginia wanted was to be considered some kind of never-to-be-replicated genius anomaly in the psychotherapy world. She devoted her life to teaching what she had discovered and began a systematic training process toward that end. As she said:

It will be nice on my tombstone if they say, “Oh, Virginia was wonderful!” and everybody goes, “Yeah, Virginia was wonderful!” That’s not enough for me. I want something that says: “What Virginia did was not such a miracle. What it was is that she danced to a different drummer and she looked for different lenses.” And, all of that is teachable. (Satir, 1987a, tape 6) 

Notice, Virginia said she danced to a different drummer. One does not envision her marching along in any straight lines; no, Virginia came dancing through the mental health field, tossing flowers of wisdom. Even her choice of language lifts us out of the lock-step, linear way of perception. Choice of words was by no means accidental; congruent communication was always Virginia’s goal.

She was seriously concerned that people understand her work as neither magic nor miracle. She had freed herself to listen and look for what is. What she wanted most was to be able to share her discoveries:

One of the things that I want to do is to demonstrate that everything I do is teachable. Maybe not in the usual ways, but it is teachable. It has now been developed over and over again . . . What I pioneered so many years ago, over fifty years ago now, was freakish at that time. At this point in time, it’s beginning to be mainstream. (Satir, 1987a, tape 6)

Virginia’s seed model for psychotherapy is a comprehensive model for living well in relationship with oneself, one’s family, one’s community, and the world community. She believed the well-lived life to be not only a real possibility but a basic and universal human right.

She had discovered key universal principles in her fifty years of professional experience and she was deeply committed to public education regarding those principles. She believed it made no more sense for mental health professionals “to keep such information to themselves as mathematicians [keeping] . . . the multiplication tables to themselves” (Starr, 1991, 5).

Virginia did not use a psychoanalytic or a medical model. Growth was her model. Witnessing irrepressible growth from within the potency inherent in the living being brought Virginia to observe that what was often labeled pathology was simply growth gone crooked, rooted in the organic need for completion common to all living organisms. Not interested in creating another assortment of boxes with which to categorize the emotional ailments of people, not interested in tricky techniques, Virginia always made straight for the heart, looking soul-deep to find the unique person within. Her intent was to free that specificity within for full and congruent expression in the world. She often used the term “manifestation of life” when she spoke about people. She was deeply respectful of each human being, however humble or “limited.”

She explained how the principle of growth applies to human behavior, how much apparent “dysfunctional” behavior is simply the thwarted growth process pushing toward completion:

Low self worth follows the principle of growth, which says, “I want to complete myself, I want to complete myself.” And that is what is going on inside of all of us, all the time: that direction toward growth. However the direction toward growth may be only to fill in a hole we feel we have.

So . . . incongruent ways of communication [see chapter 6] are all forms of holes: blaming, placating, super-reasonableness, irrelevance, are all forms of holes in our own self-worth. The nature of growth is to try to fill something up . . .

Inside of us is the push to try to grow, to try to fill in what we don’t have. Growth is powerful. It will grow crooked. It will grow in all kinds of ways. The problem is not just to be concerned with growth, because that is going to go on—it is the direction of it and what we do with it.

How many times, how many times, have I heard, I got married and I thought it was going to be Nirvana. I was going to get a child and all my problems would be taken care of. In other words, I look at you and I feel my own hole and I see you as a filler of my hole. I have a child and now, you, the child, fill my hole.

If you take my statistics, which are not necessarily exact, but are a pretty good guide, 50% of people will say yes, no matter what they feel, 30% will say no, no matter what they feel, 15% will try to inundate you with their knowledge, and 4½% will be irrelevant. That only leaves a half a percent . . . [who] will be whole and feeling their self worth. With very few exceptions, that means we all came into the world [through] people who had holes in them. And [who] used us to fill those holes. Then, of course, we learned how to be incomplete so we go around and get other people to fill our holes. I am saying this now so you can look at a condition in human beings. It is not to be judged, neither pitied, but understood. The world is only coming around to the fact that we can be whole people from the beginning.

So, if you can now—lovingly and I would really like you to do this lovingly—think about your holes, only this time you are not going to try to get other people to stuff them full. (Brothers, 1990b, 13; Satir, 1986d, tape 18; Brothers 1990, 13)*

Thus, the push toward wholeness is the operative dynamic in what is often seen and described as pathology. Virginia was concerned with wholeness. She understood that human beings are not linear events that occur in sequential, discreet segments. Instead, they are intensely intricate psychobioelectric-chemical-metaphysical-social interrelated systems in interaction with other such systems. Everything goes on at once and goes on all the time.

She carefully showed how behavior of each person in a group or family stemmed from that interior selfhood often cramped while yearning for release, how the resultant cramped behavior could disrupt the “system.” She showed how the internal self longed not to be truncated and could dare to act congruently once affirmed—made aware of her or his power to do so.

Virginia’s work was explicitly multidimensional, designed in response to her understanding that people are not one dimensional. She used an intriguing metaphor to illustrate this:

I believe that people were meant to be round not flat . . . And that we have been surrounded for thousands of years by things that have asked us to be flat [see chapter 10]. So it is natural for sickness to be with flatness and health to be with roundness, if you follow my metaphor . . . I will be doing everything I can to respect whatever flatness I find, because that is a place that many people begin—and go towards roundness. (Satir, 1999, 5)*

The awareness of this multidimensional nature, the “roundness” of people, is a major reason Virginia put much more energy into live demonstrations—videotaped and audiotaped—than into writing books. The venue of the book was far too limiting. So far, nobody has found a way to write a holographic book. We are limited by the single-file march of the word across the page. Virginia sought to engage the whole person in training and learning events.

Virginia’s own books are deceptively simple. This is because she was, quite literally, as interested in being understood by the average four-year-old as by scholars and therapists. This present book unfolds and examines the complexity behind that simplicity. She was far more interested in drawing forth the actuality of personhood in her seminar participants than in creating academic definitions. Never trying to impress, she was always trying to inform. She described her writing style and intended audience:

I write in a humanistic style. We have developed an academic hierarchy. If the language is not academic, it means that the concepts are not profound.

In college, I had a professor, Dr. Thorn, who said that when you wrote, if a four-year-old could not understand it, you probably did not understand it yourself. What I took him to mean was that when thoughts were clear, they could be expressed in simple language.

I still feel that way. I have heard and read much in my lifetime from which it was hard to distill meaning, yet the words sounded very profound. Language can become a barrier as well as behavior.

I am more interested in getting my meaning across than appearing academic. You, the reader, can translate into your particular language to make it more comfortable for you. (Satir, 1983a, 133)*

Over her lifetime, Virginia beautifully integrated an extraordinary amount of the “hard to distill.” A colleague of Gregory Bateson and familiar with the work of Korzybski, she was very purposeful in her use of language, carefully constructing it to serve to clarify concepts in the training for personhood.

In this book, I take Virginia’s lead in using conversational style rather than a formal, scholarly presentation. In the following pages, I explore this “third energy”—to which she refers in her centering exercises—the nature of relatedness, the concept of wholeness, and the process by which a person may become her or his own decision maker, which Virginia denominates as “one’s third birth” (see chapter 5). We continue to consider the motivating force of self-worth feelings and the importance of centering the self. We look at “patterns that connect” as well as “patterns that dis-connect”—and how those communication patterns relate to self-worth questions and personhood. We address the physical implications of incongruent communication.

Exploring the contrasting benefit of the organic seed model and the often terrible limitations of the domination/submission, threat/reward model, we look at Virginia’s definitions of spirituality and how she applied her seed model to the possibility for world peace.

Finally, Virginia expressed a clear distaste for being called “Satir.” Therefore, throughout this book, she will be known as “Virginia.”

As this book went to publication (seventeen years after September 11, 2001), ever more cataclysmal events have occurred. Each new world-rattling, tragic terrorist attack is a reminder of the fragility of life and the importance of the healing nature of the seed model. Each new attack on anybody’s shores illuminates the profound consequences in allowing the threat/reward model to dominate world affairs.





* Transcribed excerpt from a lecture given by Virginia in the Sixth Process Community Meeting.

* Transcribed excerpt from a lecture given in Virginia’s First Process Community Meeting in 1981.

* Virginia Satir, Third Birth Notes, April 11, 1983, from her personal notes for her intended next book.



[image: ]

2

Changing Consciousness

All my work and writings are toward this one aim: becoming more fully human . . . [I am always looking for] means by which the wonderful resources in human beings can go beyond the old imposed idea about what should happen . . . I make no apologies for moving into totally different ways and I hope to move [in] those ways on [to] a mass level.

—Virginia Satir, 1986

Virginia Brought a Chalice

Virginia did not fit the form of the usual family therapist. Her span was far larger. Her intention was to facilitate—if not initiate—a major societal shift in thinking and attitude. This shift in consciousness would include the following understandings:


	Humanity and the cosmos are inextricably interrelated.

	Each person holds a unique spot in the overall field.

	Recognition of the fact of uniqueness can shift consciousness of self-worth.

	Congruence in communication is vital to self-worth and functional relationships; shifts toward congruence can, in themselves, change consciousness.

	Add these four concepts above into the consciousness of just 6 percent of the world’s population and humanity could be nudged into a mindset that would support the flourishing of our species.



“I hope to move those ways on [to] a mass level,” Virginia has said—that is, she consciously intended to effect change in the human race as a whole. By “moving into totally different ways,” she was bringing the chalice of reconciliation, cooperation, and partnership. Her intent was to replace the centuries-old strife-ridden competitive model based on who’s the biggest guy on the block with a radically different one, based not on overpowering but on empowering. Virginia was interested in releasing a floodgate of new energy that could sweep all of humanity toward the higher reaches of its possibility. Her ability to accomplish this, on a family-by-family basis, was obvious. Why not bring the gift to all humanity!

Virginia understood the relationship between world peace and training human beings for enhancement of their own humanity. As wars rage and conflict grows around the world, it is ever more urgent that we understand what does work in the facilitation of human bonding and make that knowledge available to greater populations. Therapists have access to information about what makes families connect and thrive, what enables groups to resolve differences without killing each other, how to teach children discipline without beating them. We must find ways to get that information out to the rest of society; the current wars could be the prelude to the finale. The emerging specter of large-scale terrorist action dramatically intensifies the possibility. We could be running out of time.

In an interview with Sheldon Starr in 1985, when asked about training family therapists, Virginia spoke to the larger picture: the training of the human being for being human. If therapists are to be change agents, their own eyes need first to be cleared of the mists of the inhuman rules that most of us learn in early childhood. This paves the way for a larger shift of consciousness—bringing the information from the therapy world into the lay world. Virginia understood this:

I equate the evolving, healthy person with a beautifully made and finely tuned instrument. Our instrument is finely made. We need to learn how to tune it better. That means developing a philosophy and an approach that are centered in human value and use the power of the seed which is based on growth and cooperation with others. (Satir, 1985)

Philosopher with Sleeves Rolled Up

Virginia was a philosopher with sleeves rolled up and apron tied on. She created living demonstrations of philosophies very old and very new; she designed processes and exercises that made experiential Lao Tzu’s (1944, 1965, 1985, 1988) Tao, Pierre Teilhard de Chardin’s (1963) ultra-human, Mahatma Gandhi’s (1957) ahimsa [truth-force], Gregory Bateson’s (1979) “pattern that connects,” and theoretical physicist David Bohm’s (1994) concept of coherence in speech paralleling the power in coherence of light, which forms the laser beam. Alfred Korzybski’s (1933) concepts flow through her work. With the exception of Bateson’s and Korzybski’s work and, to some extent, Taoism, Virginia’s work cannot be said to have been directly influenced by these thinkers. Nonetheless, her work embodies their principles. If they were the theorists, Virginia supplied a masterly laboratory experience. The pattern that connects, the flow of the Tao, Gandhi’s truth-force, and Teilhard’s ultra-human are all fundamental aspects of reality encompassed by Virginia’s seed model. The model features the power of coherent speech achieved through congruence.

Healing and harmony go together. Self-esteem is the gatekeeper of congruence—which is the charioteer of harmony (see chapter 11). Congruence holds healing energy. Communication is the package congruence comes wrapped in, making possible the harmonic convergence—in the now—of body, mind, feelings, facial expression, and verbal expressions. Virginia considered healing energy—freed through congruent communication—to be a spiritual experience.

By “harmony and congruence” Virginia did not mean lack of conflict or affect; both are encompassed and part of that dynamic process. Not only did she consider this to be true, she lived the reality in her work.

The human being is said to be the meeting place of the energy of the earth and the energy of the heavens (invisible reality). Virginia illustrated and provided an experience of this in a centering exercise done with triads, for the specific purpose of demonstrating, to her group of trainees, how centered selves form a connected energy with each other. This freshly connected energy is another property unto itself—much more than the sum of the parts. Virginia spoke, beginning a centering meditation:

And now let yourself again come in touch with being a child of the universe . . . of feeling the sense of life force that is in all that is around you: the plants, the animals, the people, the grasses, the sky, the trees.

And as these two energies meet, the energies of inspiration and the energy of groundedness, creating still a third energy [italics mine]: the energy of connectedness to other beings, human beings. (Satir, 1983b, 102)

New Paradigm

Virginia represented a new species of therapist. She hoped to help the entire profession make an evolutionary leap and thus spoke of the need for a “new way . . . a development of consciousness” (Starr, 1992b, 9).

By that, she meant Kuhn’s “paradigm shift”:

The term paradigm is used in two different senses. On the one hand, it stands for the entire constellations of beliefs, values, techniques, and so on shared by the members of a given community. On the other, it denotes one sort of element in that constellation, the concrete puzzle-solutions which, employed as models or examples, can replace explicit rules as a basis for the solution of the remaining puzzles. (Kuhn, 1962, 175)
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