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LOOKING BACK
 FROM HERE
 Howard Halpern, Ph.D. 

                        When I wrote Cutting Loose, my goal was simple: to help people improve troubled relationships with their parents. As a psychotherapist I have worked with adults of all ages who were unhappy about some aspect of this relationship. Often they were feeling guilt-ridden, manipulated, or afraid; just as often they were feeling angry, defiant, or distant. What should have been a support system was actually a constant source of distress to them. I listened and learned much from my patients about what was causing conflict between an adult and his or her parent. I became convinced that it was not the mature, rational side of either the parent or the offspring that was taking part in these negative interactions—the “inner child” of each was causing the trouble.

For example, one mother used guilt to control her adult son, making him feel he was hurting her if he did what he wanted, rather than what she wanted him to do. While the mature parent knows her job is to help her child become independent, this mother’s guilt provocations came from the little girl inside her who was afraid that if she did not control him he would go off and abandon her. And her son—whether he guiltily complied, counter to his own wishes and self-interest, or rebelled blindly against whatever his mother wanted—was also responding as either the compliant or defiant little boy in himself, and not as a mature, reasonable adult.

Helping my patients to become aware of this behavior and showing them how to shift into an adult position instead often enabled them to substantially improve their relationships with their parents. My goal in writing Cutting Loose was to do the same for my readers. The enthusiastic reception, wide readership, and many gratifying letters from readers told me that I had accomplished this goal.

What I could not have known when I wrote Cutting Loose was that it was the groundwork for my next area of interest and the seed for my book, How To Break Your Addiction to a Person. Many patients in my practice were trapped in destructive love relationships. Their problems were more serious than the inevitable periods of discord and disenchantment experienced by two separate but changing people who are struggling to maintain a loving partnership. Though many of the people who consulted me were involved in relationships that were making them miserable over long periods of time, they were unable to improve or end the relationships. I saw men and women who were deeply involved with people who were painfully unattainable—lovers who were committed to someone else, or didn’t want an exclusive, committed relationship, or were simply incapable of having one.

Some of the people I worked with were in mismatched relationships in which both partners were on such fundamentally different wavelengths that there was little common ground, poor communication, and minimal shared enjoyment. Some were in relationships that were chronically depriving them of their basic needs for love, tenderness, sexuality, stimulation, honesty, respect, and emotional support. Some were in relationships that were wastelands of emptiness, distance, and loneliness. Others were in “romances” filled with rage, conflict, emotional abuse, or physical battering.

Despite the damage done to the self-esteem, morale, and even the health of my patients, they were unable to either change or break their relationships. It became clear to me that they were addicted to those relationships just as surely as some people are addicted to tobacco, alcohol, gambling, or drugs.

What was particularly striking was that my patients’ romantic addictions were rooted in the unresolved parent-child conflicts I had written about in Cutting Loose! They transferred the roles played by their parents in these old, tiresome routines to a romantic partner without realizing that these frustrating patterns originated with their parents. For example, the man whose mother was guilt-provoking might find himself involved with an incompatible woman whose only appeal is that she binds him to her with guilt. Or women who couldn’t capture the love or attention of a self-centered parent would often get involved with egocentric, ungiving men; as in childhood, these women would expend much of their time, energy, and self-esteem trying to get their unloving partners to be more responsive. They live with the same chronic disappointment and pain they grew accustomed to as children.

Cutting Loose suddenly took on a whole new dimension. Not only could it help people to improve their relationships with their parents, but resolving these issues could also keep them from repeating the same demoralizing patterns in unhappy romances. In fact, since so much is influenced by that earliest and longest-lasting tie, resolving frustrating parental conflicts can enable people to respond with greater maturity in many of life’s arenas.

In this new edition of Cutting Loose, I want to point out to readers that resolving your conflicts with your parents can help you to make the kinds of choices in love, work, and values that best do justice to who you are.

—Howard Halpern, Ph.D.

August, 1989


1
 Shall
 We Dance? 

                          We’re adults. We’ve got all the credentials and scars to show for it. There’s a birth certificate in our drawer that says we’re old enough to vote or drink at a bar. Maybe in the same drawer is a diploma and possibly the kind of degree that marks us as professionals. There is probably a marriage license and the birth certificates of our kids. There might even be a divorce decree or two. There have been lots of experiences chalked up to experience. There are lines around our eyes that weren’t there last year. It’s all there. The stuff of life that makes a child refer to us as grown-ups.

But a grown-up is supposed to possess himself, to be his own person, to make decisions according to his wishes and his best judgment. Too often we find that this is not the case with us. Frequently we are so limited by habitual ways of acting and thinking, so needful of the approval of others, and so afraid of their disapproval that we don’t own ourselves at all. We are like a corporation that has gone public, and other people own controlling shares. And for many of us in that position, the biggest shareholders are our parents. We may have all the trappings of adulthood and live much of our lives as responsible, competent people, free to make our own decisions and create our own lives. But with our parents, we may feel at the mercy of old patterns of response that, though deeply unsatisfying, frustrating, and draining of our energies, seem beyond our ability to change. We are not free and can’t be free when we’re still more concerned with taking care of our parents’ feelings than our own and when we are still caught up in trying to win their love or avoid their displeasure. And we may feel dismayed that here we are, adults in an adult world, still unable to escape these patterns from the past.

We feel it’s appropriate when we hear a group of adolescents talk endlessly about their parents with bitterness, complaints, exasperation and ridicule. That is a part of what adolescence is all about. They are engaged in the developmental task of becoming separate, self-directed individuals. But have you noticed how frequently groups of adults—young, middle-aged, sometimes even elderly—when chatting over coffee or a drink or sitting around the living room after a dinner party, will begin to talk about their parents in a similar deeply involved, complaining or condescending way? I am not surprised by this when I recognize that becoming an individual psychologically is not completed in a single developmental period such as adolescence. We are always in the process of becoming, and part of that ongoing process is the job of getting disentangled from those interactions with our parents that place them at the center of our thoughts, our tensions and our talk. This process takes time, but the more we understand it, the more we can hasten it, and then we can call back those outstanding shares of stock so we can claim full ownership of ourselves.

How did we come to turn over so much of who we are to our parents? The fact is, we had no choice. Our helplessness as infants places our survival in the hands of our caretakers. We are dependent on their ministrations to our physical needs, and we are dependent on their loving concern if we are to maintain a sense of contentment, well-being, and feeling welcome in the world. It does not take us long to learn that our experience of well-being depends on the availability of our parents’ loving attentions, and it takes us only a little longer to discover what we must do to keep that affection available and to avoid chasing it away.

We know that if mother (or the mothering person) is happy and unhassled, not only do we enjoy, even in infancy, the more tender attentions she is able to direct toward us, but her happy state is transmitted to us directly, through a process that the psychiatrist Harry Stack Sullivan (Conceptions of Modern Psychiatry, New York: Norton, 1953) calls a “mysterious emotional linkage.” Through this “infantile empathy,” mother’s unhappiness, anger and anxiety are also directly transmitted to the infantus in the form of tension, discomfort and fear. So our stake in keeping mother happy starts early, and our repertoire of behavior to achieve this grows as our understanding and knowledge of what makes her happy expands with time.

As we grow up, our physical survival depends less and less on our parents. Increasingly, we can take care of ourselves—but our dependence on our parents for having good feelings, particularly about ourselves, decreases much more slowly. The emotional umbilical cord not only remains uncut but often twists into a Gordian knot that ties us fast to our parents’ reactions to us. At times we may come to take a rebellious stance against our parents’ demands or to rail bitterly against their shortcomings. But this is only another indication that powerful, energy-draining emotions are still revolving around our parents. It also matters little whether we live thousands of miles from our parents or under the same roof, whether we rarely see them or see them every day. In fact, it sometimes doesn’t matter whether they are dead or alive. What does matter is that we may be caught up in a dialogue or interaction with them that stunts our growth and restricts our autonomy.

All of us have been dependent for survival on our parents. All of us have experienced feeling good when our parents approve of us and awful when they disapprove. Why are some of us so much more caught up in freedom-limiting interactions than others? This depends, to a considerable extent, on our parents and their need and expectations of us. If our parents have a clear understanding that the parental job is to help their offspring to develop into autonomous, self-sufficient people and if they have enough maturity to act on this understanding, they will largely function in a way that will support our individuation. But even if our parents believe that their role is to encourage their offspring’s growth, there may be a part of them that has failed to grow up enough to really act on this. Inside our parents, as well as within us, there is an inner child, and this inner child frequently directs our parents’ behavior just as it directs our own. Recorded in the brain cells of every person are the “videotapes” of every childhood experience and feeling, including fear, love, anger, joy, dependency, demandingness, insecurity, self-centeredness, inadequacy feelings, etc. Dr. Wilder Penfield,* a neurosurgeon, found that when he stimulated certain areas of the cerebral cortex, memories of past events came back in full detail, as if they were being played back on a videotape, complete with sound and the emotions that were in the scene at the time of the original event. It would seem that everything that ever happened to us, including those countless moments we thought were forgotten, has been recorded and stored. There are indications that these memories can be triggered to come back and influence our feelings and behavior in the present. Also registered in our neurons from childhood are the commands, prejudices, injunctions and rules for living of our parents (and our parents’ neurons contain the voices of their own parents). The combination of those tapes of all our early childhood feelings and reactions and the tapes of all the ways our parents behaved and all the injunctions and prescriptions for living they gave us compose what I have referred to as our inner child. These stored transcriptions from our childhood can at times be “switched on” and replayed in the present as current feelings and behavior without being modified by our more grown-up experience, knowledge and wisdom.† For example, we may react to another person’s being cool or distant with a powerful childhood fear of abandonment that is totally inappropriate as a reaction to the current situation. The emotional state of the frightened inner child has taken over and overruled our judgment.

Often our parents’ inner child is not pleased by our being strong and independent. The child within them may be apprehensive and angry at the separateness and the loss of control over us implied by our autonomy. It is in the nature of the young child that dwells in our parents (or us, or anyone) to want the sustained and dependable intimacy of those they are close to, because their inner child depends on that involvement for their feelings of well-being, worth and adequacy. When we behave in ways that mark us as individuals separate from our parents, individuals with our own ideas, feelings and lives, the child within our parents feels an overwhelming threat of losing us and may react with disapproval, upset, hurt or anger. The child within us, seeking to avoid the disapproval or anger of the demanding child within our parents, may then enter into an unconscious collusion with the maneuvers of that child and develop specific ways of relating to our parents that keep us perpetually and placatingly reactive to their spoken or implied injunctions.

What all this adds up to is that when we are hung up with our parents long after we know that we are functioning as self-sufficient adults who have the capacity to be independent, we can be sure that our interaction with them is based on our early discovery: “If mother (father) feels good, I feel good. If mother (father) feels bad, I feel bad. Therefore I’d better find out what makes mother feel good and do it. And I’d better find out what makes mother feel bad and not do it.” The child in us is trying to make the child in our parent feel good (or not feel bad).

I call the specific interactions that develop between the inner child in us and the inner child in our parents songs and dances because they have a repetitious, almost rhythmic, pattern. The same words, the same music and the same dance steps are performed over and over.*

Perhaps there’s a song and dance that you and your parent (s) have done together for so long you think it’s the only way you two (or three) can relate. As long as that dance doesn’t change, you’re all unable to grow because you are locked into a precisely choreographed pattern of response between the childlike part of them and the childlike part of you. For example, if your parent is being the demanding narcissistic child who insists that you center your life around him or her, and you are responding as the compliant child (or the rebellious child or the guilty child), you are engaged in a pas de deux that can go on till the end of time. If your parent should change the song and dance and grow up, then maybe you would. You’d both be free to grow because you wouldn’t be lock-stepped together repeating those unproductive mechanical and draining interactions. But the truth is nobody has to make the first move. It can go on like this all their lives, and yours. Often that’s exactly what happens, because changing the song and dance seems about as easy as changing the course of a deeply channeled river using a demitasse spoon. Your old responses are also deeply channeled. They have worn pathways in your behavior that go back to your earliest history and have cut further and further into your ability to flow in other directions. This habituation is reinforced by your inner child’s powerful fears that changing in ways that your parents disapprove of would cause them to be angry at you or abandon you, with catastrophic effect. Your more objective judgment may tell you that their reaction would not be so drastic and that if ever it was, you could survive it very well. But it can be difficult to make the vulnerable inner child believe that.

So there is no underestimating the difficulty in modifying the song and dance routines you have developed with your parents, but as you become aware of just what the song and dance is that you and your parents perform so ritualistically, then you can begin to change the tune. Recognizing the nuances of interactions so habitual as to be almost beyond self-observation is no easy matter, but once you see the dance you can begin to change the words, the music and the steps.

Part of what I hope you get from this book is an awareness of the most common parent-child songs and dances, so that you will be able to recognize the pertinent patterns in your own life. It is important not only that you recognize the patterns with your intellect but that you permit yourself to be in touch with the child you once were and to feel it when that little child in you is taking over and reacting to your parent. It will also be important to look behind your parents’ paternal and maternal adult roles and see in their facial expressions, their gestures, and their words the child in them that has not changed since they were very young. (You may find it difficult and even painful to see the child within your parents, because the child in you needs to see your parents as the big people that you can come to and lean on, and fears that seeing their inner child will make this impossible. So it is important to keep in mind that your parents are more than the newly discovered child inside them and that you are really more than the needy child in you.) As I review the various patterns that seem most common between parent and child, I will offer suggestions to help you achieve this kind of awareness. But even this insight is just a starting place, for, as psychotherapists have discovered, insight is not enough. Many people have become discouraged when they found that knowing the “whys” of their hang-ups did little or nothing to change them. You can know exactly why you are doing some self-defeating thing and then keep on doing it. The fact is that change is always an exchange, and there is often great fear in exchanging the security of the familiar, no matter how constricting, for the risks of the unknown.

Where is the motivation to make this exchange to come from? It derives mostly from your pain and dissatisfaction in repeating the old songs and dances. And your determination will become stronger as you realize how much is at stake if you fail to make changes. Because what’s at stake is whether or not you will really own yourself, whether you will be self-animated or a puppet jerking to an endless song and dance, whether you will grow up or just grow older, whether you will spend uncounted time and energy hassling with and about your parents or whether you will free those energies for the realization of your own pleasures and potentials. A life is to be gained. New possibilities will emerge as the fear becomes less, for fear beclouds options. Alternative ways of interacting with your parents can open to you when you stop the old, limiting ways. But the hard work of change, the actual doing it differently—that will be up to your resolve.

At times, dealing with your parents may seem so difficult that you may wish they had never been born. But, to paraphrase the humorist Theodore, “Who among us is so lucky?—hardly one person in a thousand.” Often we may want to chuck the whole relationship with our parents so we can be free to go our way without them on our back. After all, if our primary job in life is to become an autonomous person in touch with our own needs and preferences and effective in fulfilling them, what do we need our parents for if they are going to be such drags? Why not simply break with them?

With some parents, even if you discontinue the old song and dance and invite them to relate to you more appropriately and honestly, and even if you give them some time to absorb and deal with the shift, they will not change. In some instances, parents become so threatened by the loss of the old status quo that their behavior becomes even more destructive and hurtful—not just as a temporary reaction but more lastingly. But many parents can and do change when the old routine is stopped, so if you can grow and encourage your parents to grow along with you, then you can communicate with them on a more honest and authentic level. After all, the parent-child relationship is a primary source of who we are, and the mutual emotional attachments are derived from countless interactions, conscious and hidden memories, and profound feelings that go back to our days of oneness with them.

While each of us must be the main carrier of the twisting thread of his or her own history, the numerous relationships, activities and places that come and go in our lives produce so much fragmentation that there is a special value in maintaining our first relationships as a manifestation and marker of the continuity of our own existence. Our parents bespeak our roots, and with viable roots we feel less alone and vulnerable.

Besides, it is condescending to write off your parents as stuck and unable to grow unless you’ve tried to make the relationship more real. They may have more flexibility than you ever realized. And from the point of view of your own fullness, such dismissal of them can make you smaller rather than bigger. As Baba Ram Dass writes in Be Here Now:

If you never got on well with one of your parents and you have left that parent behind on your journey in such a way that the thought of that parent arouses anger or self pity or any emotion … you are still attached. You are still stuck. And you must get that relationship straight before you can finish your work. And what, specifically, does “getting it straight” mean? Well, it means re-perceiving that parent, or whoever it may be, with total compassion … seeing him as a being of the spirit, just like you, who happens to be your parent…. It’s hard work when you have spent years building a fixed model of who someone else is to abandon it, but until the model is superseded by a compassionate model, you are still stuck.*

Baba Ram Dass points to the “stuckness” involved in maintaining anger at a parent as a way of relating to him or her. In fact, when it is anger that has been the leitmotif of our particular song and dance, antagonism signals no change in the old bond. In some instances, newly erupted anger may be a defiant refusal to go along with an old, compliant, suffocating song and dance and may be a helpful step in breaking with that type of interaction. But there is always the danger that angry rebelliousness or even a disruption of all communication may be a powerful tie in itself. I recall a patient who broke all contact with his mother and, on Mother’s Day, expressed his sentiments by sending her a lemon. Is he less or more tied to her than someone who sent his mother a bouquet of flowers?

This book is a grown-up’s guide to parent rearing. It assumes that your primary job in life is becoming your own person and realizing your own potentials. But we have noted that success at this job is often elusive because the child part of you is doing a song and dance routine with the child part of your parents that keeps you both from growing up because it keeps you emotionally dependent on each other. The task becomes one of helping your parents and yourself to stop responding to each other with voices from your respective childhoods. You can do this by recognizing when you are replaying words and music recorded in your head when you were very young, clicking off that old recording, and responding with your adult voice.

At times your adult voice will address itself directly to the child within your parent, perhaps guiding, nurturing, structuring, or setting limits. For example, if you find that one parent or both want to visit you with much more frequency than you wish, you can say, as you might to a clinging child, “I love you and enjoy your company, but I need to have more time for myself. Let’s make the visits less frequent. Now, how about a week from Thursday, can you make it then?” Such behavior would be more mutually liberating than continuing an old compliant-child interaction in which you feel programmed to say, “Drop in whenever you want to,” or a rebellious-child response like “You are always on my back. I don’t want to see you again.”

At other times, you will be more effective if you bypass the child’s voice in your parents and respond to them as the adults they really are. For example, a possessive child within your parent may be trying to persuade you not to move into an apartment of your own and may, like a child screaming when the baby-sitter arrives, reject all attempts at reasonable discussion or reassurance. You may then have to address yourself directly to the reality-oriented part of your parent: “I’m moving Friday. That decision is definite and the arrangements are made. I’d like help from you with some aspects of the move if you care to give it to me.” This would be telling the adult in your parent where it’s at. If the adult part of your parent listens, he may outweigh the demands of his possessive inner child, accept your decision as a fact of life, and see in your request for assistance that you are not rejecting the entire relationship. Communication can then move to another level.

Ending the old song and dance routine can release an enormous amount of energy. You are finally free to change your movements and direction. Your new movements may be with your parents or without them; either way, a blocked potential for self-realization in you and them is liberated. But once you’ve reached this point, you’ve discovered that whether you are both growing and changing so that you can have honest and open communication, or whether they have chosen not to change, you are now more free to move to your own inner rhythms.

 * Wilder Penfield, “Memory Mechanisms,” AMA Archives of Neurology and Psychiatry 67 (1952) : 178-98.

 † Transactional analysis, an approach to psychotherapy that has much to say about the child within us, proposes that we are all made up of three states of mind, or “ego states”—Parent, Child, and Adult. The Parent ego state consists of the “tape recordings” stored in our brain of all the rules, injunctions, and ways our parents told us we should act. When we are “in our Parent,” we are behaving like one of our parents. The Child ego state consists of thoughts, feelings, ways of seeing, and modes of behaving that existed in us in early childhood. When we are “in our Child,” we are actually being ourselves as a child, reliving the childhood feelings and actions. There is an Adult ego state, which is likened to a computer, dealing with the data in the situation logically, rationally and without emotion (Eric Berne, Transactional Analysis in Psychotherapy, New York: Grove Press, 1961). The division that transactional analysis makes between Child and Parent ego states is valid and useful, but for our purposes it will often be helpful to think of all childhood material that lives in us and can be called into action in the present as manifestations of our inner child.

 * These songs and dances bear similarity to what are called games in transactional analysis. Eric Berne (Games People Play, New York: Grove Press, 1964) described games as a series of transactions between people that have a well-defined, ulterior, but quite predictable outcome. The reason the outcome is predictable, even though the game players may not be consciously aware that it is predictable, is that the people are unconsciously motivated to reach that particular outcome. The game is always dishonest, usually self-defeating, and frequently painful, but it persists because it makes the players feel they are combating feelings of worthlessness by repeating an early, time-tested way of getting others involved with them. For example, a man who constantly complains about his wife to his friends, receives their varied advice, and then tells his friend why each suggestion is no good is playing the game of Why Don’t You, Yes But. After a while his frustrated friends may give up, leaving him feeling misunderstood and unlovable. But this game has brought him lots of caring attention and then confirmed his familiar feelings of worthlessness, thus granting him some security.

Whereas “games” are the transactions the young child learned to do with his parents and then continued to do with other people, “songs and dances” are the repeated interactions that persist directly between parent and offspring as the offspring grows to adulthood.

 * Lama Foundation, Be Here Now (New York: Crown, 1971) , p. 55.


2
 The Ties
 That Bind 

                        In every parent there is a wish that his or her children grow up to be strong, independent, effective people. And in every parent there is a wish that his or her children remain weak, dependent, ineffectual people. The relative power of these two wishes can vary greatly, but if your parents’ wishes that you be dependent and inadequate have been dominant, or anywhere near dominant, then you are probably in trouble, because the pressures on you to obey their “Don’t grow up” wish may be irresistible.

The parental wish to have his child become strong and independent doesn’t need much explaining. That is what parents are for, and throughout the animal kingdom parents train their offspring for autonomous survival and then unceremoniously push them from the nest. Kahlil Gibran talks of the parents’ being the bow and the child’s being the arrow.

The parent’s wish to have his or her child remain weak and dependent needs a lot more explaining, because it contradicts the basic biological reason for parenting. We can understand it more clearly when we realize that the parent’s desire to see his offspring grow and be independent comes from the mature parenting part of himself, while the parent’s desire to have his offspring remain attached and dependent comes from the little child within the parent.

IF YOU GO AWAY 

A parent is not a “bad” parent for having an inner child that wants her or his offspring to remain safely close. All of us have such an inner child and it would be asking too much of anyone to act always on the basis of the more mature goal of launching the child. To want to hold on is deeply human, and we can only hope that a given parent can more often than not make the hard adult choice of supporting the offspring’s growth. But in our own interest, it behooves us to look very closely at the child inside the parents and see what makes them act the way they do. We may see a little girl or boy who clings in fear of abandonment; or a child who feels so inadequate that he (or she) grasps at a synthetic feeling of power by keeping his (or her) children close as if they were security blankets or teddy bears; or a child still echoing to the “Don’t grow up” injunctions of his (or her) own parents. This child part of the parent speaks through the same mouth as the mature part of the parent and with the same parental authority. The two parts may at times fuse, mask each other, each rationalize for the other, and otherwise present themselves as a single, integrated person. The result is a double message, hidden from the parents, hidden from and confusing to their children.

At times the mature part and the child part of the parent want contradictory things, so that the parent’s double message puts the children into a double bind—i.e., if the children obey one message, they will be disobeying the other message. It is a “Damned if you do, damned if you don’t” situation. And the overall double message of importance here roughly translates as “Grow up strong” versus “Don’t grow up,” with the first message usually obscuring the latter.

One of the most common forms of the double bind is “I want you to be self-reliant, so do as I say.” This is not to be confused with the parent who insists that his or her sick child take medicine or who sees to it that his or her child doesn’t run out into traffic; in these examples the parent is probably speaking solely from his nurturant concern and mature judgment of consequences. But when a parent of a young adult says, “I want you to do what’s best for you—I can bear the loneliness,” there are clearly two messages emanating from that one mouth. The first represents the mature parent, aware of his offspring’s need to develop his own independence and strength; the other is the message of the little child, afraid of abandonment and separation, using a guilt-provoking maneuver to stifle the offspring’s bid for separateness. This offspring, receiving the double message—“Do what’s best for you” and “If you do you’ll make me unbearably lonely”—is in a double bind. If he does what he knows is best for him, he is causing pain to his parent and this is distressing. If he doesn’t do what he knows is best for him, he is avoiding his parent’s hurt, anger and guilt provocation; but he is likely not only to experience the frustration and dejection of not doing what he feels is best but also to find that the part of his parent that really meant the “Do what’s best for you” message is disappointed in him.

This disappointment of the parent when his or her offspring gives in to the “Don’t grow” message is usually unexpressed. In fact, the child within the parent will probably be expressing pleasure at having won, but parent and offspring are often secretly aware of the parent’s disdain. One patient, a man in his early thirties, had just had a run-in with his mother, who was a domineering and belittling woman. He had backed down and let her have her way and she seemed delighted. That night he had a horrifying dream that his mother, contemptuously denouncing him for giving in to her, literally castrated him while screaming, “You don’t need these. You’re not a man anyway!” Again, damned if you do, damned if you don’t.

The double-message theme of “I want you to be strong and self-reliant, so do as I say” takes many forms:

“If you really want to get ahead in this world, listen to me.”

“Of course you have good taste, but I still think I should go with you when you pick out a coat.”

“I want you to do what you want, but if you come into my business you’ll be set for life.”

“I brought you up to make your own decisions, but if you marry a black man you’re no longer welcome here.”

“For someone with your intelligence, you’re always screwing things up.”

“Do it your way, but don’t come to me when everything collapses.”

“So now you’re a doctor. I’m so proud. Daddy always told me not to worry, that between him and me it was impossible that we could make something bad.”

And how’s this for a double bind? I was once helping a young woman settle into a new apartment after the movers had deposited the furniture. Her mother was also there to help. Everyone was working very hard, particularly the young woman whose apartment it was. At one point the mother began insisting to her daughter, “You look terribly tired. Lie down and rest for a while.” Finally the daughter agreed and did lie down. About every three minutes her mother came into the bedroom to ask, “Where does this go?” or “Do you really need this?” Finally the daughter said, “Look, you told me to rest, yet you keep disturbing me.” Her mother walked away angrily and called back over her shoulder, “I don’t see how you can rest with the apartment in such a mess.” The mother was completely unaware of the double message.

Why did this mother convey such conflicting messages? There was a concerned, nurturing mother there, genuinely wanting her daughter not to exhaust herself. And there was a mother there whose own tyrannical father once had her sweep her room twelve times, making her do it over again if there was a speck of dust even though he knew she was in a hurry to go out (see Chapter 5). It was this father, embedded in her head in early years, who was now saying, “I don’t see how you can rest with the apartment in such a mess.”

Many double messages use guilt provocation as a way of saying “Don’t grow up and away.” And many double messages use the theme of belittlement as a way of trying to so damage the adequacy feelings of the offspring as to keep him forever hobbled. The hackneyed parental statement “Your grades are good but you could do better” can be a realistic appraisal, but it is more likely the double message of approval and undermining. Take this bit of dialogue: before Martin went for an important job interview, his mother told him, “You have nothing to worry about. With the qualifications you have they’ll be lucky to have you.” Several hours later Martin called excitedly, saying, “I got the job.”

“Really?” his mother said with amazement in her voice. “You really got the job? You’re sure? When did they tell you to come back? You’re sure it’s no mistake?”

A young man was running for political office. He was not supposed to have a chance, but he campaigned vigorously, and when the election returns began to come in, he was doing surprisingly well. His mother took him aside and said worriedly, “If you get elected, how will you know what to do?”

Perhaps my favorite tragicomic anecdote of this kind of double message occurred when a friend opened his medical practice in a luxury building in Manhattan. His mother called to congratulate him and ask him how he liked his office.

“It’s just fine. I like it here.”

“Tell me, son, do they know you’re there?”

“What do you mean? Does who know I’m here?”

“The people who own the building. The authorities there.”

“Of course they know I’m here. I pay rent. I’m a tenant. This is my office.”

After a long pause his mother asked, “And they don’t mind?”

There is one particularly confusing type of double message reflected in these two segments of a conversation between a mother and the grown daughter who lives with her.

MOTHER: Do me a favor and write out a check for me.

DAUGHTER: Why can’t you do it?

MOTHER: You know you do it better than I do.

Within the same week the following conversation took place:

MOTHER: I’m tired. I did all your laundry today.

DAUGHTER: Why didn’t you leave it for me?

MOTHER: That’s silly. I’m home.

Besides the obvious double bind in this last segment (“’m tired”—“That’s silly”) there are contradictory messages between the two conversations. In the first (“You know you do it better”) the mother is saying, “I am dependent on you.” In the second (“I did all your laundry”) the mother is saying, “Be dependent on me.” But as we think about these seemingly contradictory messages, it is clear that they are mirror images of the same statement: “Don’t leave me (because I need you and/or you need me).” Getting caught up in the variations on this theme means a debilitating participation in a song and dance that goes round and round in endless circles.

Deeper than the injunctions “Don’t grow,” “Don’t be strong,” and “Don’t be successful” is the most secret and deadly injunction of them all. This is a message from the parent indicating a wish that the child had never been born or would now die or disappear. The child may have heard about how his mother almost had an abortion but then decided to go through with it or about how his birth almost killed his mother. Or it may take other forms:

“How can I take a chance on a new career now that I have a kid?”

“If I didn’t have children I would have left your mother long ago.”
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