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Introduction

My Mother’s Ashes

This book traces my journey from an instrumental, causal approach to

family therapy to a collaborative, communal one. When 1 first became
acquainted with the field in 1963, I assumed that a therapist was supposed
to fix a system that was in trouble. Over the course of time, the description
of t.he problem changed from a maladaptive behavior to a dysfunctional
family structure to an outmoded belief. In all these cases, however, the ther-
apist placed herself outside the arrangement in question. This assumption of
objectivity led to a therapist stance that was aloof and distancing, but it was
congruent with the rational, scientific norms of the day.

By the seventies, I became aware of a shift in the zeitgeist. Anthropologist
Gfegory Bateson (1972) had already cast aspersions on the Newtonian
mind-set, with its dreams of controlling the physical universe. Cognitive
researchers like Humberto Maturana, Heinz von Foerster, and Ernst von
Glasersfeld went on to challenge the idea that we can ever know what is
really “out there,” because our perceptions are filtered through the sensory
screens of the nervous system. Paul Watzlawick (1984), one of the early
f’esearchets in family communication, summed up this situation by describ-
ing the knower as the pilot of a ship that is navigating a difficult channel at
night. If he gets through successfully, he does not know what was really
there, only that he has not hit a rock.



