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DIGEST 

Case Studies on Prollems in the Jewish Faciily i s a phenomenolobical 

analysis oi t he lives of six families . The cases wer :? draWlt from the 

files of the Cincinnati Jewish Feder ation 1 s ''Teen Outr each Pr ogram" 

(TOP) , a combi nation counsel i ng-referral service for adolescents and 

t heir families . These cases were selected because they illustrate 

t r ends that may be typical of t he mor e than one hundr ed cases in TOl' ' s 

files. Names and other infor:nat:ion wer e changed t o pr eser ve the con-

fidentiality of t he families involved . 

The t hesis begins wi t h a brief case study, showing how teenage 

problem behavior r.1enifests t :ie e:<istence ot a largi=r fai.1ily proi lem . 

TO? ' s role as an ai;ency tha t c akes faJ"lily, .1ot t eenager, int erventions 

is described so the reader has an urde rs tanding. of the sou rce and dynamics 

of t he r es earch . Finally, a hypothesis is oftered t o tes t as pe cts o f 

Jewis h frum.ly life. The hypothesis claims that Jews deny the existence 

of "family pr oblems" because of a belief in the myth of an inherent 

cohesiveness that stems from mer e religious identification . 

~ext, t he t heoretical aspects of t he hypothesis came under sc r utiny . 

Terms such as myt h, Jewish identity, conflict, and pr oblems are descr i bed 

and their i mplications for the family a r e explai ned. An extensive model 

of a Jewish far; ily sys t em, the dyuamics of a family ' s conflict and the mo re 

specific dynamics of a proi le::. faL1ily ' s cc..nflict follows t he theoretical 

explanation . The fou rth chapte r , then, ties t ogether the hypothe1>is and 

model and pr ovides the reader with an introduction to the six case st udie s 
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it precedes. The reader should loolt for t he e:<istence of the Jewish 

family myt h, the extent of family Jewish identity, the level of inter-

personal conflicts, and the nature of conmiunication , homeostasis , role, 

and reinfor r.Eiileot problems for each of the six vi5nettes. 

The studies themselves began with shoi:t introductions and factual 

information about the families . Case histories are then described. 

Following this comes descriptions of the phone contacts made to arranLe 

follow- up i n t erviews, along wi th the researcher's pre- inte rview expec-

tations. Each follow- up interview r eceives an extensive presentation. 

The studies conclude with analyses of the famil y situation, the applica-

bility of t he hypothesis, an indication of the families ' Jewish identities 

and the implications involved, and abort sunmaries of the tot a l oi.serva-

tions. 

The last chapter mattes a genera l c.na lysis of all six cases , any 

cor.l!!lon trends ana behavior patterns which emerge f rom the studies. A 

thor oul:)h t est of t he hypothesis l.S made, with conclusions drawn from its 

strengths a nd s hortcomi nbs • A desc ri ption of additional Jewish identity 

=actors follows the r esults of t his test. The next sect ion cons iders che 

trait s which can be found in all the cases and t heir applicabili t y to 

Jewish fami lies in genera l . The thesis closes with a number of conclusions 

abou t problems i n the Jewish family and with a f inal thou~ht from che 

author. 
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Chapter l: Introduction 

A Case in Point: The Steinberga 

It seemed like a typical call to Cincinnati's Jewish Community 

Center (JCC). The lady wanted to speak with "the men in charge of 

the teenagers . " so the switchboard transferred the call to a JCC 

social worker, George Feldman. the JCC Program Director. This wasn 't 

to be a typical telephone converaation. The voice on the othe r end 

of the telephone sounded tense and frantic. She identified herself 

as Mrs. Lila Steinberg, mother of two teenage daughters who came each 

.<;i'?! day to the Center's Teen Gameroom. Mrs. Steinberg wanted~ t o"do 

something for Sally and Lisa (ages 14 and 12-1/ 2 respec t ively). He 

asked what help he could provide . ~ra. Steinberg suddenly blurted 

out, "Thoae girls, they're no good. They won ' t obey me. They scream 

at me and my husband. They constantly fight vith each other . They stay 

out at a 11 hours of the night. They don 1 t do their homework , They 

don't even wash their faces. My husband i• sick, he buys them gifts 

and they treat him like dirt. We're a good Jewi sh fami ly. but these 

girls • •• oh~ Can you make them obey me ?" 

Mrs. Steinbe rg was beside herself . George aaaured her in ca lming 

t ones that the Center would do what it could. After putting down the 

receiver, George called me i nto bis office. As a gameroom worke~. I 

knew both girls and had spoken with them on occasion. George suggested 

I try to convince Sally and Lisa t o go for counseling at Jewish Family 

Service (JFS) . We both knew that t he gi rls harl no real companionship 

other than each ot her . They always appeared dishevled, unhappy and 

angry. Considering Mrs. Steinberg's call and our own knowledge, we felt a 



referral to JFS would be the right move. 

I went back to the gameroom and approached Sally and Lisa. Just 

asking them, "You look kind-of down, vhat's wrong7" was enough. The 

girls responded by telling me how unhappy they were at home . Aa they 

saw it, Mo11. nagged all the time and Dad didn't seem to care about any

thing. l suggested that it might be a good idea to tell their aide of 

the story to an elder person who not only vou]d listen to them, but 

vho also vould explain their feelings to Mom and Dad. Sal l y and Lisi 

seemed skeptical of this idea, but they said they would try. Ao appoint

ment was arranged for the girls to see a social worker at .JPS. 

The worker's investigation over the next few weeks disclosed that 

the situation was more complex than had been realized. Sally and Lisa 

weren ' t causing problems in the home. The home situation was c~using 

problems for Sally and Lisa . Mom shouted conatantly, giving the girls 

a stream o f orders, Dad tried to buy their good behavior with presents 

and cash . Re took no active role in resolving the conflicts between 

his wif~ and his two daughters. For their part, the girls began to 

"turn off" their parents. Sally and Lisa ignored Mom'fl orders, took 

Dad's gifts , and stayed away from home as often as possible. They fought 

between themselves and did as they pleased around the house. 

The social worker concluded that Mr. and Mrs. Steinberg needed help 

as much as the girls , The family had a shared , chronic problem and an 

ongoing set of interpersonal conflicts. H.e brought them all in for 

counseling as a family. Nonetheles~, Mrs. Steinberg kept insisling that 

they were good Jewish parents who wished t o have a good Jewish family. • 

"My husband and l have no problems. .Just make these girls obey me. . " 



In the end, the problems and c.onflicts were never resolved, and 

the family unit disintegrated. Sally ran away from ~\ome and got married. 

Lisa was arrested for robbery and sent to an adolescent girl's inatitu

tion ru.n by the State. To thie day, Mrs. Steinberg remains convinced 

that s he acted in a blameless manner. The girls brought about their own 

demise and caused their parents gre•t pain. 

The Implications of the Steinberg Case 

The problem& of the Steinberga reflect a rapidly emerging pattern 

in Jewish family life. Io general , it has become increasingly clear 
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that the problem of any family member reflects some kind of shared family 

problem, Jewish families notwithstanding. Just as with S.ally and Lisa, 

almost every instance of ongoing adolescent misbehavior gives a warning 

sign that the family has either been unwilling or unable to deal wit h 

interpersonal tensions. These tensions lead to conflicts that retard 

the co11111unication, understanding and growth of the entire fa.mily. 

Should the cooflir.ts and problem behavior continue unabated, the family 

faces a threat to its very existance. A family can handle a problem 

like this in any of ~ways . Fi rat , they may confront, define and 

realistically solve the difficulty. This entails recognizing the 

problem, believing the problem can be solved, and making the necessary 

changes in behavioral patterns. Second, they may contain the problem 

to allow for more time. The solution is postponed without allowing the 

pr oblem to grow. Third , they may not even contain t he problem. The 

family may act out with impulse, ill-judged, self-defeating harmful 

oehavior, They choose a scapegoat inside or outside the family. Even

tually, these defenses break down. Then the family goes through 



emotional disintegration which can result in the disorganization of the 

family ties. 1 

Compared to the first two modes for solving family problems, the 

third is a deviant methodology, not conforming to acceptable social 

standards for resolving family difficulties. Thus when a family iike 

the Steinbergs exhibits inappropriate behavior that can lead to a family 

dissolution, the family is said to exhibit deviant patterns of behavior. 

A large segment of the Jewish community tends to believe that these 

kinds of problems occur in other families, not theirs, and certainly 

not in Jewish families. They adhere to a general belief that by its 

very nature the Jewish family is a strong, viable institution. These 

people contend that only the minutest percentage o f Jewish teenagers do 

drugs, run away from home, engage in frequent sexual activity, consume 

large quantities of alcohol, coanit crimes like theft and vandalism, 

and de poorly in school (e.g., cut classes, fail to do homework). 

Naturally, this segment would find it even harder to conceive of the 

Jewish home as being the source, not the solution, for these adolescent 

problems. 

Coa111unity•wide skepticism such as this reflects a myth about the 

innately cohesive quality of the Jewish family. Thia myth ia a series 

of well-integrated beliefs which go unchallenged , despite the reality 

distortiooa they conspicuously imply. According to the myth, eve~y 

Jewish family bas imnutable aspects of stability and solidarity by its .. 
very nature of being Jewish. The Jewish family unit is always a tightly 

knit group. Individual families have been known to cling to this myth 

as well. However , contrary to the myth, psychologists and social workers 



tir'cund the country point to the rapidly growing number of Jewish familie1 

who behave in deviant patterna. A family may perceive itself of '1good 

Jewish stock," but that does not preclude the e.xistence of problema. 

The Stei nbergs caae exemplifies this idea. 

The ''Teen Out reach Progr4lil'1 (TOP) 

A new type of Jewish co11111unal program has emerged to deal with 

family problems. Called "Outreach." this program attempt• to resolve 

the family problems that can manifest themselves in adolescent diffi

culties. CNtreach workers provide whatever counseling a nd referral 

assista.nce a family might need to work through its conflicts . The 

program gets its name from the active role it plays in the co1I1Dunit y . 

People not only come to the workers for help but the workers ' 'reach 

out "to troubled people as well . Outreach personnel identify poten

tially troubled individuals and families and "informally" intervene in 

their problems. (A typical informal intervention was made in the l i ves 

of Sally and Lisa Steinberg that day io the gameroom.) The intervention 

can be unsolicited as well as soli cited. Client families often act 

hesitant or resistant about being approached. Thus , the duty of the 

CNtreach worker is to allay their fears, and begin an active process 

of counseli ng and referral. 

Normally CNtreach intervention leads to re ferral t o a community 

agency that can handle the problem in depth. After referring bis 

client (s) to the right person. the worker provide• 1econdary counseling. 

By contacting the individual or fami ly at regular intervals to "see 

bow things are going ." the outreach person re1nforces the ro i e of the 

primary counselor. This kind of informal reinforcement , along with 



periodic meetiogs with the primary counaelor, makes outreach interveotion 

an ongoing proceas, oot a one-shot affair. 

My own background in the field of family deviance comes from 

firat-hand experiences with the ''Teen Outreach Program'' (TOP) of 

Cincinnati's Jewish Federation. Supervised by JCC and JFS, TOP has 

intervened in over 150 family problems over the past three years. The 

Steinbergs were TOP'a first client family. 

Originally, TOP began in the teen gameroom as an expansion of 

regular supervisory duties. The new duties included the development of a 

motivational program for disaffected teea.gera. The program began 

modestly with art clauea and field trips, but with no intention of 

counseling and referral. All of that changed in February 1971 when 

Mrs. SteLnberg contacted George Feldman. Working closely with JFS, 

Marty and I realized that TOP had the ability to provide help to the 

troubled teens who frequented the gameroom, and to their families. 

Informal intervention would begin by talking with the identified 

teen and some of his /her friends in a group setting. Thia would lead 

to a private conversation. The teens felt comfortable speaking with 

us and trusted our judgment when it came to family contact and referral 

to an agency. They began telling their friends about TOP , and the 

program grew. By April, teens started approaching us with their troubles, 

seeking advice and help. 

That aUD1Der the Jewish Federation closed down its "Teen Coffee 

House" and directed its efforts to expanding TOP. Extra workers were 

hired, the gameroom was opened to all teens in the community, and TOP 

widened its target area to include families who were not members of 
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the JCC. 

Initially, "Coffee House people" stayed away from the gameroom. 

TOP workers reached out to the parka, the bowling alleys, the streets, 

and other hangouts to convince those teens that the gameroom was an 

"okay" place to be. Towards the end of the sunner, the teens came to 

the gameroom in droves. The number of informal interventions, solicited 

and unao licited, increased dramatically. 

The success of outreach programs like TOP and similar programs in 

other Jewish communities such a.a Chicago, Loa Angeles, and Boston, 

indicates that ~~~ families can be helped. People like the Stein-

be rgs have an identifiable place to turn for help in solving problems. 

The Goal of the Protect 

Outreach workers continually ask themselves an important question. 

What casual factors spawn anti-social behavior in the family? Scien-

tific studies on the topic, especially regarding Jewish families , have 

proven inconclusive, A noted expert on the Jewish family, Samuel 

Glassner, conceded that there never has been an all encompassing attempt 

to measure both the good side and the not-so-good aide of Jeviah family 

life . He finds that vhat little data exists ranges from probability 

2 
statistics to highly impreaaioaistic opinions. 

Despite this lack of data, a viable answer to the question of 

causality may be possible. Inductive reasoning, baaed on social 

theory aad case studies of actual deviant families could lead t o nev 

insights about Jevilh family relationships. 

This thesis will explore the area of ~r.':-~'ftee in the Jewish 

family. The goal wi l l be to determine if these causes are common tc 



al l problem families, or if they have some uniquely Jewish quality. A 

wide range of literature on family proceases and case studies from TOP 

will provide the foundation for the inveatigation. 

To conduct the right kind of explanation the following hypothesis 

wi 11 be teated: 

"Jeviah families exhibit problem behavior in typically 
American modea with one addition. The added component 
i• their belief in the inherent goodneaa and aolidarity 
found in every Jewish family . Any problem faced by the 
Jewish family comea from a source eternal to it. Any 
problem can be solved within the family itself. Such 
a belief is a myth and a total ly false perception. 

Clinging t o this myth, problem Jewish families have a 
disposition to use d.enial ff a defense mechanism. Only 
when they can recognize this myth of the Jewiah family 
can they begin to resolve their chronic problems and 
conflict•. " 

Teating this hypotheaia will allow for a better underatanding of 

Jewish family dynamics, and may provide another mean• for discovering 

the sources of problem behavior in the Jewish family. 

A Concluding Thought 

The ancient Rabbis spoke highly of Shalom Bayia, peace in the 

home and family compatability. Thia kind of peace stems from the 

highest leve l of familial relationships. Like so many Jewiah parents, 

Lila Steinberg wanted peace in her home, but she didn't know bow to 

achieve it. Naively, she believed her Jewish home waa automatically 

a good hoi:ne. Two problem daughters just happened to live there. 



Many other troubled Jewish families live with equally muddled self• 

perceptiona . Their conflicts and problems worsen as each day passes , 

and they face eventual diaintegration as a family unit . 
r<J.ler< 

To H•••te a 

5~ of Shalom Bayia for them, the source• of their behavior ahould be 

ascertained. Th!.a thesis, "Case Studie• on Problems in the Jewish 

Family" will inveatigate the behavior patterns that have strained the 

ties of today's Jewish families. 



Chapter 2: Myth. Reality and Jewish Family Problems 

The Theoretical Aspect 

The last chapter glimpsed into the life of a troubled family, the Stein-

bergs. Mr. and Mrs. Steinberg considered themselves the parents of a good 

Jewish family that had problem teenagers. Their daughters, Sally and Lisa , 
I 

thought their parents mistreated them. A growing conflict developed, mani-

feating itself in bickery between the mother and the daughters , f i ghti ng 

between the sisters, and antisocial behavior by t he girls in the general 

cou:munity. All parties denied any responsibility for the difficulties. In 

the end, the total interpersonal problem led to a fracturing of the family 

ties. 

A case like this illustrates many general traits found in problem families. 

Aggravated conflicts have no resolution. Troublesome behavior presents itself 

in the community as well as in the family. Family members deny the existence, 

t he severity and/ or their own responsibility fo r the problem. This denial 

represents a defense mechanism that prolongs and worsens the difficulties . 

According to our hypothesis, a Jewish component of this problem is t he 

oelief in the myth of t he Jewish fam.ily. (Not only Jews , but Christians as 

well , have often expressed that Jewish families "just seem t o be a lot closer 

than other families of other religions.") Indeed, some Jewish families cling 

to a perception of themselves as a cohesive unit wit h innate strengths and 

c lose knit t ies. They pe rceive the source of all conflicts as coming from 

"outside agitators" (i.e., bad friends). They feel the conflicts will sub· 

side of their owo accord because of some innate, subjective "goodness .'' 

In order t o test the validity of this hypothesis, actual caae studies will 

be reviewed aad analyzed, 



" 
An understanding of the theoret ica l aspects of the hypothesis aids i n 

achieving this goal. The key aspects include : (1) The natu=e of a myth, 

(2) The religious component of American Jewish family identity, and 

(3) The phenomenon of family prob le.ma. This theoretical understanding heightens 

the awareness of family behavior and dynamics. In this light, the Jewish family 

appears in a realistic setting; a clearly defined syste~ of interaction and 

interrelationships among all its members. 

The Myth of Jewish Family Life 

"The family that prays together stays together:." 
11The family is the backbone of the Jewish connnunity." 
1' • • • and they lived happily ever after." 

Despite the constant praise, glorification of the family does not always 

have a basi& in reality. The concept of the family i s so unique that the word 

~tself has no synonym. In addition , each individual family system has unique 

strengths and shortcomings that makes it unlike any other. 

To speak about any family unit as typical of a general category perpetuates 

a myth. Some myths can be harmful t o a family system, while ot~ers are not. 

For example, a fami ly which calls itself "cohesive like other Jewish families" 

but can also cope with problems will not be affected by the myth. However, 

the family which adheres to the myth and re fuses t o recognize a potential strain 

may be adversely affected. For Jewish families, the tvo most widely held myths 

are the "average family" and the "close kni t" family. 

The term "average family" came into being as a yardstick for measuring 

the relative merits of the gr oup. 1 "Above average" connotes a set of stable 

re lationships. "Below average 11 hints at a perception of unresolved difficulties. 



,~ 

Still, the term had no definite meaning because a problem fami ly or a problem-

free family could see themselves in either light. Thus , for a problem family 

the myth of being "average" can distract attention away from resolving real 

difficulties. The myth of the "close knit family'' is a corruption of the 

traditional Jewish value of Shalom Bayis. Shalom Bayis meant "family harmony.' ' 

In order to achieve this end the Jewish family s hould provide fo r the growth 

of each person and for the ent ire group. Individual potentials had to be 

coordinated. Strong feelings of family identity were to be mai ntained. 

Physical resources belonged to all and were to be shared by all. These actions 

would lead to a healthy sense of family pride and "close knit" ties. 2 When 

familLes declared Shalom Bayia to be an inherent attribute , rather than a 

group process , the myth became a subatitute for the real need to work together . 

Thus, when a Jewish family with real problems adheres to a myth of being 

''average'' or "close knit , " that adherence can obst ruct resolution of the 

difficulty , and perhaps even aggravate them. Denial manifests itself as the 

family attempts to bar confrontation with external pressures or internal reali-

3 
ties. In the end, the defensive or protecti~e function of the myth provides 

t he family with escape and not a solution. 

The "Jevish" Characteristic of Family Identity 

Disregarding myths, many people have often wondered how "Jewish" the 

American Jewish fami l y really is . Starting with the SCREP components (social , 
;j. 

cultural, religious, economic, educational , and political) of any social 

system, they waoted to know wbich of these components had particularisti c 

Jewi sh characteristics for t he fami l y, which had universalistic American 

characteristics , and which had both . By combining all the factors the Jewish 



characteristics of any individual family's identity might then be determined. 

Regarding the particularistic Jewish elements, four qualities stand out. 

First, the Jews have a distinct culture that obviates any geographical or 

5 
national distinctions. The notion of Klal Yisrael (world Jewish community) 

allows the Jews to share a set of values (i .e., Torah) with fellow Jews in 

all corners of the globe . Second, the religious nature of the Jew has its 

13 

own special distinction. Beachel describes a Jew aa "a person who kn<Ns how to 

keep alive what is Holy from the past and to cherish the promise and vision of 

r edemption in days to come. 116 These notions find expresaion in ritual and 

liturgy. Third, t he social system of Jewish family life evolves in a frame-

work of history and tradition . The celebration of life cycle events and the 

various holidays greatly influence the family social patterns. Fourth, Jews 

always felt a histor ical threat to their existence from the forces of anti-

Semitism. Thia "survival mentality" baa created strong ties among Jews every-

whe re; that the fate of the individual is the fate of the whole community . 

Although these Jewish characteris t ics still play a role in family life, 

they seem to have a secondary prominence. The universalistic characteristics 

c f secular American society have become the dominant feature of family life. 7 

In mamage patterns, child rearing and many other ways, the Jewish middle class 

family has become indistinguishable from other middle class families. Basic 

economic, political and educational needs are satisfied within the secular 

environment. With the rapid mingling of many ethnic groups in present day 

America, distinctive cultures have given way to a mass, monogenized cu l ture. 

The assimilation of dress, l a nguage, behavior and customs has extended to the 

8 
American Jewish family , putting their stress on the "American'' qualities. 

Differences of religion among i ndividuals are downplayed. 



Dr. Jacob Marcua once told a gr oup of rabbinical students that "90 percent 

of everything in a n American Jew'a life ia American." Whether or not his statis-

tic is accurate, the Jeviah component of family ident i ty certainly ha• lo•t 

t he importance it held generations ago . Today's stress is on t he characteristics 

of the universalistic , secular compone nts of family life. 

The Phenomenon of Jewish Fami ly Problems 

Many different t ypes of situations can develop i nto family problems, Two 

individuals may have trouble coD111unicating with each other . Ind ividual family 

members may res ist progressive change that would bet ter the entire fami ly. 

Family alliances may form to place other fami ly members in uncomfortabl2 posi-

tions, Even such external factors&$ economic press ure or the phys i cal handi-

cap of an indivi dual can catalyze the problem situation. 

The main symptom of a ny problem with in a fami ly system is conflict between 

its members. A conflict relatior.ship ari ses when one person demands innnedi ate 

9 
change from another and the ot her does not compl y. Unlike disagreements 

or rivalries, both parties in a conflict seek t o hurt each other, aa well as 

10 
change each other. The hurt ca n be physical , emotiona l, or bot h. Fami l y 

membe rs take on the roles of attacker , victim, and also healer." 

The sequence of a conflict usua lly follows a seven step process: 

1) Initiation - The fi rst spark of tension between two individuals . 

2) Build- up - The growth of interpersonal st rain over time. 

3) Actual Conflict - An overt clash between the ind i vidual• with covert 

meanings . 
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4) Accommodation - The e nd of the overt phase of the conflict . 

5) Conciliation - A fo1111al phasing out of covert conflict. 

6) R.eaaaessment - Evaluation of the relationship after the conflict ceases. 

7) Aftermath - The status of the interpersonal relationship and its new 

11 
pattern of development. 

The chronic conflicts for problem familiea occur when enduring personality 

characteristics provoke the conflict. 12 Either an accommodation never leads to 

honest conciliation, or reassessment• fail to erradicate the sources of t he 

conflict. Denial often adds to this failure, The inability to resolve the 

. . I3 
conflict can lead t o a progress1ve family diaorganizat1on. 

Any family can have a conflict. The important aspect for the continuation 

of the system is whether or not the family can resolve the conflict and erradicate 

their basic problem, 

Conclusion 

This chapter baa investigated the three main theoretical aspects involved 

in the hypothesis of Jewish family pr ob lems. The applicabi lity and potential 

danger of myths, especially the "average family" and t he "close knit Jewish 

family" were ascertained. The notion that Jewish components of American Jewish 

family identity have secondary importance also added to an understanding of 

the hypothesis. Finally, the development of conflict within a family system 

often follows a defined sequence. 
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CHAPTER 3: IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEM JEWISH FAMILY 

An Overview 

"A family is a unit composed not only of children, but of men, women, 

an occasional animal, and a conmoo cold . 111 

"All happy families resemble each other. Each unhappy family is 

unhappy in its own way. 112 

These thoughts from Ogden Nash and Fyodor Dostoyevaki i ntroduce the 

nex't phase of this research project . Knowledge of Jewish family systems 

should go beyond the level of speculation and literary hyperbole. To 

improve on this knowledge a working model of the configurations and 

dynamics of Jewish fami l y li fe, especi~lly during conflict situations, 

will be developed. This mode l, combined with the understanding of terms 

like "myth", "Jewish", "denial", and "conflict" aa presented in the last 

chap,er will be of assistance in i dentifying the s our ces and symptoms of 

family problems . Natural l y, they also increase the efficiency of testing 

the hypothesis a bout adherence to the myth of the Jewish family . 

Developing the Model 

R. H. Rodger s de fines the family as a "semi- closed system of 

individuals , occupying interrelated positional roles. The role content 

changes over time as the family grows and interacts with the greater 

sociP.tal s yatem to which it belongs. 113 A Jewish family system can be 

defined in this same dynamic sense wi t h one addition. The fami ly has 

chosen to adopt certain Jewish beliefs and practices . 
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With this definition in mind, three steps will be taken to build 

this model of the Jewish family. First, family configurations and family 

systems will be outlined . Second, t he dynamics of family conflicts will 

be explained . Third, the types of conflicts which represent chronic 

family problems will be specified. 

Family Configurations and Family Systems 

Family configurations are formed by the interrelationships of the 

members. Social scientists list three categor ies c,f configurat ions. 

Nuclear families include the marital partners, their offspring, and a ny 

household resident (i.e . , relative, servant). When one o f the marita l 

par tners leaves the household through death, divorce, or mar i tal separa· 

tion, the family becomes a "single-parent" nuclear unit. Should two 

sing le parents remarry, the joining o f their households becomes a 

combination family . Unlike the horizontal plane of this combination 

facily, t he extended family exists on a verti cal plane, United by a 

parent-child relationship, the extended fami ly may include parents, g~and• 
4 

parents, other close relatives , a nd offspring . 

For any of these families, the key functions include union and 

individualization, care of the young , cultivation of affection and 

identity, reciprocal need sat isfaction, training for tasks of social 

participation, creative fulfillment of the members, and the providing of 

5 
economic necessities . People and resources f r om t he greater society 

may assist in the tas k fulfillment, bu t the family unit retains the 

primary responsibility . 



In a Jewish family system, these functions parallel t:1e obligations 

encompassed by the principle of Shalom Bayis. For previous generat ions, 

the extended Jewish family accepted these responsibilities. However, 

a majority of today 's nuclear Jellish families assume ful l responsibility 

for themselves. Kins hip ties have greatly weakened over the years so 
6 

that extended relationships have secondary importance for most people. 

Within the family system, each member has a unique position and 

set of functions to perform. For example, the duties of the husband-

father are anchored to his occupational life as he provides for hi~ 

family's economic necessities and luxuries. 7 Although spending much 

of his day at work, he does assume a dominant role in the home, along

side his spouse . 8 He offers his children a male role model fo r love, 

self-esteem and the ability to interact in society. He also shares 1n 

the ma jor decisions of the family, and fulfills sexual and reproduct ive 

needs with his wife. 

The functions of the wife-mother complements the duties of her 

9 
spouse . I n addition to providing a f emale role model for love, self-

esteem and societal interaction, as well as fu lfilling sexual and 

reproductive needs, she has a specialized task . She becomes a skillful 

mediator who assures perpetration of emotional security and family 

solidarity. With rare exception, she also becomes the most significant 

10 
adult in t he l ife of her children , This indicates that her duties 

are anchored to her home l ife, 

T~gether, the marital pair becomes the cornerstone of the fami ly . 

I n a process of mu tual accommodation, the couple develops pa tterned 

ll 
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transactions, each spouse influencing the behavior of the other . These 

transactional patterns form a web of complementary demands that regulate 

many family situations . This includes primarily the sharing of authority 

for family decisions, aod the providing of social and emotional com-

11 
panionship for each other and their children. However, even vi.th 

today's call for women 's r ights , the ideal of full equality has yet to 

be realized in moat fami ly systems. 

In previous generations, the father dominated the Jewish home. 

Nowadays, the Jewish family can be viewed as an extension of the mother' s 
l:l. 

personality, relative to the father'•· Thia shift occurred as the men 

spent increasing amounts of time in the work world, and women took on 

. 13 new power manag i ng the democratic household. 

Similarly, in the Jewish ho~sehold of bygone days, offspring had 

a d•1ty to uphold the traditiona l commandment of honor ing the father &nd 

t he mother. The rabbinic writings never emphasized the psychological 

and emotional needs of the young because they were implicit in nonnal 

family life. 
14 

In these times, both adolescents and younger children 

seemingly receive more honor than they give. 

An adolescent has an ambiguous position within the family system. 

On one hand, the teenager has certain adult self-perceptions, whi le on 

the other hand retaining certain childlike qualit ies. Erik Erikson 

recognized that technological advances put more time between early 

school life and the young person's final access to special ized work. 

Thus , the stage of adolescence has become a way of life between child-

15 
hood and adulthood. An overt s exual awakening emerges. Bodily and 

emotional changes occur. The adolescent searches for ~ dent i ty values 



and social orientation. simultaneous ly dependent and independent of 

16 
the parents. 

Younger children have a more defined position in the family. They 

are almost totally dependent upon the parents for basic physi cal and 

emotional needs. On an informal level or through example, the children 

learn how to perform societal, fami ly. and personal tasks, how to cope 

with the environment, how to co11111unicate. and how to express emotion. 17 

Depending upon the situation, the learning can stress conformity to or 

18 diversity from established social patterns. Unconsciously , the child 

may emulate many of the parents' personal traits. The term used to 

describe this transmission of learning from the parent to the child 

is called s ocialization. 

Jewish t radit ion placed a high value on this socialization process, 

19 
teaching children both secular and religious norms. Much of that has 

now changed, regarding the socialization of religious values. Both 
II 

adolescents and younger children have been ' 'tuned-off to deepening 

thei r Jewish identies because their parents have "assigned" and not 

socialized the Jewish way of life. Whi le parents have achieved exemption 

by virtue of adulthood, they expect their children to practice Judaism 

in the Religious School, worship services, and community activies.20 

This double standard bas weakened the growth of Jewish values in many 

homes . 

All family members interact in complex, interdependent patterns 

within t he family system. Their social relationships form a network, 

and not an o r ganized gr oup . 21 These networks consist of ties bet"Ween 
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family members that shape the system's int eract ional p~oces s (see 

Appendix I). Subsystems and alliances between subs ystems develop with 

the network ss some ties become naturally stronger than others. Typi cal 

subsystems include parents, children, ma l es, and females , bu t other 

subsystems exist as well. Family members involve themselves in a variety 

of these subsys tems . Social boundaries appear , indicat i ng who parti-
22 

cipates in t he subsystem and how (see Appendix II). I n the best of 

situations, frequent interaction occurs across the boundaries ( i .e. , father 

and mo t her discuss plans t o take boys to basebal l game aod gi rls to the 

zoo). 

Just as individuals participate in a family system, individual 

families share a wide range of interactions with the funct ional subsystems 

of society (see Appendix III) . The family system accommodates itself 

to a culture ! and transmits the cultural values . Thus, families should 

be unde rstood wit h refe rence to the va lues , geographic settings, and 

23 
subcult ures of the surrounding social system . For the Jewish family, 

the social values of the environment often influence and conflict with 

ethnic and religious values.24 

Family systems and configurat ions represent t hree interrelated 

levels of family life . Thei>e include: (1) Multiple i nteraction patterns 

between family membe rs , beginning with the central relationship of t he 

marital pair , (2) The persona l development of each family member , a nd 
2.5 

(3) Interaction of each family unit with outside community. 



Pynamics in All Family Conflicts 

No family has a 100 percent perfect pattern of interact ion. Problems 

arise at various occasions a r.d the surest symptom of a problem s urfaces 

when fami l y members engage in conflict. Three areas in which conflicts 

moat frequently occur include communication betwe~L• i~~ividuals , the 

adaptation of r oles and their reciprocal nature , and the change and growth 

of the f amily system, known as homeostasis. Depending on a family 's self· 

awareness, rein fo rcements in any of these areas can promote e ither the 

resolut ion or continuation of the conflicts. 

~· Communications 

"Whatcha doin' Dad?" 

"You can have i t, Tom. " 

" I don't need it," 

"So why as k? ! ' ' 

''What's the use!!" 26 

This dialogue between Tom and his fathe r typifies a conflict in 

communication . Tom wants his fat her to chaperone a Temple Youth Group 

retreat, but be doesn't ma ke t bis clear. Assuming Tom wants the car, 

Dad responds. By failing to understand the other person, father and 

son grow angr y, separating without resolving the conflict. 

CoOU1unicatioo requi res the ability to transmit and receive thoughts , 

ideas, wishes , feelings, beliefs, va lues, longings and aspirations.
27 

A properly congruent message requires a leveled ba lance of verbal and 

28 
non-verbal inputs. The sender of t he message should succintly relay 



his t houghts while the receiver must balance what vss said with the way 

in which it was said. Since this interaction occurs rapidly, both 

people should attempt to clarify any obscurities. For example, Tom 

might have told his £ether, "I'm nor sure I understood you. I just 

wanted to ask if you'd chaperone on the retreat." 

Conflicts occur on two levels. First, Virginia Satir maintain• 

that parents and children alike live under the delusion that others see 

and hear only what they want them to see and hear. They deny the exis-

29 
tence of doub le level messages. A father who acts irritable on an 

early Sunday morning will have difficulty convincing his son to have a 

good a ttitude about getting up and going t o Religious School. Second, 

people who fail t o clarify thei r messages will only promote mutual 

antagonism. Tom and his fa t her could have avoided needless animosity 

by making sure they understood each other's vague comments. 

In any family s ystem, the members perform tasks and functions, and 

behave in certain ways. Whe n this activity transpi res in an ordered or 

30 
recurrent pattern, the member has adopted a ~. An individual has 

both family and society roles to fill that function interdependently and 

interchangeably . (See Appendix IV . ) For example, male adult can be 

husband, father, employer, and disciplinarian. Female adult can be wi fe, 

mother , household manager, Sisterhood member and comforter. Teenager 

can be chi ld, older sibling, employee , student, and family prankster . 

Younger child can oe dependent, Little League first baseman, "model 

child. " The number of roles a ny person might adopt has no limit. 



Since people interact in dynamic fashions, roles exist in inter-
31 

actional sets. Parents need children, harmonizers need combatants, 

employers need employees, and so on. As families grow a~d relation-

ships mature, i.ndivlduals con~inually shed old roles and adopt new 

ones. Roles that have mutual viability and functional effectiveness 

and which individuals feel are proper and grati fying are said to be 
32 

reci pro cal. 

Role conflicts develop when strain replaces reciprocity. Role 

sets may be incompatible. A typical example of incompatibility are 

the roles of the nagging mother and the resentful adolescent. Certain 

organization of roles may lead to a structural strain. A young adult 

who happens to be the ''baby of the family" often resents that role . 

In any case, the strain occurs as a person feels an unwanted role has 

been forced upon him, Until t hat uovanted role can be shed and a new 

role set can be established, the conflict continues. No flexibility 

exists in functional and behavio ral role allocating. 

The proceu of change and rebalancing a family's equilibrium, 

homeostasis, refers to the vital principle that preserves the continuity 

of the human organism; the capacity for maintaining effective coordinated 

33 func tions under the constantly changing conditions of life. Family 

therapy expert, Nathan Ackerman, insisted that change, g rowth, learning, 



adaptation to nev conditions and creative evolutions of interchange are 
34 

essential elements of family life. To promote homeostasis, any 

family must be sensitive enough to distinguish and encourage conatruc-

tive changes. 

When family systems resist homeostasis, tensions build and conflicts 

emerge . Alliances form between those resisting change and those who 

desire it. Until a coocensus arises on the direction of growth, the 

system's viability begins to deteriorate . An example of this is the 

family that always attended Rosh Haahanah services together. One year , 

t he seventeen year old daughter chooses not to attend. Do the parents 

insist on her participation, or do they allow for individual choice? 

Until a decis ion is made which reestablishes a nev equilibr ium of 

relationships, the conflict strains family ties and retards homeostasis. 

_5!, Reinforcement 

When considering the emergence of conflicts in a family system one 

should recognize the effect of reinforcing stimuli. Positive reinforce-

ments such as praise, attention, rewards, smiles, and a human touch 

can promote healthy behavior. The opposite actions , insults, inattentions, 

undue punishments, frowns, and physical coldness are the kinds of negative 

reinforcements that promote deviant behavior. Naturally, the withdr awal 

of reinforcements baa the effect of indicating displeasure vith behavior 

patterns and encouraging change. As behavior patterns continue over 

time, only periodic and/or parti al reinforcements become necessary as 

follow• ups for the initial reinforcementa, 35 



A family cao easily slip ioto the habit of reinforcing the conflicts 

and strains which result from inadequate co11111uoications, role strain, 

and retarded homeostasis. They must constantly detenn\ne if the type 

of reinforcement being used fi t s the mode of behavior desired to be 

encouraged or changed. Also , the reinforcer should deal with the behavior 

and not the personality of the individual. 

;;u. 

For example, a father can positively reinforce good communications 

between bis wife and daughter by call'lly saying, "Let's sit down and dl.Scuss 

the matter rationally." A negative rein fo rcement wou ld be to scream, "Stop 

&11 of this yelling, I can' t stand it." From this s i mple illustration, 

one can see the far reaching effect that reinforcement has on conflict 

situations. 

Dynamics in Problem Family Conflicts 

Thus far, a number of areas have been investigated as sources o f 

family conflicts . Family problem behavior when conflicts in any of 

these areas are either left unresolved, or prolonged to chronic con

ditions. In many instances , the denial of the severity or the very 

presence of the trouble can heighten the difficulty. 

Returning to the conflicts of communications, roles, homeostasis 

and r einforcement, the roots of this problem behavior can be detel'.Tl!ined. 

~· Communication 

Between any two people in any given situation, absolutely clear 

coDDunication is impos&i ble. Nevertheless , there are degrees of incomplete

ness. In most ongoing proble.ms , the chronic conflict normally results 



from dysfunctional messages, poor socialization, interferer.ce f rom a third 

party, or prolonged defensiveness. 

Dysfunctional messages can occur in a variety of ways. Senders and 

receivers tend to overgeneralize , misuse words, use vague expressions 

and omit important items. 36 Coincidentally, they fail to seek clarifi

cations. No leveling occurs between non-verbal and verbal transmissions. 

As the dysfunctions continue family members tend to rebuff , attack, 

evade, placate, blame and/ or distract one another, but they don't communi

cate in a proper sense. 37 

Poor socialization can be another source of conflict. Parents have 

been known to implant indirect, vague, and unrealistic values and social 

patterns to their offspring. A mar ital pair with low self-es t eem will 

transmit this deficiency to the child as well. Thus , the child grows 

up with incomplete, incorrect or ambiguous personal conclusions a bout 

proper social behavior. 38 He may integrate low self-esteem, lack of 

39 
personal trust, and faulty emotional control into his own personality. 

When this poor socialization manifests itself in later years in the 

form of anti- social teenage behavior , the parents cannot understand 

how they may have caused part of the difficulty. 

Other problems may arise when one family member interferes in the 

colllllunication of others. The interfering agent ignores the social 

boundaries of a family subsystem, inhibiting the growth of that sub

system and creat ing tensions and conflict s between those in the sub

system and the troublemaker outside of it, A good example of this is 

the mother who obstructs a relationship between father and son. Still 



the continuity of any type of interference become• a real problem for 

any family . 

Defense mechanisms may be one of the chief trouble spots for pro

blem families . Although appropriate in short term situations; i.e., cock

tail gossip, a prolonged defense can only worsen the interactions of a 

family system. Some of the co111111on defense mechanisms include rationali

zations, displacements, projections, and regressions. The mos t conunon 

defense, however, is denia1. 40 Needing t o maintain a self- image, the 

family de f ense supports that image, even if it is a fantasy or a myth. 

In the event o f a problem, the defensiveness becomes a threat to the 

vitality of the family. 

~. Roles 

In a problem family, role sets often become diffuse and uncom

fortable . As role strains develop, opportunit i es for personal gr owth 

become stifled. The three basic types of role strains are lack of 

reciprocity, self-fulfilled prophecies, and scapegoating. 

The lack of reciprocity indicates a lack of sensitivity by family 

members. Conflicts can reach chronic levels as they fail to adopt 

compatible role pairs and shed retarding ones. Parents who expect 

adolescents to act in set behavi oral patterns are a typical problem 

source . 

A sel f-ful filled prophecy occurs when tamily expectations unwittingl y 

help to shape a specific mode of behavior. For example, two teenagers 

may constantly berate their mother, telling her, "You spend more time 

playing bridge than you do helping us. You don't love us, you just 

want to give us orders. You're a horrible mother." The teens keep 

coimnunicating this idea in various forms over a period of time. This 



generates hostility and a se l f- defeating attitude in the mJther. Even

tually, she refuses to be lieve she is a horrible mother and she disci plines 

her children even mor e . Thus , the teenagers have helped to engender a 

personality trait, that of dis c iplinarian, in their mother. 

Tbe r o l e of t he family scapegoat emerges in many prob lem families. 

One person becomes a kind of "lightning rod" for family frustrations 

and anxieties. All problems of the family system are attributed to 

and identified in this individual. lie or she is made to suffer for al l 

the woes of the househo ld , and is "sacrificed" for the good of the rest 

of the family. Conflict occurs when the sca pegoat tries to shed the 

unwanted role. 

A good illustration of scapegoating occurs when a problem family 

forms a n alliance against one teenage child . The boy internalizes the 

family conflict and act s out (displaces his frustration and anger) in 

the community, perhaps ~y taking drugs or shoplifting . The family 

members seize on t his behavior as proof of a " prob lem teenager" a nd 

assign the role of the sca pegoat to him . 

£• Homeostasis 

Problems in homeos tasis occu r in one of t wo for ms, both of 

which include a good deal of conflict. The moat common trouble reaults 

from extended indecision abou t family growth. Some members desi re a 

change, some resist it as detrimental t o t he fam~ ly sys tem. A conflict 

arises betwee n the two factions and continue unabated. No new equili

brium can be established and t he family system faces a ser ious threat. 

A leaser s ource of trouble, but even more serious, arises when t he 

family grows in a retarded fashion. With a dysfunctional role applied 



to the family scapegoat or the object of a self-fulfilled prophecy, the 

subsystem develops a warped sense of unity at the expense of their 

victim. The longer this pseudo-homeostasis continues, the large r the 

potent ial conflict. Once the v~ctim tries to throw off the inhibiting 

role, the retarded homeostasis crumbles, leaving the family system in 

shambles. 

~. Reinforcement 

Problem behavior can be reinforced as easily, if not easier, 

than appropriate. Nagging, scolding, personal attacks, other disdain, 

and t he like do nothing to resolve any of the aforementioned problems. 

These actions only heighten the tension and the existing conflicts. 

Each person who remains unaware of his own ability to reinforce problems 

can disable the family unit he considers so vital to his life. 

~· The End Result of Problem Behavior 

Should any pror lem and conflict be allowed to continue unabated, 

the family system may encounter irreversible strains in the ties between 

member, permanent disabilit ies of function and growth , or even the total 

collapse of the family system. Nathan Ackerman points out malignant 

behavior trends , dominant focus on self-destruction and the breaking of 

long established defense mechanisms as just a few of the indications 

that foreshadow the demise of a family system.
41 

A problem family does have two resour~ea fo r problem resolution. 

First, they can rely on their own s t rengths and assets to cope with t he 

difficulty. Second, they can enlist the aid of a fami ly therapi st. As 

an outside object i ve voice, the family therapist helps a fami ly to: 



(1) Recognize the existence and extent of its problem, (2) Realize that 

the problem may still be resolved , (3) Lea r n the appropriate manners of 

behavior that promote harmony and growt h, and (4) Change the dynamics of 

the family to encourage homeostaais.
42 

Conclusion 

The wor king model of the Jewish family shows the total dynamics of 

the unit. Configurations and systems explain how each family member is 

an interdependent part of the total scheme and how each fami ly is an 

interdependent par t of the general society. Family members interac t in 

a wide range of subsystems that help form a network. The individual 

fB.111ily system has dealings with the functional subsystems of the society . 

Tensions and conflicts arise for any famil7 system since pe r fect 

modes of interaction are impossible over time. Difficulties stem fr om 

poor communications, fau lty role adaptation, insufficient homeostasis 

and improper reinforcement of behavior . The problem family acts in 

ways that promote chronic aggravation of these conflicts, leading to 

permanent hann for the family system; and in extreme cases, leading to 

i ts demise . 

This model of Jewish family dynamics shows how any family system 

functions in the best and worst of situations. Combining it with the 

theoret ical understanding of the hypothesis, real life cases can be 

surveyed to detennine the source of individual family problems and to 

teat if the myth of innate Jewish family cohesiveness adds an extra 

factor t o problem behaviur in the family. 



F=father 

Appendix I - Types of Family Networks 

Taken from Turner's Famil~ Interactior.s 
(John Wiley and Sons, New ork , 19'7o, p . 122) 

A= adolescent B= young boy 

M= mother G= y9ung girl 

---------= strong communication links 

- - - - - = weak communication links 

(N~te : These are only two of many possible ne t works) 
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Appendix II- Varieties of Family Subsystems and Boundaries 

Developed by Earl Kaplan 
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Appendix III- Interchanges Be t ween Family and Society 

Taken f rom Bell and Vogel ' s Introduction to the Family 
(Free Press , New York , 1968, p . 10) 

... J.. c ti l~ -1ai~d' ·~"'a ~ ~UC.Lett~ POLITi c.,...ef1.,,(( FArn1L f j .... pe\ '>'"' ~ 

~ 
F 

~ ... - ~ <S 

3'-( 

v!lLVG 

s t>'Eit\ 



Appendix IV- Identity as Totality of Roles 

Taken from Ackerman's Psychodynamics of Family Life 
(Basic Books , New Yo rk, 1958, p . 56) 
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Chapter 4: METHODS FOR RESEARCH ON JEWISH FAMILY PROBLEMS 

Int!roduct ion 

Thus far, this project has considered the important aspec~a of 

myths, conflicts, Jewish ident~ty, and denial, and it has presented a 

model of Jewish family system dynamics. Now actual cases will be 

considered to test the hypothesis that pr oblems in Jewis h family life may 

in part result from the family's failure to take therapeutic action to 

resolve their difficulties; the inhibitions ste.IDIIling from a persistant 

belief in the myth that Jewish families have an inherently cohesive 

quality. 

Determining the Facts 

To obtain the empirical facts needed to evaluate the hypothesis, two 

steps were taken. First, many cases f r om the TOP files were reviewed. 

Six of the rases were selecced because of their wea lth of infonnation 

and becaus£ they typify general classes of Jewish family situat ions. 

Second, each fa.mily consented to a follow-up interview to discover the 

sources of problem behavior and to investigate if previous behavior 

patterns had been altered or not since the last contact. 

An interview schedule was devised to maximize the amount of infor

mation that could be obtained from the families under study wi t hin a 

period of forty- five to sixty minutes. Desired information included 

the character of family communications and conflicts, the role struc

ture in the family, abilities of each member to function in the overall 



system, the potential for homeostasis, the nature of Jewish identity 

in the home, and the self-evaluation of the family's strengths and 

weaknesses. This information would pinpoint the sources and develop

ment of family problems, and examine the viability of the hypothesis. 

Tbe schedule included the following questions: 

l. What ha.s happened in your family s i nce the last cont.act '? 

37 

2. What things do you like about your family? Is anything missing? 

3. Is there anything special for you about being a Jewish family? 

4. How do you celebrate Shabbat ? 

5 . Do you all have dinner together? What did you talk about at 

the last f~mily dinner? 

6, What are the qualities of a good huFband-father? A good wife-

mother? A good son? A good daughter? 

7. What would you like to see improved in other family members? 

8 . W~s TOP helpful to your family? 

Outing the interview-discussions, the researcher was alert to the 

data regarding group associations and memberships, since these are 

important in determining Jewish identity. 

Once the schedule had been finali zed, the interview process began . 

Each of the selected families received a phone contact. Both the nature 

of the thesis and TOP's need for follow-up in formation were explained 

to each family member. The families were told t his would be an infor

mational interview, and not an intervention. Also, their confident i ality 

wou ld be preserved. 



During the interviews themselves, t he careful planning did not 

obstruct t he spontaneous atmosphere of the discussion . Set at ease by 

the informality of the sessions, all six families responded f ree ly and 

openly . One fami l y member wou l d begin talking about recent events , 

end almost immediately the others would add their own impress ions. 

Questions from the schedule were weaved int o the conversation at natura l 

moments. One person would be questioned, a nd then othe r family members 

would be asked for any additions or correct ions. Th i s method revealed 

the necessary information as well as new information not covered by 

the schedule. Families tended to reenact i nte rpersonal ~rguments or 

pleasant chats that had alr eady occurred. Both ver bal and non- verbal 

patterns emerged. 

What Should the Facts Show 

With the combination of t he pa.st history and the r ecent interviews, 

new information abou t myths, conflicts, and their role in J ewish family 

life f hould be uncovered, Using inductive logic, simi lar behavioral 

traits might be noted in other Jewish families. The plausibility of the 

hypothesis will be determined , and thus , we might come to a better 

understanding of the nature of Jewish family sys t ems . 



39 

CHAPTER 5 - " IT'S NOT US, IS IT?" - THE COOPER FAMILY 

Introduction 

A family system in troub~e can reach a critical stage i f their 

problems go unchecked. At this "point of no return," they either 

begin correct i ng the i mproper behavior or else the difficulti es can 

cripple or disorganize the system. The Cooper family came quite close 

to suffering this kind of damage. A t wo- part unit with an older 

daughter and two younger sons, they allowed problems to fester in an 

unaltered pat t ern over a pe r iod of years. 

Seyn1our Cooper , age 55, owns a furniture store. A short (S foot, 

5 inch), introspective man, he devotes much of his free time to the 

Boy Scouts as an advisor, and to his synagogue study group. Mrs. 

Harriet Cooper , age 52, an outspoken, g regarious woman, serves as a full 

time psychiatric soci al worker for the County, and participates in 

Hadasaah. Lucy, age 18, is a freshman at UCLA. While i n high school, 

the attractive gi rl received academic honors, in addi tion to being a 

cheerleader and a mainstay in the school's theatrical productions. 

Rick, age 16 and a high school junion, has a powerful physique and a 

loud voice, both of which be frequently used, A below average student, 

his two main interests are phot ography and automobiles. Tim, age 12, 

is a below average, seventh grade student. A roly-poly youngster , 

Tim's main social outlet is the JCC gameroom. 

The Cooper family has membership in a conservative synagogue and 

in the Jewish Co1m1unit y Center. The parents ' socia l activities are 

from synagogue-sponsored groups, while the children's activities take 

place at the JCC, except for Reli gious and Hebrew schools, which are 
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offered by the synagogue. All the children attended regularly since 

kindergarten. Lucy became Bar Mitzvah, Rick a Bar Mitzvah, and Tim 

will be a Bar Mitzvah this May. The family attends High Holy Day 

services, but rarely attends other worship services. 

The Coopers found the means to adopt appropriate behavior patterns 

which checked the growth of the family problems. They did so without 

ever consciously admitting the severity of the problems. This case 

illustrates one way in which a family can eliminate harmful behavioral 

modes before passing the "point of no return." 

The Case History 

Tim Cooper stood at the drinking fountain near the gameroom. 

Happy-go-lucky Tim, who's major social outlet was the Jewish C01D1J1unity 

Center, u$ually had some kind of greeting or fr~endly insult, but 

this time he looked a gitated and said nothing. Replying to a hello and 

an inquiry abou t his noticeable silence, Tim responded, "Things aren't 

too good, Rick i& picking on me. He slugs me all the time." Twelve 

year old Tim, the youngest of three children, went on to describe how 

his seventeen year old beother, Rick, harrassed him around the house. 

According t o Tim, the sequence of events were the same. Hi s older 

brother would insult him verbally, Tim would return the i nsult in kind , 

and Rick would hit him on the ann wit h a clenched fist. Other times, 

Rick would hit him without provocation . Asked if he sometimes didn ' t 

throw the first insult , Tim remarked, "not as much as Rick does. And 

I don't hit him .. • t hose punches real l y hurt. Hy fo lks yell at him to 

stop, but he doesn't listen to them. Lucy (the elder sister) used to 



yell at him, too , but he 'd jus t yell back . I just wish Rick would 

leave me alone!" 

This incident was another in a series of incidents that had 

occurred over a five year period. TOP worker s had been approached 

by Rick Cooper and hi s parents, Seymour a nd Harriet Cooper, on fre 

quent occasions to talk about "Rick 's problems. 11 Tim's complaint 

only added to these. 
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Rick Cooper exhibited two sets of personality traits . At times 

he acted like any other teenager , doing fairly well at school, acting 

somewhat boisterous at times, getting along well with his peers and 

his parents. He took part in JCC trips, and even joined such normative 

activities as the Junior Basketball League. Re also mentioned enjoy

ment of Sunday School classes. At other times Rick seemed great ly 

tr~ubled . His act ing boisterous became obnoxious and insulting to 

both his peers and to the TOP worke rs . He would pick fights in the 

ga~~room, cut classes, and either scream at his parents or totaJly 

ignore them (at which point the Coopers would call TOP for help). 

Rick's actions also caused consternation in the community. The 

school had suspended him on a number of occasions, and t ruant officers 

frequently contacted Mrs. Cooper to detennine Rick's whereabouts . Once 

he had been taken to cour t on an assault and battery cha r ge, t he case 

being dismissed for lack of evidence. Another time he and three friends 

ran away to South Carolina for three weeks . (Rick came home on his own, 

the others were arrested and brought home later). 

One general trend had emerged that linked these two sets of traits. 

When Rick had a part- time job he appeared self-sat i sfied and content. 
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Then, a moodiness would ove rcome him, affecting his job performance, 

Eventua lly , his employees either laid him off, or fired him. With 

no job he appeared edgy and unhappy. A glazed Look covered his face, 

usually the result of drugs or heavy drinking. Aggressive actions 

would soon be fo rthcoming. At the time of the water fountain conver

sation, Rick had been unemployed for almost three months. 

During these five years of ups and downs, Rick felt comfortable 

discussing his problems with a TOP worker. Possessed o f a powerful 

physique, he would always challenge the worker to a test of strength 

or get into a friendly insult match before bringing up a personal 

matter. Subduing his usually loud, harsh tone, Rick might speak about 

school, girls, j obs, or friends. Generally, Rick sought out a TOP 

worker when bor ed and/ or unhappy, and he would repeatedly mention how 

he wanted to do some t hing to bette r himself. 

Only once, at age fourteen, did Rick ever speak about his family 

as a source of problems. At that time, he claimed his parents idolized 

Luc), his older sister, and favored young Tim. Rick felt his parents 

did not give him enough attention and affection, bu t the recipient of 

undue amounts of orders and punishments. As he grew older, Rick still 

came to talk about problems and self-betterment, but he never again 

complained about his family to a lar ge degree, 

During Rick's moody streaks Seymour and Harriet Cooper would grow 

worried, Observing their son's behavio r , extremely lethargic, or 

extremely angry, they would contact TOP for help in determining the 

source of this behavior. Inquiries about the home situation would 

elicit replies that the family was not the source of the problen. 

On the contrary. Rick had been making the family suffer fo r his problems . 
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Tim and Rick engaged in '' the usual sibling rivalries , 11 and Lucy tried 

to act as peacemaker between Rick and her parents. At times she and 

Rick would yell at each other, but only when Lucy felt Rick had been 

hurting the senior Coopers. Mrs, Cooper always insisted that the 

problem had to be school, friends, the lack of a job, or ''something 

inside of Rick." Mr. Cooper echoed her sentiments. 

Much of the Cooper's reasoning that extra-familial forces caused 

Rick's troubles s t emmed from their personal backgr ounds, Seymour 

Cooper, Boy Scout advisor, once bemoaned that he could "relate to a 

hundred other boys, but not to my own son." Harriet Cooper, based on 

her professional abilities, felt she always showed great concern for 

her children, both in word and deed. Thus, despite the Cooper's 

disclaims of family responsi bility, they still felt frustrated ove r 

th~ Lr ina~ility to correct Rick's recurring problems. 

During one of Rick's roughest times, TOP decided to ma ke a personal 

faruily intervention. For a three month period, Rick had been cutting 

classes on a large scale, doing drugs almost every day, and fi ghting 

incessantly with people in t he gameroom. With Rick's permission , a 

home interview was arranged for the following week. Again Rick had 

said, ''I 1 ll do it if you think it wi 11 help me improve myself . " 

As we entered the clean, modest Cooper home that evening , Mr. 

Cooper came to greet us. Mrs. Cooper was busy in the kitchen. Offeri ng 

us seats, Mr • . Cooper stretched his 5'5" f rame out on an easy chair a nd 

foot stool. He relit a half-smok~d cigar while a classical record 
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continued playing in the background. Rick walked in, quietly said hello, 

and took a seat in the middle of the sofa, opposite his father. Finally, 

Mrs. Cooper came in with a tray of coffee and cake. She profusely apolo

gized for staying so long in the kitchen and urged us to make ourselves 

at home. Mrs. Cooper took a seat on the sofa next to Rick, betveen the 

teenager and her husband . 

Mr. Cooper turned off the stereo and asked the purpose of the visit. 

Told about Rick's poor behavior and his express desire to better it, 

Mr. Cooper nodded his head. "Rick's been through a lot these last few 

months, " he said. ''If he'd just stop the clowning and do something 

about it, he'll be okay. His mother and I encourage him all rhe time." 

Mrs. Cooper interjected that she, too, was proud of Rick, and she just 

wished he would change his present mood. Mr. Cooper then added in a 

stern tone, "Rick tells us that the family situation is pretty good. 

The problem isn't here at home. It's not us, is it, Rick?" Rick slowly 

nodded his head in a greement with his father, saying only, " Yeh , t hings 

at home are okay." 

Rick said almost nothing fo r the rest of the discussion. Bis 

mother acted as an advocate for the entire family, often repeating that 

"the worst is over; Rick will start doing better.'' Mr. Cooper, too, 

refrained from speaking unless a question was directed t o him. Even 

then his answers were brief and Mrs. Cooper would fill in the rest of 

the answer in detail. 

As the conversation progressed, Mr. and Mrs . Cooper mentioned 

outside sources of trouble, such as bad friends, poor attitude toward 
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school, the lack of a job or a hobby . Another factor became apparent , 

however. While Mr. Cooper was analyzing Rick's personal life, as much 

as he expressed care and concern for his son, the two had few common 

interests. Mr . Cooper was a quiet man who liked to read. He spent a 

great deal of time with the Boy Scouts . and the synagogue study group . 

Rick, an extroverted teenager, liked sports, photography, and auto 

mechanics. At a recent field trip to a hockey game, Rick had mentioned, 

"My Dad never takes me to spots stuff. He's not into that. I go with 

you or my friends." 

lo addition, Mrs. Cooper spoke of how she wrung her hanas with 

worry every time the phone rang . "l tried to tell Rick what he could 

do to help himself, but he kept turning me off . I just gave up talk

ing abou t it." Rick had mentioned once in the gameroom that he felt 

his mother nagged him too much. 

Throughout the visit, the Coopers directed a number of sensitive, 

empathic comments Lo Rick. They told him they loved him and t bat 

they only wanted the best for him. It did appear that a great de~l of 

this love in the Cooper household went unexpressed, so we suggested 

that a few words of affection or an occasional kiss and a hug might 

make everyone feel better , Mr. Cooper appreciated the suggestion, but 

added, "You see, our home life ls a 1 rf.ght. We' 11 help Rick get a job 

or join the wrestling team." Mrs. Coope r chimed in, "he's a gocd hoy 

and it's a new quarter at school. The worse is over." 

A month later , a large supennarkert hired Rick as a stock boy. 

Rick's behavior started co change noticeably for the better. His grades 
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improved, he acted less aggressive in the gameroom and h~ reduced his 

intake of drugs and liquor. However, when the supermarket laid him 

off a couple of months later, the old behavior pattern returned. And 

again, the Coopers contacted TOP for he lp and advice . 

This evolution of Rick's behavioral shifts and the Cooper's phone 

contacts continue to the present. Just recently, Tim mentioned that 

the situation had improved • . "Rick has a job down at the hardware store. 

He doesn't have time to pick on me anymort." 

Phone Contact and Initial Expectations 

Although Seymour and Harriet Cooper both agreed t o a follow- up 

interview, the tone of their voices sounded hesitant . Assured that 

t hi s was not another intervention, but just an informational discussion, 

the Coopers felt leas skeptical. Mr. Cooper was busily engaged in 

finishing an article for a Boy Scout magazine, so no meeting could 

be arranged for three weeks. 

With Rick still worki ng at the hardware store, l expected the 

family to be in a positive mood, Mr. and Mrs. Cooper would probably 

use this calm to reinforce their opinion of the extra-familial nature 

of Rick's problem. Both would most likely insist that their practice 

of Judaism made the family strong , not just th~ir belief in the 

religion , They would probably add that TOP had done fine work for 

other Jewish fami lies, but t hat TO had made a mistake in looking at 

the i r family as the source of any difficulties . 
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Rick, who should be at the hardware s tore , will have to be 

contacted individually. I s uspect he will feel very good about him

self now t hat he is working again. He may not be able to pinpoint 

any causes for his past actions, but he s hould be mentioning his 

self-improvement desires again. 

Tim wil l probably praise his family life and his personal life , 

fixing responsibility for any household probl ems on Rick. He , too , 

will support the view that a family strength comes from the practice 

of Judaism in the home. 

Lucy, away at col l ege in California , will be unavailab le fo r per

sonal contact. 

The Follow- up I nterview 

Sl!rprisingly, Rick attended the inteiview, but Tim never showed 

up . I had stopped by the hardware s t ore before the session t o discover 

that Rick would be finished early that evening . He had agreed to come 

along for the discuss i on . Ricks' hair had grown quite long, the begin

nings of a beard out lined his face , and he sounded cheerful as we got 

into the car. Flexing his muscles and patting his r-ecently well-fed 

stomach, he spoke excitedly about this new j ob. In addition, Rick 

mentioned a renewed interest in photography and plans to rebuild a 

broken motorcycle . 

As we entered the Cooper living room, Mr. Cooper rose from his 

chair and told Rick t o t hrow the garbage out. I n a loud voice, Rick 

angrily replied that Tim had the responsibil i ty for that day. 
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Mr. Cooper disagreed, The two argued back and forth for a few moments. 

Although their decibel leve l was high, each Cooper had a certain sparkle 

in the eye and half smile on the face that shoved approval for this 

kind of open co111111unication. Unlike the put, they disagreed over a 

job assignment, not ove r personality traits. Finally, Mr. Cooper went 

to the kitchen to check the family job list. Seeing Tim's name unde r 

"Garbage, " he acknowledged that Rick was correct. Rick smi led, knowing 

that he had successfully proved a point. 

Once this matter ended, Mr. Cooper seated himself in the easy 

chair, Mrs . Cooper took a seat on t he sofa, and Rick straddled a dining 

room chair . Rick iltl'llediately continued talking about his plans , this 

time in regard to school. He intenoed to spend his senior year in a 

technical school for advanced training in auto mechanics and body work. 

Mrs . CoopP.r inter j ected that Rick had even given thought to college . 

(Throughout the discussion, Mrs. Cooper d i d most of the taiking, 

oc~asionally interrupting or answering a quest ion intended fo r someone 

eise . Both Coopers also ke pt focusing the d~scussion on their crildren, 

trying to deflect any personal questions). 

The conversation went on to explore a variety of things. Remarking 

a bout the constqnt bickering be tween her two sons, Mrs. Cooper fel t that 

except for a rare fist fight, most of the boys' arguments were typical 

sibling rivalries. Rick chimed in that Tim "bugged him" and Mrs. Cooper 

agreed that Tim did start the conflicts as often as Rick. She added 

that recently Tim had been mo re of a prob Lem for the family than Rick. 

His grades in school had gone down, and he just did not seem to care. 
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Mrs. Cooper admitted that she had been "nagging" Tim to do his school

work, but that proved useless. After about three days of no nagging , 

Tim became uneasy. He thought his mother had become angry with him. 

As Mrs. Cooper said, ''he begged me to nag him again, so I did. He 

says it helps him get his work done." 

When asked how if he ''nagged" his children, Mr. Cooper said that 

he acted in a "non-directive" manner. "I'll only give advice when it's 

wanted. I try to be objective about the situation." Mr. Cooper explained 

that he used a silent treatment to indicate displeasure. ''When I'm 

upset," he said, "I don't even talk to them. The kidgs get fidgety, 

they take the hint that I'm mad, and they come to me to find out what ' s 

wrong." 

Speaking about Lucy's role in the f&11ily, Mrs. Cooper spoke of how 

well the did in school and how much she enjoyed cheerleading. She had 

taken an active part in JCC theatrical produr.tions. The only time she 

ever ~ecame angry was if she fel t Rick's behavior was hurting her parents. 

Then, she would talk harshly to her br other. "She only did it because 

she worried about us," Mrs. Cooper concluded. 

Talking about Judaism in the home, the Coopers used Shabbat dinner 

as a reference point. Every week they light candles, make Kiddush and 

say the blessing over the bread. During the meal, the family sits 

around the table and "shmooses" (Yiddish tenn meaning to engage in a 

lively conversation). Only rarely did they attend Shabbat services at 

the conservative synagogue to which they belonged. Rick mentioned that 
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the family argues also , but his mother quickly reminded, "Not on Sha lotos 

we don't." Rick nodded in agreement. Mrs. Cooper went on to descri t e 

a lively discussion about Israe l from a previous Sha lbat when Lu ch was 

home on vacation . " I've never seen Lucy and Rick sit down and ta lk 

like young adults in years. Things between t hose two have certai nly 

improved. " 

Conti nuing a~out Jewi s h families in general, Rick felt religion 

did not act as a different iating factor. He fe l t that "people are 

people." Hr. Cooper a greed that religion itself made no difference. 

For h i 111 , Judaism had become a ''cognitive, not affec t ive" religion . 

Explaining his terminology, he said t hat people had emphasi zed knowledge 

ot religion (cogni tive) and de- emphasized t 1~ emo tional. experiential 

level (affective) . Mrs. Coope r added that she had seen enough pro blem 

children at the County Home to know that Jewis h fami l ies had t r oubles 

like anyone else . "There'::; j ust not that nei ghborhood feeling of 

Judaism any more. Th ings are mixed up; all kinds of people. You have 

to do something with relig i on in the home, like we do with Shabbos, 

Judaism was special for us, but not fo r Rick ' s generation. 11 

Another bit of family by- play occurred al•out t he ge nerational 

diffe r ences . Using th i s interaction as a lead-in, I asked Rick what 

he might do t o better his parents. He smiled l: roadly and said, "I 

would like my Dad to stop yelling when I ge t up late. It 's hard to 

get up that ?arly." In response Mr. Cooper spoke of the meri ts of 

getting a good start on the day . Asked about the reason for t he anger , 
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Mr. Cooper was cut off by his wife, ''We' re prompt1wss oriented," she 

said, "and we expect our kids to be prompt as well. It's just the 

way we were br ought up." Mr . Cooper added t hat this tardiness at 

school was the only complaint he heard from Rick's teachers on "Pare nts 

Night . " Compared to the past, Rick had vastly improved, 

When questioned about the roles of a good husband and wi fe, the 

Coopers spoke only of the roles of father and mother, again relating 

their approach to raising and communicating with their children. One 

personal sidelight did come out. The Coopers regretted buying a home 

years ago, instead of renting their present town house. Mr. Cooper 

spoke of his "two left hands", while Mrs. Conper talked about t he cost 

at that time and the world's lack of awareness about present day infla

ti.on. 

As I ~eft, the Coopers again rei terated their pleasure with Rick. 

Bis behavior had improved even before getting the job at the hardware 

store. "The bet ter he did, the more. relaxed we became . It just kept 

building,'' said Mrs. Coope r with a satisfied tone . Mr, Cooper nodded 

his assent. Rick had finally begun to do something for himself as he 

spoke of doing so often. 

I saw him in the gamer oom a few times after the. interview, bu t 

he always avoided sitting down to talk . The f irst time he claimed he 

couldn't come because he had "things to do." These other times, t he 

excuse was a good game, a forgotten book or the simple retort, "I 

can't talk now, maybe later." 
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Analysis 

The Cooper family situation involved a complex set of problems. 

At the core of these problems were a combination of difficulties involving 

roles. The other family members treated Rick as a scapegoat, consistently 

referring to Rick as a "problem" individual, and comparing him to Lucy. 

At times , this scapegoating took on aspects of a self-fu lfil led prophecy. 

The family's cont inual criticism and chastisement of Rick created a 

hos tility io him that caused the teenager to adopt roles chat would only 

anger them further . This was Rick's retaliation . Moat important , Rick 

and Mr. Cooper ahd a definite ro le strain. Both in terms of physical 

s tature and personal interests, the two shared few similar ities. Neither 

showed willingness to change behavior and each grew more stubborn over 

t ic:;a, 

The central conflict which emerged from these role difficulties 

dev~loped between Rick and his father. As their r ole strain progressed, 

communications between the two rapidly deteriorated. Shouting ma t ches 

and silent treatment s took the place of open dialogue. Ot her family 

members joined with Mr. Cooper in an al liance against Rick. Mom "nagged" 

him, Lucy reprimanded hi m, and Tim baited him. Rick fought back , trying 

to shed the unwanted r o le. Eventually , Rick started acting ou t in the 

community with his aggressive behavior, drug taking a nd poor work at 

school. 

Three factors account for theoe chr onic conflicts. First, after 

actual, overt conflicts arose, the family members would reach a modicum 
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of accon111odation. However, they infrequently moved ahead to achieve any 

conciliation and the cycle of initiation, bui ld-u p and actual conflict 

would recur, Second, even on those occasions when conciliations could 

be achieved (as during the time of the TOP intervention), the family 

reassessment proved insufficient. By focusing on outside sources of 

Rick's acting out, rather than their own personal inputs, the elder 

Coopers failed to correct those important elements that would lead to 

the recurrence of conflict, This element of denial prevai led ~n the 

family system for years . Third, the rate of conflicts increased as 

each family member reinforced the behaviors that c l ashed, The com

bination of Mr. Cooper's misguided objectivity, Mrs. Cooper's overbearing 

nature, Lucy's cr itical posture, Tim's mischievous nature and Rick's 

acting out served to fuel the conflict for years, 

As in any family system with ongoing alliances and scapegoating, 

the growth of the Cooper family evolved into homeostasis that included 

everyone but the identified "problem teenager." The subsystem of 

Mr. and Mrs, Cooper, Lucy, and Tim allied at the expense of Rick, 

developing closer knit ties in their effort to "go on with their own 

lives despite Rick's prob lem. " Whatever new equilibriums arose be nefitted 

everyone bu t Rick, and he began to feel more isolated. Until the TOP 

intervention, his parents' love for him had never been properl~ communi 

cated, as it had been to hi s brother and sister , thus reflecting that 

change in the family occurred without Rick's involvement, 

A stgnificant. element in the Cooper case is that the f amily did 

manage to begin altering the problems that threatened its demise. The 

catalyst was Lucy 's going away to college. As a family unit of four, 
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and not five, automatic homeostasis had to occur for everyone. New roles 

were slowly adopted. Mr. Cooper began treating Rick in the manner of a 

responsible older son, and Rick responded by improving his s ocial 

behavior, both inside and outside the home. Mrs. Cooper's nagging 

changed to praise. Rick and Tim sti 11 bickered, but because this was 

not the central conflict, it did not greatly hinder the family's new 

behavior patterns. Indeed, as Mrs. Cooper mentioned in the fol low• up 

interview, every positive aspect in the family began to spawn new ones . 

A level of positive reinforcement had been established. Cri ticisms 

were made about actions, not people (i.e., the garbage incident). 

Two factors emerged as the Coopers continued t o modify their 

behavior patterns. First, the parents still denied that they were the 

source of Rick's manifest behav ior. As they saw it, Rick j ust straigh tened 

himself out. Nevertheless, their own behavioral changes, such as the 

role reciprocity between father and son and their improved communication, 

facilitated noticeable improvement i n the family's interactions. Second, 

T~m became the new scapegoat of the family. The parents vere worried 

about his problems at school and his social behavior. However, the 

lines of communication between Tim and Mrs. Cooper ("Moa, please nag me 

to do my homework") has the strengt h to obviate any ma j or t hreat of 

renewed conflict, 

As can be seen from both the follow-up i nterview and the analysis of 

the case, the Coopers had finally made the proper reassessment of their 

chronic conflicts. Rather than revert to behavior patterns that initiated 

conflict, they subconsciously chose to modify behaviors , accommodate one 
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another, and reinforce the positive aspects of thei r family life. The 

family system became stronger as role reciprocity emerged, communications 

improved, and true homeostasis allowed for normative g rowth. 

About the Hypothesis 

Although the Coopers practiced denial, this denial ste11D11ed from 

sources other thsn a belief in myths. Even with the parents' strong 

identification with the religion and the youngsters' positive attitude 

towards it, they did believe that Jewish families had no innate 

strengths. According to the senior Coopers, Jewish families had problems 

similar to other religious denominations. Rick and Tim Loth ment ioned 

that "people are people," religion not playing that important a part 

in shaping their lives or behavioral patterns. Hrs. Cooper specifically 

r egarded the decline of Jewish neighbor hoods as a sou rce of the declini ng 

priority for Jewish identity in the ho~e. Thus, the Coopers made an 

active effort t o make Jewish rituals and associations an important part 

of their family sys tem. 

Interestingly, the Coopers' practice of J udaism and their affil ia

tions with Jewish organizations did bring a certain strength to the 

family system, even when suffe r ing t hrou gh the worst of its problems . 

Lucy, Rick and Tim used the JCC facilities (e . g ., gym, game , pool, art 

room, theater), and took part in no rmative activities such as drama 

groups , field trips , and athlet ic t eams. Rick and Tim also spoke 

favorably of their Reli g ious School classes . Mr. Cooper devoted time 
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to his synagogue's study group and Boy Scout troop . Mrs . Cooper had an 

active role in Haddassah . Io addition to t hese positive, individual 

pursuits , the home rituals, especially Shabbat dinner, served as a 

"t r ue period where the family focused on its happier aspects. " The 

Coopers coD111unicated love and understanding through words, f acial expres

sion, and human touch (e.g . , kiss, hug). Rather than argue , they searched 

for co1I1Don interests that would promo te an enj oyab le family experience. 

These evenings may have cooled down the chronic conflicts and prevented 

prob lems from further damaging the family system. 

Conclusion 

Just as the Coopers made an active effort to keep Judaisu alive in 

the home, so did they make an active effort to resolve their inter personal 

problems. Ovscured by the denial of any responsibi lity caus ing these 

difficulties (a denial not caused by a mythical perception o f the Jewish 

family) the fami l y still modifiP.d t he behaviors that had Led to troubles 

and conflicts fo r so many years . Mr. Coope r and Rick shed t he i r r oles 

as combatants and developed reci procity by beginning a healthy father-

son relationship. With this central con f lic~ having been resolved o t her 

changes took place. 

The family alliance aga i nst Rick dissipated. Re ceased to act out 

in t he community. No longer was he the amily scapegoat. Fa~lly members 

communicated with each other in nonnative fashion. They also established 
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a level of positive reinforcement, praise and love being openly expressed, 

constructive criticisms replacing personal attacks . The practice of 

Jewish customs and the association with Jewish institut ions aaded a 

strength to the family syst em. With Lucy leaving the household to attend 

college, a new homeostasis emerged, one centered on dynamic growt h 

f unctions for all family members and for the family system as a whole. 

The study of the Cooper family, although negating the hypothesis, 

does exemplify a family altering its negative aspects and promoting 

Shalom Bayis, family harmony, for the entire household. The attitude 

of the Coopers that brought this about was that people ma~e their own 

changes, for better or worse. 
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CHAPTER 6 - ''WE'RE A RELIGIOUS FAMILY" - THE WOLF FAMILY - -- -

Introduction 

A key f actor in prolonging family difficulties is the denial of 

trouble. In the instance of t he Wolf family, denial pr omoted conflicts 

that strained and broke ties among them all. The parents re fused 

to allow for their possible implication in the child r eos' emotional 

problems. They could not cope with the daughter's abnormal ly rapid 

physical development, or the son's anti-social behavio r during his 

format ive years. The children blamed their parents for creating ten

s : ons in the home. Later on, none of them woulu accept the tact of 

Hrs. Wolf's termina l illness and death. 

The Wolfs, or iginally a two-parent family system with an adopted 

teenage son and an adopted teenage daughter, has unde r gone a radical 

transformation. Melvin Wolf, age 60, a f r iendly person, owns an auto 

parts store, Working long, hard hours, hia only two interests are 

being with his family and taking an active part in his Orthodox synagogue. 

Bert ha Wolf died eighteen months ago at the age of 56, leaving her hus 

band as the head of a single- parent household. While alive, Mrs . Wolf 

spent her time cleaning house, raising her children, and attending to 

thei r needs. She perceived he rsel f as a loving mother and wife. Like 

her husband, she maintained an active involvement in the synagogue . 

Bobby Wol f, age 20, a very likeable young man, wor ks as a clerk and 

stock boy in a grocery. A high school dropout, Bobby served in the 

National Guard and has an obligation to attend training sessions one 
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wee ke nd a month for the next fou r years . Ke and his father live 

t ogether in the family residence, Michel le Wol f Ange lo, age 15- 1/ 2, 

lives with her husband, Tony, and their infant son , Micah, in a slum 

a r ea of town. A grade- school d ropout and a frequent runaway from 

home, Michelle became pregnant by Tony fou rteen mont hs a go , The two 

chose to marry and begin a family, Michelle has t he physical appearance 

of a gi r l in he r early twenties . 

The Wol t case offers an example cf how denial can a ggravate inter

personal conflicts t o t he point of crisis, If the conflicts r each 

chronic: proportion over long per iods of time, the family system faces 

a t otal disorganizat ion. 

The Case History 

On a co l d March evening in 1973, two girl s r ushed excited ly int o 

the JCC gameroom. They moved from one pool tab le to t he next, shar ing 

a story that caught the immediate attention of thei r · listeners. The 

gi rls t old everyone within earshot t hat they had seen Michele Wolf at 

a local shopping center , be gging for change , Thi rteen year old 

Michele had run awa y from home fou r days earlier, a nd this was the 

first time since t hen t ha t anyone had seen her. A quick trip t o the 

shopping cente r proved frui tless, as did a driv~ t hr ough the neighbor 

hood . Michele could not be found. 

A few days later, Melvin Wolf, Michele's fa ther, called TOP . 

He spoke about Miehe le' s disappearar.ce and asked if anyone at TOP 

knew of her whereabouts . ~lr. Wolf sounded extremely tense, mentioning 
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that he and his wife , Bertha, had gone "ou t of their minds with worry.'' 

Further questions disclosed that Michele had run away many times pre

viously, returning home after a night or t wc , But now, s he had been 

gone for almost a we ek. Regret fu lly , the Wolfs called the police, 

s omethi ng they had never before done . 

That evening Bobby Wolf, Michele' s eighteen yea r old brot her , 

entered the gameroom in a very hurried manner. Hearing t hat his s iste r 

had been seen at the shopping center, he asked if any new information 

had surfaced , When told that nobody had any recent news, Bobby went 

into an agonized rage. Yelling at no one in particular , he r evealed 

that Michele had been a source of aggravat ion to his mother a nd father. 

Bobby per ceived himself as ''the glue t hat. holds the family toget her. " 

The tension between pa re nts and daughter had grown so great t hat he 

dropped out of school in order to help t he fami l y to a fuller extent. 

As a senior, Bobby feared that he might not gr aduate, bu t he fe l t a 

r esponsibi lity to maintain t he fami l y unit. 

Before these events took place , TOP had id~ntified Michele as a 

potential pr oblem teenager. Informa l intervention had a lready begun. bu t 

no cont act had yet been made with the parents . M~IJ.y Rosen, the TOP 

worke r, assigned t o make the intervention, had known Michele f rom 

summers at Jewish camp. With the physical appearance of a girl five 

years e lder , bu t without the accompanying emotional maturity, Michele 

did not integrate well into cabin activit ies. She acted toward her 

counselors i n a hostile manner, resent ing being t old to fu lfill the 

normal cabin re sponsibi li t i es. She part icipated to a limited extent 



in the activities of the camp. Michelle had no friends because she 

made· a transparent effort to use people fo r her own personal satls• 

factions. 
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In the gameroom, Melody noticed that the behavior patterns f r om 

camp reported themselves, especially t he attempt to use people. In 

their conversations, she spoke to the young girl about thi s, but Michel le 

claimed the others were j ust "too straight" for her, 

Michelle claimed to take large quantities of drugs including mari

j uana, L.S.D., and amphetimines. She also bragged about having f re

quent sexual lia&aons with a variety of partners. According to her 

peers and a few corr obating yourg males, Michelle exaggerated t he qudn· 

tity of drugs and sex. However, t hey ins isted that she was e heavy 

drug user and that she had engaged in periodic sexual intercourse since 

age twelve. 

Other information came from these conversations as well. Michelle 

f requently t old Linda about the late hou rs she kept . This she attributed 

to her parents, who "don' t discipli ne me ever. I just do what I want. 

When t hey hassle me, I stay out late,'' Nonetheless , she never spoke 

about running away. Also, Michelle t old of doing poorly at school only 

because the classes "bored" her. She confided t o Me lo<iy that s he mi ght 

be placed in a boarding school. 

Bobby had been a JCC gameroom regu lar lo ng be fore t he creation of 

TOP . Worke r s had found the ei~hteen year old boy to be a positive, like· 

able person. He spent most of his time with four close buddies, he 

did well at school, a nd ~e he ld down a part time job at Mr. Wolf's auto 

parts store. With t his backgr ound, Bobby's extreme tension and his 
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decision to leave school caught everyone by surprise. 

On the Saturday night following Michelle's disappearance, the run

away episode came to a close. At TOP's community dance , Michelle and 

another runaway companion , walked t hrough the door around 11:00 P.M. 

It had rained hard all evening and both shivering girls were soaked 

to the bone . After gulping a hot drink in the office , they talked about 

t heir reasons for leaving home. 

For almost two hou rs the girls spoke about personal freedom, resist

ing any suggestion of returning home. Michelle felt her parent s had 

become a "real pain . " Now, she would become a "free spirit on the road 

to peace and freedom. " However , the gi rls finally broke down. Toni , 

Michelle ' s chum, insisted that the Wol f home wasn't so bad compared t o 

her home . At least Michelle had a fathe r around , i n addition to a sobet 

mother . Going back had t o be better than anothe r sleepless night 

in the rain . 

The runaways weighed the pros and cons. Then Toni said, "Look, if 

I go home, will you go home?" After another twenty minutes of ambivalence, 

the girls called home . By 2:30 A. M., Me l ody and I were escorting Michelle 

to her front door. 

Me l vin and Bertha Wolf were over j oyed to see thei1 daughter. They 

greeted her with long hu gs and kisses, Immediately, they called the 

police and the juvenile autho r ities a bout her return. The authori ties 

allowed the girl to remain home fo r t he balance o f the weekend, but 

she would have to appear at Juvenile Court on Monday morning with her 

parents . With that completed , Michelle went to the washroom to clean 

up . At t hat point , the Wolfs spoke their hea rts out. ''We' re a reli~ious 
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family, " said Hr . Wolf. " I don't understand why she hurts her mother 

by being dis respectful and running away." Mrs. Wolf continued t hat 

they, "Only wanted the best for Michelle, but all s he does is bring 

us shame and heart ache." Mr . Wolf added, "She r ea lly is a good gi r l." 

The Wolfs also mentioned that fo r mor e than a year Michelle had been 

receiving treatment at Children's Psychiatric Clinic. The Wolfs also 

received counseling there, the Clinic having a rule a bout ~ot treating 

a child without treating the pa:ents as well. Melvi n and Bertha said 

they only went for Michelle's sake, and they felt the counselor was 

a nice gi rl who didn't understand that Michelle was the proLlem, not 

them. 

The day before the court hearing, l contacted Michelle's therapi st 

who completed the picture of t he family's problem-for me . Melvin and 

Bertha Wolf, married fo r almost fo r ty years , had been unable to ha ve 

children of their own, Through private lawyers i n 1954 and 1959, they 

arranged to adopt Bobby and the n Michelle . Hr . Wolf and Mrs. Wolf 

heaped great amounts of love and affection on their ch ildren. As the 

years passed, they failed to balance this lovingkindness with limit 

setting and natural discip l ine, Bobby had terminated a long therapy 

only recently and much of his probl em resulted from the Wolfs inabi lity 

t o relate to their son. In addition, the therapist told me t hat Michelle's 

"boarding school" was actually Children ' s Home, ar. adolescent rehabili

t at ion village run by the County. 

Considering t he ongoing nature of the family problem, Clinic 

officials had decided to place Michelle in a psychiatric foste r home. Of 

course, they needed t he Wo lfs permission , but they deemed this action 
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therapist urged me to share this information with the court , so its 

influence could assist the Clinic in facilitating the placement. 

That Monday, Juvenile Court released Michelle without a hearing, 

pending the meeting at t he Clinic later t hat a f ternoon. The proposal 

for foster home placement shocked the Wolfs, bu t the urging of t he 

therapist and the advice of the court wei ghed heavily on their minds. 

Offering only minimal resistance, the Wolfs agreed to the plan . By 

the end of the week, Michelle went to live with t he Johnson family 

in ano t her part of town. 

A few days after the placement, Bobby walked into the gameroom 

with a disconcerted look about him. Flicking a lighter on and off, 

he spoke of becoming "a Nazi without killing the Jews, 11 Bobby liked 

the idea of wearing a uniform and solving problems in a milita ry fashion. 

Nervously he added, "You don't t hink I'm crazy, do you?" Once Bobby 

left , 1 called the t herapist at the Clinic. Hearing this latest 

detail, she agreed to find Bobby a counselor. 

Life for the Wolfs calmed considerably in the intervening months. 

With Michelle no longer at home, Melvin and Bertha admitted they fe lt 

more relaxed. Still, they insisted that the family wasn't the same 

without Michelle. Bobby, too, appeared much mo r e at ease. Re moved 

into an apartment with his friends and began working full time for 

his father, He planned to re- enroll in the fall in orde r t o get hi6 

high schoo l diploma. Michelle, in a visit to the gameroom one evening, 

raved about her new li fe with the Johnson ' s. They were "cool, " unlike 
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her parents. At the beginning of the evening Michelle couldn't wait 

to see all of her "friends. " I n actuali ty, she sat alone fo r two 

hours and left quietly with Bobby when the ga.meroom closed. 

TOP didn 't hear from the Wolfs again until November . Bobby ca lled 

me at home and begged me to meet wit h him and Miehe lle in the gameroom. 

lie said it was an emergency. Upon arriving , I saw t he two of them 

playing pool. Michelle as ked me to wai t until they compl eted t heir 

game . Obviously, there was no real emergency a nd I fe l t manipulat~d 

much like Michelle ' s former "friends ,'' Still , I insisted they come 

int o the office right away, as I had another appoin~men t . 

Once inside the office, both teenagers looked at me wit h aour 

faces . " I don 't know if you heard," said Bobby , his eyes fixed on 

the floor, "but Mom died of cancer las t month," Doctors had discovered 

a ma l ignant tumor in Mrs . Wol f ' s body some nine months be fore . The 

spread of t he tumo r could not be checked and she had only those months 

t o live, Mr, Wolf had kept this f r om his children until a week before 

his wife's death, when her condition bad become hopeless. 

However, the young Wolfs had come to discuss another mat ter. 

Michelle , who had been taken f r om the Johnsons and placed in Children's 

Home , had now r un away from t here. By her account, she did s o fer two 

reasons. First , she wanted t o be with her fa ther . Second, her building 

supervisor at the Home hated her, and tried t o get her in trouble for 

stealing. I advised her that I would call the Home the next day to 

verify her s tory. Meanwhile, I suggested Bohby return her before he 



66 

became involved in cont r ibuting to the delinquency of a minor. 

The next day, Michelle's counselor at Children's Home told me 

what bad transpired since my Last contact with the Wolfs. The Clinic 

had ended the placement with t he Johnsons because the Wolfs had undermined 

the experiment . Tired and agitated by the Johnsons ' "orders" (reminders 

to fulfill personal promises and household obligations) Michelle called 

home frequently . Now, she wanted to come back. The Wolfs promised her 

that she would be out of " t hat Jounson house" soon. Thus , the Clinic 

r eassigned her to Children' s Rome. 

At the Home , Michelle began her patter n of trying t o manipulate the 

other girls. She also began breaking into their suitcases, stealing 

various items. This recent incident marked the third time she ran away. 

As it happened, she ran away a fou r th time, two weeks later. 

I called on the Wolfs later t hat day to offer condolences. Mr. Wolf 

spoke about his wi fe as if she were still alive. His mind seemed to 

Wdnde r back to past days. Occasionally, his words trailed off and his 

eyes watered, Mr. Wolf had known for seven months t hat Bertha r ad 

cancer. However , he told nobody, not even the children, until three 

days before Bertha died. Even though Mrs. Wolf went to the hospital 

for five long stays during those seven, months, he didn't want anybody 

to know she was dyi ng , Mr. Wolf made up a var iety of flimsy excuses 

which the children believed. 

Bobby felt as badly as could be expected, but he was determined 

to continue his life . Alt hough ~e had not re-entered high school, he 

did join t he Nationa l Guard. There he would learn auto maintenance 

and work towards the diploma . Basic training would begin in early 

January. 
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The day Bobby left for Ft. Bragg , Hr. Wolf drove him down to the 

train depot. After a long hug, Mr. Wolf returned to his car and went 

home alone . He looked very sad. His wife was dead, his s on had le f t 

home , and his daughter's disappearance reached the t wo month mark. 

Thia was TOP 1 s last contact with the family. 

Phone Contact and Initial Expectations 

When phoning the Wol fs to arrange for the follow• up interview, I 

heard happy ~oices on the other end of the receiver. Mr. Wolf was 

pleased that I was coming to visit. He mentioned t hat Michelle , now 

15· 1/ 2 years old, had mar ried and given birth. Bobby finished training 

and returned home Picking up the receiver, he spoke at length a bou t 

his new job at a local grocery . 

I felt the myth of a Jewish fami ly solidarity would be present 

i n all three Wolfs. Hr . Wolf and Bobby had always spoken highly of 

their famil y, end Michelle's new family wou ld be a factor in rei nforcing 

old parent al values . for her. A further expectation was that Hr. Wolf 

would picture himself and his wife as ideal Jewish parents with good 

children who had some problems. The proof would be that both Bobby 

aud Michelle had settled into respectable modes of life. The younger 

Wolfs would reinforce this view, Bobby by r e lating another large scale 

plan fo r his personal future and Michelle by comparing her new family 

life to her former one . 
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The Follow- Up Interview 

The panel truck, parked in the driveway, announced tt.at the Wolfs 

were at home, Bobby greeted me at the door with a strong handshake 

and a broad smile. Re had gained almost thirty pounds since completing 

basic tra ining . We sat down in the living room. The furniture was 

dishevled, with clothing and dust on chairs , tables and floors. Pi ctures 

of Mrs. Wolf had been placed everywhere. A large photograph of Michelle 

rested atop the television set, In the photo , Michelle looked like an 

ingenue. Mr. Wolf did not come out of his bedroom. He lay in bed 

watching television. Michelle, who lived in an apartment with her hus

band, did not come for the interview . 

Bobby told me a bout experiences with the National Gua rd . The plans 

fo r auto mechanics and the diploma had not materialized. Instead, the 

Guard placed him in th~ infantry. Soon, however, he would enroll io 

night school. Also, he and some friends from gamer oom days planned to 

rent a house and begin an auto interior decoration company . At present 

he worked full time at the grocery t o save some money . 

Without any prompting, Bobby began talking a bout !ilchelle. Two 

mont hs after s he left the Children's Home she became pregnant. Tony 

Angelo, twent y and non- Jewish, the fa ther of the baby, wanted to ma rry 

her and start a family. Michelle liked this idea . Mr . Wolf, however, 

greatly res isted at first. He swore he would never sign the marr iage 

papers that a minor needs under a state law. However, he changed his 

mind . Tony a nd Michelle were joi ned in wedlock by a local j udge in 

September. Two months later Michelle gave birt h to Micah, 
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At this point. Mr. Wolf had not yet joi ned t he discussion, although 

he knew I had arriv~d. I asked Bobby to invite his father to talk with 

us. A few minutes later, Mr . Wolf walked out of t he bedroom. With a 

warm smile, be offered his hand, making no mention of his reasons for 

remai.ning in bed even though he had a greed to the interview. Once he 

entered the room Bobby's buoyancy changed to a qui et moodiness. Sitting 

on the sofa opposite his son, Mt. Wolf c:!escribed his "lonely" life. 

Although he had his store and his involvement in the synagogue (including 

his saying Kaddish at twice dai l y prayer services, long after the end 

of t he Jewish mou rning period), he greatly missed his wife . Re r eached 

out to show me some of t he photographs in t he living room. "Thi.s one,'' 

he said, holt.ing a picture teken of Mrs. Wolf in 1943, "l kiss eve ry 

morning when l wa ke up and every evening before I go to sleep." 

Mr. Wolf portrayed Bertha as t he ideal wife. Some of the mor e 

descriptive adjectives he usec· were "loyal, honest, loving ." Bobby 

offered t hat he felt hi.s mother's pr esence wit h him at Ft. oragg . 

Mr. Wolf cont:.nued on the t heme of the loving 1ootber. Re spoke of how 

Mrs. Wolf worried every ti.me Michelle got into trouble or 1'rough t home 

a bad report card. When t he docto rs discover~d Mrs. Wol f had a malignant 

tumor, her husband kept the news from the chi ldren. "l didn't tell 

them until three days before she died, " Mr . Wolf said with a s elf

righteous tone. "I didn't even tel l my wife. We were going co have a 

nonnal family. Even whP.n she was in t he hospital, my wife acted like 

the perfect wife and mother. Oh ! She was terrific !• The more he 

spoke of his wife the mor e it seemed that he placed low value on h is 

present existence . 
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Sharing his thoughts about Michelle, Mr. Wolf related how his 

daughter was a good girl who had lapses of bad behavior. In the most 

recent difficulty, he had initially refused to allow Michelle to marry. 

He first heard about her pregnancy from a family friend which nrade him 

de termined to have the baby placed for adoption---when and if Michelle 

returned home . She did Teturn, four months into the pre~nancy . At 

first, she met resistance when asking her father to sign the parent 

release form that allows a minor to marry. But within a month, Mr. Wolf 

acquiesced because he ''wanted that baby to have a family." 

Mr. Wo lf felt that families, especially Jewish ones, were "stronger , 

more closely knit." Bobby said they had good points and bad points 

"like Catholics, Protestants or anybody else." When asked what i mprove

ments he would have made in his own family, Bobby ' s buoyancy retur ned. 

With a blush and a wide grin , he said in a much louder t one o f voice , 

"Well, Michelle and I fought a lo t but we're older now. l'd rather not 

say about my folks . Th i ngs are better now t ha n they were." 

Regarding the last family "get toge ther , " Mr. Wolf described a 

recent Shabbac dinner. They all sat around the table (Tony , Michelle, 

Micah, Mr . Wolf and Bobby) to ''make Kiddush and light candles." He 

went on t o descri be his grandson's bris, remarking how important these 

J~wish rituals were to his life. Re also mentioned that Bobby kept 

Kosher i n his presence out of respect. (At that point I realized ~hat 

Mr . Wolf had been trying to answer questions directed at Bobby. At 

first Bobby would remain silent , but then he would interrupt his fa t her 

and state his views). At these "get togethers", Mr . Wolf said the 
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conversation was just 11usual talk." Bobby affirmed this, but neither 

seemed willing to go into specifics. 

Commenting on improvements in the home situation, Mr. Wol f admitted 

that they still argued on occasion. Almost i mmediately, he a nd Bobby 

re-enacted an angry discussion over Bobby 's latest all night drinking 

adventure . The tones of voice sounded har sh, but each gave the other 

warm , loving looks and smiles. 

At the door, Bobby showed me his uniform. He said he en joyed wearing 

it so people would t hink he was "something special." Asked if he could 

be special without it, Bobby shrugged his shoulders and qui~t ly sa id, 

"Oh, who knows ?" Shaking hands , Mr . Wolf reminded me , "I was pretty 

comfortable watching televjsion in there. I only got up for you." 

The Serond Fol low- Up 

I went t o visit Michelle the following day . She and Tony rented 

the second floor of an old, weather- beaten house in a poor area of 

town. Now fifteen and a hal f years old Michelle appeared at thP door 

in a bathrobe, her hair a total mess. She tried t o straighten her 

tangled locks as she walked directly to the bed. Picking up Micah, she 

held him close to her bosom. She sat this way throughou t the conversation. 

Tony was away at wor k . 

Imnediately she asked , " Don 't you like my baby? Isn't he handsome? 

And I 1m going to be a good mother. Yo111 ll see!'' Michelle liked her 

new role as a mother and wife. Ker face brightened when she described 
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herself cleaning the apartment. making dinner for Tony . Michelle opted 

for marr iage after learniug of her pregnancy because she "loved Tony 

and wanted to have a family . " She spoke of her fat he r "hassling" them 

by delaying to sign the inarriage papers. "I wasn 't going to take his 

crap," she said of he r father. "I made him sign! " 

Asked about the Shabbat dinner and the bris, Michelle said they 

part icipated "in order to get a good meal. " At pr esent, they were low 

on funds. That night with Mr. Wolf and Bobby was spent "doing Jewish 

s tuff and listening to Dad t a l k about Mom l ike she was alive." Miche l le 

insisted that her new family would have no religion , just "s lot of 

love and happiness." Talking about the fighting in her parents' home. 

she hoped her neY si~u&tion would be better. 

Michelle began to draw t he conversation into reflection on old 

times in the garneroom. Her voice carried a heavy air of nostalgia. She 

claimed she had never been happier since her marriage and the birth o f 

he r son, but she said so with reservation . Looking at Micah. Michelle 

smiled and said, "Yeah, I miss the old days, but I'll work hard so Micah 

can be happy. Pretty soon I'm going to hire a sitter and get a job." 

Walking to the door, still holding the baby, Michelle called out, 

"Come back for dinner sometime, okay? I ' m learning to be a real good 

cook!" 

Analysis 

A family which practices denial to extreme levels may refuse to 

establish the homeostasis tha t nurtures growth. The Wolf family 
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suffered for exactly this reason. The combination of the inability to 

deal with potential trouble (i.e., not he lping Michelle cope with her 

rapid physical development) and the refusal to accept reality (father 

and son acting as if mother were still alive) reflected an ongoing 

resistance both to change and the establishment of new equilibrium after 

crisis. 

Conflicts emerged as a natural result of this resistance to change . 

The frustrations from the lack of growth creater interpersonal tensions. 

The parents and children argued incessantly. Bobby and Michelle went at 

each other beyond the normal realm of "sibling r ivalry." However, the 

central conflict developed between the senior Wolfs and Michelle. 

Failing to understand the problems involved in their daughter's physical 

maturation, the Wolfs expected her to act in behavior patterns similar 

to ~ther girls her age. When she acted out, they either yelled at her or 

totally ignored the behavior. They had no concept of setting limits. 

Michelle responded not so much in words as in anti-social actions that 

she knew would hurt her parents. The use of drugs, the poor work at 

school, the sexual liasions, and f inally the runaway incidents were her 

form of retaliation. Eventually, this behavior mani pulated the parents. 

Out of fear of another crisis, they tried to smooth over the problem 

through appeasement, denying to themselves the severity of the situa

tion and the relat ionship of one incident to the next. 

Bobby found himself caught in the middle of this conflict and 

internalized it. At times he would ally himself with his parents. At 
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other times he would side wjth his sister against them. In later years, 

he tried to act as a peacemaker , but lacked the sensitivity to bring 

both sides into a compromise that could be reinforced. Eventually, he 

too, suffered, as manifested in his dropping out from school, the 

discussion of the "Nazi style" of solving problems, and his persistent 

failure to achieve self-stated goals . ' 

In looking at the progr ession of these chronic ~onflicts, one can 

see the effect of the denial and the inabi lity co grow on the family 

system. The Wolfs had the ability to reach temporar y levels of conci l ia

tion, but two factors ended any further progress. First, they failed to 

make any proper reassessments of the conflicts. As a "religious family," 

their innate cohesiveness would end any further recurrence of problems. 

Obviously, this proved to be falst, The made no positive changes, and 

old conf licts re-emerged. Second, the senior Wolfs and Michelle 

unconsciously entered i nto a pact of negative reinforcement. Every t ime 

Michelle acted in an anti- social manner, her parents would try to appease 

her, rather t han set limits. When appeasement changed to anger, greate r 

anti-social behaviors would elici t new appeasements. Michelle had the 

manipulative power over her parents to destroy any conciliations if she 

did not get her way. (This appeared in th~ Wolf home, in the Johnson 

home and also at the County adolescent village.) Even after Mrs . Wolf 

died, Michelle and Mrs. Wolf continued t he conflict sequence . 

Role taking and communication patterns also s uffered from the 

ongoing problems and t he conflicts. Fegarding roles, Michelle could be 
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scapegoat , manipulator, or loving daughter. The parents would respectively 

be scapegoat creators, victims, or loving parents. The major rein force

ments occurred in the first two sets of roles and not the last . Bobby 

suffered from ro le confusion. lie wanted to become a healer during the 

scapegoat or manipulation situations, but he would always inappropriately 

adopt t he same role as the faction with which he would ally. Re could 

help scapegoat Michelle, and be scapegoated himself (as during his years 

in therapy) . He could both manipulate and be manipu lated. 

Connnunication in the home transmitted anger or myth , but never 

promoted dynamic growth . Arguing among family members became a constant 

feature of t he family system. Words were bitter and tones were loud and 

harsh. Fantasy emerged every time Michelle completed a sequence of 

acting out (the family 's insistance tllat "everything will. be better 

from now on"), The greatest fantasy was the denial of Mrs, Wol f ' s 

illness and death. Where fami l y members could nave grown closer in 

their grief, individual attempts to live in the past only separated 

them further, This adherence to myths reflected the chronic inability 

to deal with the realities faci ng the family s ystem and thus, refl ected 

the resis tance to change . 

Ooe other communication prob lem took years to develop , but when 

it emerged it had a devastating effect. Mr . and Mr s. Wolf had imbued 

their off spring with learn i ng models that would not help t hem interact 

on a normative level of society. Bot h chi ldren copied their parents' 

low self- esteem , They also never learned how t o cope with crisis 

situations, Mi chel le never develo ped a met hod for building solid 
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friendships. Bobby did not know the satisfaction of fulfilling a personal 

goal. Bobby had poor se l f-esteem and a tendency to disregar d reality 

that closely paralleled his father's personality tra i ts. Michelle never 

learned the proper social patterns to deal with her physical maturi t y. 

These troubles were pinpointed during their therapy sessions as pre

adolescents at the Clinic. Indeed, many of t he aforementioned pr oblems 

(e.g., running away, leaving schoo l ) of the two teenagers resulted from 

poor s ocial ization and the parents' inability to cope with the problems 

when they materialized . 

The resistance to change, the inability to achieve new homeos tas is 

patte r ns and the resulting conflicts had a devastating effect on the 

Wolf family system. Mrs. Wolf died , but the other family member s, 

especially Mr. Wolf , did not ad just to becoming a single parelt family. 

The ties between Michelle and her father and brother became almost 

totally severed, except for t hose times when s he manipulated them to her 

own advantage (i .e . , £ree meals). All that remained were father and son , 

tied togethe r out of emotional dependency . Even then, Bobby s t ill had 

that r ooted feeling to leave home and live his own life, a feeling that 

had never been fully realized. Bobby ' s l aw self- esteem restricted his 

realization of personal aspirations. 

About the Hypothesis 

The Wolf family maintained a chronically defensive denial of their 

pr oblems that reached crisis proportions. According to the pa rents. the 

family had no troubles, just an occasiona l di Cficulty with two ''basically 
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good children." This lack 1Jf r ecognition had an e t hnic input. Seymour 

and Berta Cohen strongly identified with traditional Jewish values and 

customs. They played an active role in their synagogue. They practiced 

Jewish rituals in the hooe . In their mind, this made them parents of 

a "good religious family" whose religious identity knitted them closely. 

So, Mr . and Mrs . Wolf's adherence t o the myth of the i :mate ly cohesive 

Jewish family added to the denial which cri ppled the family system. 

Bobby and Michelle also treated crises "''i.th denial, but for them it 

did not stem from the myth. Bobby found no unique qualities a bout 

Jewish families. However, his desire for a harmonious family led hi m to 

practice rituals that would please his parents . and avoid family confl icts. 

This failed t o work. Except for visiting the JCC gameroom, he had no 

Jewish affiliations apart from family obl"ga tions (i .e., going to services 

with his father) . For her part , Michelle rejected a l l Jewish practices 

and affiliations except those she needed to elicit favors. For example, 

he r decision to have a hris fo r her son was done to appease her father, 

no t ro fulfill any personal rel igious obligation . She insisted that her 

parents "hassling" he r had been the initial cause of all family problems. 

A ga p appears be tween the gener ations . The parents' denial stems 

i n large par t from their belief in the myth. The teenagers' denial 

stems from other sources and needs. 

Michelle could not accept responsibility for any fami ly problems 

since they had restricted her 11 f reedom" . Bobby need a harmonious 

fami ly life to quell his own internal conflicts. On a similar level, 

the parents practice of Judaism and thei r affiliation with the synagogue 
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occupied a central place in their lives. The teenagers felt little or 

no sense of a Jewish identity. Thus, t he negative effect of the J ewish 

family myth, although affecting all family members, was shared only hy 

the senior Wolfs. 

Conclusion 

The Wolf case depicts a family who could not develop progressive 

levels of homeostasis. As the years passed, the senior Wolfs resi sted 

any effort that might bring about new equilibriums . They cou l d not 

envision thei r "parental care" being a source of the children's psycholo· 

gical problems, problems which necessi tated clinica l attention for all 

family members. Fantasies upon the molher' s death blocked the establish· 

ment of stronger ties between remaining family members. 

This stifling of growth led to tensions throughout the household. 

This stifling of growth led to tension between Mr. and Mrs. Wolf and 

overall effort to pr omote family harmony . For him, Jewish ritual was 

a means to an end. Neither Michel le nor Bobby had any Jewish affiliation 

o t her than the JCC gameroom and TOP. 

This case illustrates that denial can take on multiple forms i n a 

family system. For the parents, i t stemmed from a belief in the Jewish 

family myth. For the teenagers , it stemmed from Michelle's total 

disc laimer of responsibility for family trou bles and Bobby 's longing for 

family solidarity. Thus, the entire family need not pr omote the my th 

of the Jewish family in a situation where the myth has an effect upoo 

the family system. A pattern of confl ict emerged . The parents appeased , 

the daughter manipulated them . The parents g rew angry from these 
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manipulations, the daughter acted out (i .e., running away) until the 

anger again reverted to appeasement. This mutually reinforced conflict 

led the family system into a crisis. Bobby, who internalized the 

conflict, could not avert the crisis because he tended to ally with 

his parents at times and with his sister at times. Re did not have the 

ability to bring both sides into compromise that could be positively 

reinforced. 

Much of the parents' denial ste11E1ed from a strong Jewish identity 

and the belief in the myth of the inherently cohesive Jewish family. 

In their minds, any change , even if potentially constructive, t hreatened 

the family s ystem. Their children, with t heir tangential Jewish 

identities and the need for change and growth, suffered from this lack 

of new homeostasis levels. They, in turn, denied that they had any 

r espons i bili ty for the family problems. As a result of this denial, 

the family system deteriorated into a fa ther and son clinging to the 

fantasy t hat they had successfully maintained the "happy househo ld . " 
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Chapter 7 - "Billy~ ' ' - The Goldfar b Family 

I nt r od uc t ion 

A family needs homeostdsis, change and new levels o t home ostas i s 

in or der tor fami ly members to gr ow and t he family system t o mature. 

The case of t he C.oldiarbs family points to JUSt such a nee<l. Ori~inall), 

a two pard nt family , the fathe r abr up tly died of a heart attacK. The 

mother and her two chi l dr en evolved in to a syst1.;.m o! co11 f licts and 

tension. In che nine years following the father's oeath, the Goldfar bs 

Lamily system made many changes which led t o successively heib~ter.ed 

pr oblens, ltu t 110 homeostasis . As a r es ult. cne family cecer ioracec in co 

a system of acversa:y a~ liances, rellecti~g a r eal crisis . 

At present, t he t..old farb family is a 01•e- parent system wic n cwo 

teeua~e clnldren . f ried a Gola iarb , age 45 , loo.<s a lmos t ten years older . 

Sne never r emarried and avoids dat i n&. Extrer.iely overwei ght and sic.•ly, 

she has not wor~ed for ~our years . He r days are s pent restin~ and 

house.Keep ing . She belongs t o a Conse r vati ve syna~o~ue Lu t t oo~ no part 

i n its activities . Donna Goldfarb, a~e 1~ and a colle \ e f reshman, lives 

at home. A physica lly unatt r active gi r l , s he ove rcompensates with a 

l oud , authoritarian pe rsonality . Donna has Cew f r iends and re j ects any 

association with the synagogue or t he JCC . Bi lly ~oldtarh , a ge 16 and 

a high school freshman , is a phys i ca lly impos i ng t eenager. He lost two 

years or s chool because of excessive truancy and suspensions . According 

t o a ps ychiatric social wor~er, t he l ack of a male model i n bil ly's life 

has had a negat ive effect on his personal i t y , The wor ker feels t hac 

Bill} neeas an extensive Lsttery 0 1 ps ychological tests t o eva luate h is 

status. Billy's on:~ Jewis h af r iliation is an occas iona l v is i t t o t he 

J~C gameroom . 



The Case History 

The band had j ust finished its last number. They be ga n packin~ up 

their equi pment. Anothe r success f u l TOP dance had drawn over 150 teen

agers, thaoKs in no smal l part, t o t he e ffort of Donna Go ldfarb , Donna , 

a seventeen- year- old high school senioI, had a lmQst s i nglehandedly 

or ganized t he e nt i r e event . She h ired the hand, passed out t he fli ers , 

pr omoted t he ticket sa l es , a nd had her hand i n every ot he r phase of the 

ope ration . She fel t t his was he r dance and s aia s o many times. 

Needinl:. the mone y t o pay the Land , Donna came over to the TOP 

wor ke r ~ uara i ng the c ash box . Earl i e r in the evenin~ , the two had argued 

over extend in~· the l e ngt h of t he dance. Donn3 had s c re amed, ''I 'm in 

charge . You don' t t eil me: what t o do . I just ca n' t ge t auyone t c 

coo perat e ! " Now she or der eo, "You J USt g i ve me the c- as h , I want t o pay 

t he boys . " The wor~er gave her ha lt t he r e cei pt s, holdir:g the other ha lf 

for TOP 1 s pr ot.ram fund . ''Give me all the money ~ 11 she shouted , her eyes 

bulg i ng . " I t ' s mine . I ' m 1teepi ng i t . l s t ill have n' t s ee n t he profits 

f1jm t he l ast dance . Geor ge Feldman (Di r e c tor oi TOP) pr obably t ook 

his wife to d inner with that money . " The worke r demurred a nd Donna's 

rage i ncreased . "You God damn s on of a bitch . All you assho les are 

t he same; t r ying c:c cneat the band l.ecaus e t he y 're bla ck. You want t o 

t a.te credit !:or what l dio . fllc.c you, you asshole ! " She ran out t o 

t he par ki ng lot, siruul t aneously crying and swear int . 

Uonna had Leen par t of Lot h the Cot !ee House and TOP pr ograms all 

t hr ough hibh schoo l , Except fo r J LC ~embers h i p, she had no othe r Jewi sh 

affili at ions . Her t, r ade s were fai r ly ~ ood, and she served as manager c;,f 
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t:he swim team. Extroverted to the point 01: Leing irratint;, she i nces 

santly chattered a hout other people and always name- dropped to indicate 

she had many f r i ends. 

Her hi gh school peers insisted Donna had iew close friends , if any . 

lier loud, pushy behavior; e .g . , s hou ting 11 0y Veis ?-li r 11 , ord~rinr; people 

ar ound) had alienated many o t he r teens. They ca l l ed her "Big Mouth 

Donna'' or " Snag.., lepuss u (in r eference t o her unattractive f acial and 

physica l charac te ristics) . Although Donna tried to make herself t he 

constant: center of attention, she was by no me ans popular. 

Thirty mi nu r es aft er t he outLurst, Donna came bac.< into t !1e game

r oom, looking downcast: and quiet. Three wor kers invited her tor a cup 

of coffee . Once s eated in a r estaurant boo t h , she be5an to pour he r 

heart out. ''I didn 1 t mean t o yell Like t hat, " s he sa id in a heavil y 

apo logetic tone. ' ' I 1 m r ea 11:· sorry. Thin0 s have Leen s o r outh at home 

and school . Now, I run another successful dance , and nobody car es . 

It ' s just a l 1 been build in~ ~· p, and I finally exploded . 

Donna went on to explain that, fo r her , t he home situation had 

g r own tense and f r igh t en i nb • Her widowed mo ther and f ifteen- year-old 

b r ot he r, Bi l ly, had been at odds f or months. In Donna's opi nion , on :.y 

s he ne rse li could Keep peace in t he fami ly, ana even she had been unsuce s 

sful. Billy had Leen physically at t ack inf;, bot h women . On ly a week 

before he had b roKe n down the door t o hi s mot her's bed r oom i u r eta l iation 

f or her l nYad1 n1: nis privacy (Nrs. 0o1afar ·1 would enter Billy' s r oom 

without kno c~ing) . I n addition, the young man had been a r rested fo r 

possess ion of mari juana ano had been t ruant f r om school fo r ove r two months. 
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"He's driving us crazy, 11 Donna t ensely remarked . "I ' m s o worried 

that I can 1 t get my schoo lwork done . l flunked two cou rse s this quar 

ter . i may not graduate wi t h my class. If t hat happens , I'll never be 

a special education t eacher , and Ron won't marry me . ' ' (This shoc keo 

the wc r kers, who had no i nkl ing that Donna had a boy f riend, lee alone 

a iia nce) . " Oh that Ron, he ' s so screwed up . Ile dr opped out of school 

and j oined the Air Fo r ce . He needs me to help h i m, l i ke a wife should . 

Oy veis mir ! I don ' t know what I ' m going t o do about Ron, a bou t billy, 

abou t s choo l, about eve rything . Even the lady at t he agency can ' t help . ' 

!he "l ~dy a t t he a gency' turned ou t to he Nadine Chester of JFS. 

We visited her t he tollowing Monday . Nadine to ld us t hat t he problems 

in t he Goldfarb household had been building fc-r many years . ~·lr . Golc!fa r l had 

had died nine years before, and since t hat t ime Bill> 's behavior had 

gr own pro~> ressively mor e ant i - s ocial. His moods ranged f r om s .ilter. t o 

v iolently ah~ressive . Ne i ghbo rs complained about t he c onstant shou t ing 

t ha t cou ld lie heard ou ts ide t he home . The c ry of "!S illy ! " , ei t he r from 

Donna or l'lr s . i..old farb indicated t.he climax of t he aq~umeut . As Nadine 

saw it, Mrs . Gold tart- wouldn't acce pt the e:r.istence of t he p:-oLlem in 

its infancy, and now sne had no control whatsoever. llilly needed an 

extens ive battery ot ps ycholo5ical t ests to determine t he causes of his 

agressiveness . The family needed a "cooling off pe r i od 11 from t he constant 

inter personal tensions . So Nadine urgea t hat hilly Le placed in an 

adolescent clinic for an indefinite pe r iod of time . She s ug~ested TOP 

work in tandem with he r agency by int e r ven i ng wit h t he teenagers in t he 

gamer oorn . 
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Fr ieda Golrlfarb , t oo . h illy, a tall, quiet t eenager had been in and 

out of t r ouble . As his sister said, the t ruan t officers had con::acted 

the mothe r , anc L~l-Y ~ad been ma~ing wee~ly visits t o a pro~at1on 

o f: 1cer as a res•1lt o r t he n;ari j uana ar r es t . Having on l y one c los e 

f riend, hil l y s pent 1nucT1 o f h is time alone i n h is I ed r oom, ol a)'i•1~ 

6ui t<:r o ::: read ing . 1~t:en at t '.1e i:,a me r oom, he stronl ly res1stec a1 scuss i ni: 

any per sonal mette r s . The JCC was billy 's .Jnly social outlet , 

One TO.L' wor ke r , Jeff Simon, frequently too< Lilly t c hocl<ey ga mes 

o r fi shirg , at wh ich time b i lly would show rare !lashes 01 excit e1 e t t 

and inte r e st . Tne t wo woul d cal.;; al.ou t t;enera l d-in!: ~ ; i . e . , ':) ?e~ or 

r od s anc re.e ls , whe~, billy would suaden l~ as.: -'t:ll a :'ersonL.i ~ 1esi::1 0:1 

at·out hl s •.1ifo " r h is Joli . Jeri:: woulo spea!'. f r eely, enco~1rat..1. 1~ till)' 

t o u u the s anic atJCln t his borne ll te . However , J 111~ wou ld b r ow ve r )' 

qui et ano avo id t he ques tion L: say1n1 , " 1'hin1;.s a :-e o ,~ay o r so1,e 

s1 mL !ar 1 r~shor1 . l~r the r ques~•ons would : e ~reeced wit h stony silen ce. 

Whet> ;nca nt; billy u p , Jet1 had ::he opportum.t y to see t ne ra:-1ily 

s ys t e m lll actio.-t. Ui\e a t:er n ... •01. , Jeft encered : r.e hou s e t o fi nd Donna 

yellin!:- at hill:v and 1·:rs. l·oldrarc: ye11 inb , •·11sten t o your si~ter . 

Cle:w u p that: 111ess ! ' He i t uorec l\is 1J1o t he r and weut i nto h is r oom . 

"Lilly ! " she screamed in a s hrill voice . " You listen co what I say . 11 

Billy did not answer . 

Jeff !m oc ked at the door, tellin~ b i lly t o &a th er up his fishing 

gear . Keepini;. the doo r l octted , h illy said, "get lost, Jeff. I' m not 

going with you anywhere . Go away . 



Un his way out, !· rs . Gotcitarb starcea cryint, a11d l e i:;.:' ec Jett t c 

sea) tor d l. n lei:. 'rnrour,h !":er ::ears s he fo~ced a sr~ile and "1:1ir.;>ered, 

''We 're having stufted cabba):'e , vei;etaLle sou p , ana :iacesh . Won ':: you 

stay. " Jer:: dec l i ned dioner, but sat aown to calk . 

Frieda Goldfarb wiped her eyes . An obese, excroverted woman, s he 

had spent the ni.ne years of widowhood raisinb che children alone . 

Both her physical condition and a nef;ative attitude toward meet1nf_ sing l e 

men had prec l udea o:nv c: hough t of datin~ and remarriage. A iorme r nurse , 

she ha d l..een unable t o wor!~ fo r four year s, lie cause of a hearc: condition . 

The 1ami.l ..1 's inc ome came from insurance, sav1 n1:s anci a trust fupd . Her 

days were spent housekeepinb and restin~ . 

111'h3t billy , ' s re be moaned , ''I just don't understand him . At 

times te u on 't ta lc at a ll, and t hen he comes out s creami~ li~e a ma1 iac. 

Sometimes he even 0 ets ohysical ! You mou, 11e t r ol<e dowu rt)' door l ast 

1.10nth . lie sa id l invaded hl.s p~ivacy so he was bo inr, to invade mine . 

hue: i.c's a mo the r's r5 bht to bo int o he r son's bedroom , is n ' t it? )Tne 

t one as .u;d to r reas s urance) . "What makes him do t hings liite this ? 11 

"And Donna! le seems li !<e she and Bi ll yell at eac h o t h er all day 

lon15 . It ' s a mi rac J e the neighbors haven 1 t cal led the po lice a 1,;ain . Oh 

what can I do ? 11 She sounded b ewildered and confused, t ears a gain fi !.-

1 :.nlJ 11e r eyes . 

J eff urged 1·1rs . l.old rarb to 1ollow Nadine ' s recommenda t ions. Nrs. 

Goldfar b replied that " I d o everything I can . I listen to her . hu t 

llilly is s o stuhbor n . Nobody can make him do anything . Poor Do~na, s h e 

suffers the most fror -1 l t h is . 1 1 1 l ac what I csn . 11 



86 

Ji meeting with Nadine two weeks later disclosed that the family 

had not altered its behavior to any significant degree. Again, Nadine 

urged outside placement for Billy, but he adamantly refused. Nadine 

spoke further about the home situation. She felt that all the Go ldfarbs 

had never been able to cope with the death of the father, and that the 

present deterioration of the family system could only be destructive to 

Bi lly and vice versa. The two women had formed a strong alliance, and 

the ensuing conflict had reached crisis proport ion, 

That summer, a change did take place i n t he family. Before gra

duating from high school, Donna had become pregnant . Bo~h mother and 

daughter became great ly depressed. Donna chose to have an a bortion and 

that decision only heightened thei r depression. During this time, Billy 

acted in a ver y suppor tive fashion; helping maintain the house , running 

errands, showing kindness and love to both women. Despite an occasional 

argument, neighbors ment ioned t hat no shcuts of "Billy!" had been hear d 

fo r months . 

Phone Contact and Expectat ions 

Donna answered the phone with a cheery voice, She had enro l led in 

a 1oca l college and enjoyed her s tudies very much , Asked i f the family 

might be available for a follow-up i nterview, she r eplied, 111' 11 be 

here!" Reminded about the ot hers i n the f a mily she put down the receiver 

and shouted (audible to the listener), "Nom, it's Earl. Re wants to 

come over and talk to us about TOP. Okay?" She picked up the receiver 

and said, "It ' s alright with Mom . We 1 11 see you tomorrow. 11 No mention 

was made of Billy . 
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I suspect that the unwanted pregnancy will bave caused a new level 

of homeostas i s to emerge . Stronger patte r ns of communication and higher 

degrees of interpersonal awareness should be evident. Now that the 

crisis of the pregnancy has passed, Billy may again feel stifled by his 

mother and sister . Although he should be at the interview, he will 

probably say ver y little, and try to leave in the middle of t he discussion . 

Jewish identity should be an important factor in the family system 

designs of Nrs. Goldfarb and Donna. I expect they will speak of their 

attempts to become a cohesive Jewish family, and Billy's improved behavior 

as an added factor in reaching that goal. Billy should be non- committal 

on t he subj ect. 

The Follow- up Interview 

Denina opened the door of the Goldfa r b apar tment, cuddling her pet 

cat . She gave me a loud bubbly welcome, took my coat, and offered me 

a seat in their sparse, comfortab le living r ooc . Just as I sat down, 

Billy entered the room. He l ooked t otal ly different from the teenager of 

a year ago. The long hai r had been cut very short, he had grown five 

inches to a height of six feet and 30 pounds of muscle had been added 

to his chest and upper arms. Most importaot, a wide smile covered his 

face, something no TOP worker had ever seen before. He shook my hand 

and warmly said, 11Hi, Earl. You ya been?" 

The two teenagers sat down on the couch and started talking about 

school . Donna spoke about her special education classes, and Billy 

related that he really enjoyed his studies for the fi rst t i me. (Not 
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only did the smile remain on Billy's face, but he talked more freely 

and openly than ever before.) As he spoke, Frieda Goldfarb came in, 

seating herself on a dining room chair opposite her children. Appearing 

ti red, her eyes puffy and her forehead creased with deep lines, she 

managed a smile and offered some t ea and her "special'' pound cake . 

After passing around the pound cake, the teenagers were asked about 

the previous summer. Billy told about his trip to visit cousins in 

Miami Beach. "I never saw the ocean beforE:. They captured a shark a nd 

everything. '1 It was pretty neat. Donna talked about her trip to Spain, 

avoiding any mention of the abortion . While describing this trip, 

Mrs. Goldfarb interrupted to remar k that she woul d have rather had he r 

children spend the su1T1Der in Israel. "I wanted to take them, but they 

wouldn ' t go. There ' s so much of a be tt"!r Jewish identity the re." 

(Throughout the discussion, ~1rs . Goldfarb would frequently interrupt 

one child or the other.) 

Exp l aining what she meant by "Jewish identity," Mrs. Goldfarb gave 

a !.ong d i s course on how it re lated to "being part 0£ a cotmnunity." 

The JCC did not offer the right kind of community atmosphere because too 

many non- Jews held membe rships. Commenting on his mother's statement, 

Billy said he may sound bigoted, but he, too, t hought that Jewish peo~le 

were better than other people . Donna remarked that she had grown apart 

from the religion , that the Jewish comnunity offered her nothing of 

great importance. Mrs. Goldfarb then added that Shabbos was an important 

time in their household, even though the youngster found little Jewish 



89 

identity elsewhere in the co111111unity . The three light candles, make 

Kiddush and chant the b lessing over the bread every Friday evening. 

Mrs . Goldfar b beamed with fride, descr ibing how Donna bakes challah for 

the occasion. Donna snyly said, "Yeah, I like doing that. Shabbos 

in the home is nice . " Bi lly added that the rituals gave their family a 

good feeling , All three insister, however, t hat there was no special 

quality of Jewish families. Mrs . Goldfarb reflected the family sentiments 

by stating , "A good family is a good family, no matter what the religion." 

(Obviously, my expectations about the Goldfar b 's religious attitudes had 

been mis taken.) 

As ked if Shabbos made them a better family, Billy res ponded that it 

brought them closer together. Donna smirked, and shook he r head in 

disagreement , Mrs, Goldfarb interjected, "We try not to argue, t hough . 

We want to make our Shabbos something nice . " Referring back to the 

arguments, Donna angrily stated that her mot her questioned her constantly 

abcut her social life and her friends . This interrogation made her 

quite angry . Mrs. Goldfarb defended her own position loudly insi3ting 

that Donna should have a better balance of Jewish and non- Jewish f riends. 

"That's Donna's main problem," she insisted. "Now Billy has other 

problems." 

When I asked, "What ki nd of problems ?" a jolt of electric-like tension 

went through the l iving room. Billy lowered his head and exhibited the 

small, nervous smile so familiar in the past. Donna smirked again and 

shot quick, repeated glances at Loth her mother and brother. Mrs. Goldfar b•s 

eyes began to water. Her voice becai;1e softer and shaky, as she tightly 
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gripped the chair. "If Billy •• • wants to say ••• That's up to hi.m. It ' s 

not for me to say •11 Staring off int o the distance , Billy said, 11 1 

just have to improve myself in a lot of ways.'' 

Suddenly, Donna blurted out, "The main problem in this house is 

conflicts. My mother and I get a long real good. But Hilly and l have 

just drifted further apart. We rea l l y don't get along at all. And the 

two of them (nodding at mothe r and brother) ••• whew!" Billy softly 

said, ''We talk a lot. " It ' s just that nobody understands anybody. Stam-

mering, Mrs . Goldfarb int errupted, "When a person has a problem ••• and 

they won't do anything for themse lves, what can you do? Especially when 

that person insists I'm the problem. I do w.1at I can . You can tal~e a 

ho rse to wate r, but: you can ' t make him dr ink." As Mrs . Goldfar b spoke, 

she stared rl irectly at Billy . 

As ked how she felt raic;ing children as a single parent , Frieda 

Go ldfarb responded, "like hell!" Her voice was loud and sounded like a 

plainted cry. "When my husband was alive, the world revolved around his 

cnildren . Anything t hey wanted, they got . l did t he disciplining and 

l didn 't like it. Then when my husba nd died, the whole uurden was on 

me . My relatives haven 't helped much at al l . A child will say things to 

the mother that he just won ' t say to the tather . Hilly has always been 

impulsive, headstrong , and stubborn; ever since he was little . I won't 

say I've done t hings t o harm him, but I tried too hard t o do certai n 

thi ngs foi. him. I'm not perfect. 
,, 

I may have made mis takes . 

Out of nowhere, billy diffident ly interrupted, "This is starting 

to ge t l i ke a psychiatric counseling session . Can't we talk about 
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something happier?" 

''We ' re not hiding anything," his mother responded , She adamantly 

reiter ated many of the opinions she had given only minutes before . She 

added one o ther t hought. ' 'Billy missed hav ing a r1ale around . He loved 

talking with Jeff a bout hockey a nd fishing , but t hat wasn ' t enoug h . 1' 

Asked if thi s tension was felt on Shabbos , the family insisted t hat, 

if anyt hing, the rituals b r ought them closer toi:,ether . '' I wis h Fe coulci 

be this close a ll the time, 11 Donna sighed. "Yes, '' ~urs. t.oldfan agreed , 

"religion doe s brin~ us tor.ether, L>ut it wo11 1 t make pr oLJ.e ms go away by 

itself . " 

Aiter a orief s ilence, Uonna &es cu r ed wit h he r head i n a '~e t away 

fron1 me" moc i .::o . " You can go, Mom , " she o r dered . Doci l e and quiet, 

Frieda Go ldfarb went bac1< to he r bed r oom to watch te lev) sion . Askeci if 

s he na<l s ome t hini;; !)r i vate to say t hat requ i red her mo t her ' s ab sence , 

Donna stern ly replied , "No ! I just te l t li ~•e it. " 

Uii !.y tne n tnquirea, " So c.ar l, now ' s yo11 r lite going!" the same 
I 

questi.ou he alwa ys as'{ed tn aef l ect tne tocus from ilis own persona l life. 

I f old him t h i n.gs were good a na ment ioned t hac he loo .~ed rat her happy, 

es pecially when compared to the past. "Yeah, ' he saici, t he wicie s mi le 

returnin& , ' ' I'm iearning t o drive now . The driver's ed class i s cool. 

Al l Kinds of people getting smashed up ; blood everywhere. People leave 

the r oom to go throw up , " he laut,ningly recalled . 

[{etu rnin~ to t he l ivi n& roon, hrs. Go ld tar b o ffered mor e edibles . 

I decli ned and said my good- byes . Frieda Goldfarb> t ha nked 111e for visitint , 

and hilly a s keo me to call on him. Donna had gone outside, ostensib ly 
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chasing the cat. Wal king with me to the car s he said, "Billy j ust put 

on some act . lie just got back from jail. They caugh t him 111aking obscene 

phone calls. He 's not doing drugs any more, but he drinlts likt! crazy . 

And he still attac.ts us. Just last Sunday , he pushed ~lorn anc l rui:.ed 

her hip pretty uad ly . He slugaed me the othe r day , t oo . We want hi m 

to &o fo r psycniatry tests , but he j ust refuses . ~~rn needs a vacation, 

alone, real bad. But I ' m afraid to stay alone with Billy. I j ust don't 

!mow what he'll de . Please, call him. He lp him!" 

As I started my car, I felt depressed, expectations shattered. 

I could only sumise that the Go ldfarb ' s pr oblem had become 1nore serious 

than ever. 

Ana lysi s 

When a fami ly 's difficulties bo unchecked for years, the system 

undergoes a cr i sis that thre;atens its ver y existence. In the nine years 

following Mr . Goldfa rl•'s death , Frieda, Donna and Billy Goldfarb created 

this kind o i. situatiou for themselves. They never achieved the homeo

s tasis necessary fo r a family system 's gr owth . As Nadine Chester had 

menti.oneci, t he i.nitial interact ions fo r the 011e- parent family had a 

definite imbalance . Frieda Goldfarb dominated almost every phase of 

her children ' s l ives, stifling their growth . Billy aod Donna displaced 

their frus t rations at school and among friends. Billy's actions were 

especially problematic . 

As year s of this interaction patter n continued , the children 1 s 

frus t rations changed t o resentment and then t o outright challen~es of 
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wishes. Mrs . Goldfar b did not understand their feel ings, and the~efore 

did not change her behavior patterns. Eventually, the problems reached 

the crisis stage. Billy 's anti- social behavior led to troub le for him 

in the community; i . e . , at school . Donna suffered from a lack of friends 

as she tried to dominate others much as her mother dominated her. 

Finally, Frieda Goldfar b recognized a need to change in order to 

end the problems and establish a t r ue family homeostasis. However, she 

did not have the capab ility to bring, about the changes. Nine months of 

mounting problems, strained interpersonal interactions, and stronb resis

tances on tne part of the children had led to a serious deterioration of 

the family system . 

Conflicts ar ose from this repr essed family growth, as Donna pin

pci.nted i n the follow- up interview . The central conflict pitted mother 

and daughter a~ainst son. The two females would verbally assault the 

te~nage boy, oft en on a personal level. He would respond by i gnoring 

them or physically a t tacking them. This conflict also served as a source 

for Billy ' s need for escape; i .e., drugs, obscene phone calls . After nine 

years of this pressure, billy did need personal psychiatric help in 

addition to being part of a t otal family counseling scheme . 

Other conflicts emerged as well. Donna admi t ted that her once close 

re lationship with Billy had been strained . They oft en argued about Billy' s 

personal behavior, especially towards their mother. These arguments 

brou ght Donna into the alliance w::.t b her mother against Billy. Another 

conflict arose between Mrs . Go ldfarb and Donna . The re- enactment of a 
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past argument about Donna's social life showed that they still had 

strong differences about the direction of change for the family system 

and the level of homeostasis that should evolve f rom that change. It 

also reflected t hat Frieda had not lost the tendency to dominate her 

children. Had Mrs. Go ldfarb been more sensitive to the needs of her 

children over these nine years, the family system would have grown, and 

the interpersonal ties would have been stronger. 

In the evolution of these conflicts, a general pat tern emerged. 

Frequent irritations and build-ups led to freque nt over t conf l icts; 

e . g . , the broken down door, t he physical attacks. That overt conflict 

would lead t o a temporary cessation, but never to a conciliation that 

might initiate problem resolut ion. Due to the long term nature of this 

conflict pattern, family membe rs did not have the means to alter prob lems 

and negative reinforcements. Even regular Shabbat dinners and the 

trauma of Donna's unwanted pregnancy could not catalize s tronger ties 

and actual hom~ostasis . The family always returned to its negative 

behavior patterns. (It should be recalled t hat Nadine Chester felt that 

only the radical solution of removing Billy from the household could 

initiate problem resolution that might better the family system.) 

The inability to establish homeostasis had other ramifications for 

the Goldfarb family . Over the years, cormnunications became a vehicle 

for transmi tting tension, anger and ill feelings. Billy strongly fe l t 

that the family "talked" with each other, but never understood each other 

or even tried to unde rstand. This indicated a defensiveness that each 

family member exhi bited. Somebody else was always the source of family 
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trouble. Billy and his mother placed total blame on each otheL for causing 

tensions . Billy felt stifled, while Mrs . Goldfarb felt physically 

threatened. Both were correct as evidenced by Mrs. Goldfarb' s· frequent 

interruptions and "suggestions" and Billy's pleasure talking about sharks 

and bloody accidents. Donna blamed bot h of them for creating stresses 

that affected her school work and social life. 

Another ramification of the absence of homeostas is was a continual 

role strain among the family members. Although the family had the capa• 

bi li ty t o shed dissatisfying roles, the new roles they adopted often 

proved more dissatisfying. For example, aft er Mr. Goldfarb's death, 

Frieda tried to be bot h mother and fathe r for her son . Billy resisted 

both this and her ove r bearing nat ure. He also gave indications of being 

severely distu r bed by his father ' s death. At any instant he could change 

emotional pitch from withdrawal t o rage and vice versa. The physical 

attacks on Mrs. Goldfarb and Donna had become dangerous. Still, they 

ignor ed the cause of Billy's behavior and tried to mer ely stifle the 

behavior itself . 

The two Goldfarbs develo ped a role set of adversaries. Billy was 

the vict im of Mrs. Goldfarb ' s verl>al attacks and she was t he victim of 

bis physical attacks. Neve r could t hey achieve t he rec ipr ocity of a 

sensitive mother and an adolescent son in need. Similar role strains 

developed in the other family relationships. Donna tried to shed the 

role of compl iant daughter to becone a semi- independent daughter, 

but Mrs. Goldfarb wou l d not adopt the reciproca l role of understanding 

mother. Billy and Donna became mother ' s attacker and mother's protector, 
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where previously they had merely developed commonplace sibling rivalry. 

Thus, the Goldfarb ' s inability to achi eve family eqcilibrium emerged 

in their fai l ure to achieve role reciprocity. 

An addit i ona l ir.dicator that homeostasis could not be achieved was 

the constant use of a scapegoat . Two family members often achieved some 

growth at the expense of the t hird. The females treated Billy as a 

pr oblem teenage r with deep-seated psychological problems . However, ~hen 

mother and Donna had a conflict; i .e., over Donna's social life, the 

siblings formed an alliance to protect themselves against thei r "domineering" 

mother. Likewise, during Donna ' s unwanted pregnancy and ab0rtion , she 

became the family problem . Billy and ~~s. Goldfar b became hi gh ly 

supportive of eac~ ot her in order to cope with the situa t ion . They were 

not equally support ive of Donoa. 

Thus, without homeos tasis for nine years, t he GoldfarLs had a problem 

of crisis pr oportions. Family interactions promoted tensions and not 

g rowth . Family members reinforced conflicts, poor communications, role 

strains and scapegoating that led to severe damage for t he family systen1. 

About the Hypothesis 

Despite the severity of the Goldfarbs' pr oblems, no connection can 

be made between them and a belief in the myth of the Jewish family. Frieda, 

Donna, and Billy all made statements to the effect t hat being Jewish 

did not prevent troubles from arising . Frieda, who placed a high impor

tance on "Jewish identity, " felt that religion was only one determinant 

of a fami ly's s crena ths . Donna insisted that she bad grown apart from t he 

religion. Billy said he found something special about Jewish people, but 
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he could not articulate his reasons. Thus, although the Goldfarbe 

denied any personal res ponsibility for t he family problems , they did 

not deny the existence of problems . Further , these denials s.:etraned 

from the conflicts, pnor interaction and defensiveness within the 

family system, and not from a belief in the myth of the Jewish family . 

Frieda Goldfarb felt that "Jewish identity" meant being a : part of 

the general conununity . By her estimation, the community had wea kened the 

family's Jewish identi ty. The JCC had allowed too many non- Jews to become 

members. thus becoming a "Neighborhood' ' center, but not a "Jewish" center . 

Furth~ r, her extended f amily of sisters and a brother had offered her 

no help . The males never became supportive figures for Billy, and none 

of the extended f amily seemed to care about the nuclear f ami ly's 

severe pr ob lems. 

Frieda, herself, belonged to no Jewish activitives, Bil l y on l y visited 

the JCC gameroom, and Donna re jected synagogue and JCC activities. All 

of them spoke harshly about the JCC's " inabilit y" to foster a strong 

Jewish community (and t he refore, a strong community identity). 

Contrary to these statements, the Goldfar bs did maintain some sem

blance of a Jewish household. Identity may have been weak in the com

munity, but it had stronger roots in the home . Shabbat dinners became 

a temporary period of shared joys and norniative communications, even 

though they did not form a foundation fo r ongoing positive reinforcement 

and f amily growth that could l ead to homeostasis . Donna enj oyed making 

khallah. " Oy veis mir" was an integral part of her vocabulary. Billy 
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felt an appreciation for t he religion, especially the rituals; Mrs . 

Goldfar b did her u t most to maintain a Jewish home life through food, 

throu gh rituals and through encouraging her children to participate in 

Jewish groups and to make Jewish friends. 

If anything , Jewish ident ity made cha Goldfar b family stronge r, not 

weal<er . They did not adhere to a myt h , but made an effort t o cultivate 

a Jewish way of life. Sti ll, the family had severe pr oblems which even 

positive Jewish practices could not lessen. 

Conclusion 

The Goldfar b family suffer ed from a problem whic h steadily worsened 

over a nine year period . After Mr , Go idfarb 1 s death, the f amily never 

achieved a level of homeostasis. Ever y change in the fami l y ' s inte ractional 

patterns brought on heightened conflicts, including physical attack. 

The family could achieve ..:onflict cessation , i.•ut never the conciliation 

needed to pr event any resumption . As a result o f this lac. ~ of homeo

stas is, communi cation l evels de t er iorated, r cle strains emerged, and 

fatuily members created scapegoats s o t hat two i ndividuals might g row 

at t he expens e of t he t hi rd . 

Despite t ne problen1s, the family did have a positive Jewish identity 

in the home . This did not extend t o i dentify in the Collmlunity, but it 

did serve as one positive interact ion for t he faniJy system. The Gold

f arbs neve r used t heir Jewish identity as a 111yth t hat they hac no 

problems. They '<.new difficult i es existed, but t hey b lamed other family 

memhers as ::.he co...ise . 
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Failing t o achieve hor.ieostasis and reinfo rcin5 stress- producinc 

conflicts, the GoldfarL fami ly system faces a potential d isintegration. 

They recognize the exis tence of problems, out nobody has t he ability 

to rect ify them. '£he family's denial l eve1 has lJecome so great t hat 

even outside counseling is futile. Without an extensive "cooling- off 

period" , the f ami ly system may soon disorganize . 
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Chapter G: 

"there 's Noth>n0 ~ally Wrong at All" - The Davis Family 

Introduction 

A pr oper ly funct ioning family system should allow for the growth 

of each household member, and the unit as a whole . When inflexibilities 

stifle t his growth, interpersonal strains develop and conflicts emerge . 

The longer the proLlem goes unresolved t he more the f amily system suff ers 

trom debilitatin& stress. The Davis family presents a vivid il lustratior. 

of t his kind of situation . In t he Davis home, father ruled the roost . 

Everyone was expected to comply with his decisions . One daughter adamantly 

refused, and their conflict affected the enti re family system. 

Bernard Davis, age 4Y, owns a large contracting firm . A stern 

~isciplinarian, he lays out the values and norms to which others in the 

family must comply . In his family, these values and norms are r ooted to 

traditional Jewish custorus and beliefs. Mr . Davis' social life revolves 

solely around his Ort hodox synagogue. ulo r ia Coo per, age 51 , c~mplements 

her husband as a housewife and mother . Orit,inally a Reform Jew, she 

accepted he r husband's wishes to maintain a tradit ional home life. Mrs . 

Cooper suffe r ed f r om a severe case of diabetes that almost ki lled her 

two years ago . Only recently has she returned to a fully active life. 

Mary Ann Davis, age 25, works for an advertising firm in New YorK. Until 

approximately six months a5o, she l ived at home. At that time she moved 

into an apartment with f riends, but still maintaineci close contact with 
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the family . Vicky Davis, age 16, now lives in Boston wi th cous ns. 

Unlike her sister who enjoyed the tradit ional home life and the synagogue 

community, Vic l•Y rejected tnem, and r esented her f ather 's atteropls t o 

dominate her social life and choice of f r iends . She moved t o Boston in 

an attempt to become more self-responsible . A ve ry attractive girl, 

Vicky has had a string of short- term dating r elationships with a variety 

of t eenage boys . 

The Davi s' family held membership in an Or t hodox synagogue . Both 

Mary Ann and Vicky went to Hebrew school t here, with only Mary Ann becoming 

Bat Mitzvat1 . The family t enuinated its JCC membership i n 197~, out Vicky 

still frequented the gameroom. 

The Case History 

A rounse ling. session had just ended in the gameroom office. Bryan 

McDonald, severely beaten by his fathe r only hours befo re, had been 

entertainin~ notions or running away f rom home. Two close f r iends, 

Marty Little and Vicky Davis, brough t Br yan t o TOP t o t al.< things ove= 

and f ina other alternatives. ?!arty and Br yan wa lked briskly out of t he 

office but Vicky l agged behind. "Could I talk to you about!!!:£ problem?" 

s he quietly begged . 

Sitting near t he des k, lighting a cigarette, f i fteen-year- old 

Vicky sat silent l y for a few seconds . Slowly, she startea to speak . 

''Well , t here 's some trouble at home ••• but i t's not too bad. " A nervous 

gi ggle and a lowered head i ndicated otherwise . Asked t o explain what 

she meant, the attractive teenaber began talking about her fami l y . "Umm, 

Mom is okay. She and I get along pretty good . My sister, Mary Ann is nice, 



102 

but we're really diffe rent. She's serious and I like to have a good 

time, you know. But my dad (her voice level increased and she des

pondently shook her head). I hate him!" 

Vicky expressed a strong resentment for the way Mr. Davis seemingly 

f avored the ot her of t he t:wo gi r ls. As Vic ky saw i t, her father had 

nothing but praise f or Mary Ann, and nothing but criticism for her . 

She complained about disparaging remarks about f riends, grades, and 

personal appearance. 11He even forced me to go to shul with him on 

Saturday so I'd be friends with the kids who hang around there. I 

wouldn't dn it. They're not my type . " The soft voice had grown louder 

and angr y . She added, "Dad even blames me every t ime Mary has a diabetes 

attack. He says I'm killing her. If he ' d just leave me alone, l 

wouldn 1 t upset anybody . 11 

TOP had known about the Davises for a lmost two years, At that time, 

a local agency informed us that they had terminated Vicky's counse l ing 

sessions. The teenager re fused to say anything of substance. She denied 

any problems , blaming her father for everything . She also showed no 

will~ngness to modify behaviors that included violation of family curfews, 

use of d rugs, missing school, and periodic seA'Ual i ntercourse. (TOP workers 

knew Vicky had a stream of "steady" boy friends over the two year period , 

but none of the relationships lasted ver y long . She spoke frequen t l y of 

going steady and breaking up. Many of the boys referred to her as a 

"sweet kid, but an easy lay. " 

The worker at the agency as ked TOP to facilitate Vicky's return to 

the counseling sessions on condition her attitude i mpr oved. As t he 
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conversations continued over tthe next six weeks , I encouraged :1er to 

be more open with me, and praised her when she did, This worked well. 

A turning point came one afternoon when Vicky r emarked, ' 'Why should I 

go for coun.seling if Dad doesn' t7" Promised that the new counselor would 

make his suggestion to Mr, Davis, Vic ky agreed to resume the sessions . 

A month after this resumption, Mr. Bernard Davis called TOP. Con

cerned about his daughter and desir1ng to help her , Mr. Davis arranged 

to stop by f or a chat . A few nights later, he came into the gameroom 

office. Slumping into a chair, he looked tired and haggard . He explained 

t hat he and Mrs . Davis se nt Vicky to the f i rst counbelor because, in his 

words, "She was too rebellious and it hurt 1".rs. Davis a great deal. 

Every time Vicky misbehaved, Mrs . Davis had severe diabetes attacks . 

Twi ce s he a l most died . But I was foo lis h t o blame Vicky . I was angr y 

and I didn ' t tcnow what I was saying. I know now it must have hurt her." 

Told of Vicky 's "favo•.-itism" allegation, Mr. Davis again replied in 

a brusk tone that had a pleading ring to it . "It's t r ue," he admitted, 

"Mary Ann was everything a parent dreamed of. She did well in school 

and graduated with honors. She had .!lill friends. She always tried to 

help her mother and me. She also was active in my synagogue, She tried 

to be nice to Vicky, too , but Vicky rejected her. Yes, Vicky was just 

the opposite of Mary Ann, never doing what anybody as ked of her. 

" I must admit that I was very stubbor n. I tried to force Vicky 

to meet new friends, better friends at the shul. She just wouldn 't mix 

with them. I can see now whe re my pressuring her mi ght have made her 

rebe l . That wasn' l too smart o f me. I guess my stubbornne~s hurt, uut I 
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just wanted to do what was best for my daughter. But those curfew 

violations and those friends of hers, ach!" 

At the end of the two-hour conversation, Mr. Davis left: with a 

renewed will. Sounding convit.ced, he said he would try to rebuilt 

the relationship with Vicky. Mr. Davis remar ked that he still wouldn't 

tolerate cutting classes or staying out t oo late, but he wonld try to 

be more understanding in other areas, such as Vicky's social life . 

These efforts appeared successful. In subsequent visits to the 

gameroom, Vicky told how she and her father had gr own a bit closer. 

"I still think he f avors Mary Ann," she surmised, "but he says nice 

t hings to me now ins tead of ordering me. And would you believe that 

my Dad doesn 1t say bad things about my friends ?" 

Life in the Davis household showed signs of improvement. By the 

Fall, Glori a Davis' s condition i mproved and she retur ned to a semi- active 

lif~ as housewife and mother. Af ter a suim1er at a camp in Minnesota, 

Vicky had made many new friends with whom she corresponded by mail . 

Plans had been truide to exchange visits. She a l so enrolled i n a private 

school. Vicky would cheerfu lly come into the gameroom and talk about 

how much she enjoyed classes and the other students. Meanwhile, Mar y 

Ann had moved into her own apartment. 

However, as the months progressed, Vicky's ebullenee changed to 

silence . The liright face now l ooked as downcast as it had during our 

first conversation. As ked if something troubled her, Vicky would reply, 

"Things are okay," and then she would grow quiet and walk away. A call 

to her counse lor at the agency revealed that Vicky had become less 

communicative over the months . She spoke of leaving the private school 
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because "classes are hard and the kids are snobs. 1' The letters to camp 

friends also ceased . In mid-winter, Vi c ky abruptly ter minated the coun

seling sessions. 

One Sunday afternoon, Gloria Davis came to the gameroom looking ior 

Vicky. The teenager had been out all night and the par ent s had no ink

ling where she might be. When told Vicky had not heen to the gameroom 

for over a month, Mrs . Davis went into a rage. She screamed at sever al 

of the teenagers, calling them "liar s, dope addicts, and punks . " She 

chastised a TOP worker , insist ing the program was "a terrible influence 

on Vicky, keeping her from making decent friends. " Then Mrs . Da\·is 

stormed out of the premises. 

A few wee ks later, I saw Bernard Davis at a drug store. He grabbed 

me by the arm and pleaded, ''Vicky has gott~n bad agai n. Please come to 

t he house and speak with her." I replied that I'd like to speak with 

t he whole family . Hr. Davis agreed and pr omised t o call later in the 

wee k t o arrange a time . He never called back . 

~he following March, Vicky walked into the gameroom for the firi:; t 

time in three months. After some general cal~ , I asked about the re lat ion

ship with her parents. With a nervous gi gg le, similar to our fi rst t alk 

she smilingl y said, "Fine. There's nothin~ wrong at all. I gotta run. 

Bye ~ " 

Phone Call and Initial Expectations 

Mr . Davis answered the phone in his usual stern manner . When I 

mentioned TOP, he 3ounded even more gruff. However, after I identified 

myself , he wanned considerably . Readily consenting t o the follow- up 
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interview, he mentioned that Vicl<y would not Le there. "She moved t o 

Bos ton to live with a cousin, " ?-tr. Davis explained . "She had a small 

problem at school, but since the move , sbe had been doing fine . " We 

arranged fo r an interview the following week. 

I expec ted the Davises to try to mi ni.mize their family proLlems. 

They might be f r iendly on t he outs ide, but s ecretive and non- committal 

when it came to personal ma t t ers , For them, Vicky would never chanee, 

b ut they would love her with all her failings . I also fel t t hat Mary 

Ann ' s move would stem f r om he r realization t hat she had a personal life 

to lead, and that s he could no t be family peacemaKer. 

Regardin~ Jewish family life , I suspected the Davises wou ld praise 

their family as having typical close- knit ties . Vicky had a pr oblem wit h 

which the fan1ily had to cope . Mary Ann might disagree with this evalua

ti on and e>~plore the r eal nuances of t he family syster:l . 

The Follow- up Interview 

Bernard Davis invited me into the den of the family apartment. Ris 

wife sat on the sofa, ,<nitting . Bo t h greeted me with warm .;miles and 

ha ndshakes, offer ing me a seat on the lounge chair. ~Ir . Davis sat next 

t o me on a r ecliner. As.·ing about Mary Ann, Mr. Davis beamed. " I fo r got 

to tell you, She got a job with a big advertising firm in t~ew York. 

She's been there for si:< weeks already . " As he descrited l<a:ry Ann's Job 

in detail , I noticed a large fami ly portrait hanging over t he boo&s helf . 

All four Davis es had happy smiles, and the outward appear ance of a 

contented f ami1y , Hemarkin~ about the picture , I as ked about Vic ky . 

In.mediately , t he. Da\·is 's smiles turned i nt o conce r ned f rowns . 
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' Th i :lgs are bad ," sad Hrs . Davis, s na k i ng her he ad from side t o 

sic!e. "She we nt to boston a f ter t he 1 Yam Taren ' (Yiddis h e::pr e ssic n 

for t he Je-wisn Hi gh Ho l y Days) to live with my cousin and his wife. 

At firs t she did well, making friends and get ti ng good gracies . She 

h ad a boy f riend • t oo , a ni ce Jewish hoy . Then s he came hon1e f o r 

v aca tion and it started all over again , Sne lied t o us where s he was 

go ing . She .~ept s ee i~b thos e filt hy frie uds . The nitc nt i efor e New 

Year's Eve , s he sta yed out a ll r•i l!!,ht . I g r ounded he r fo r ,ew Year 1 s 

hve, a nd s he r e tur ned t o Loston t he nex t day . · 

Aslted i f t he r e had be.en troub l e i n hos t on s ince t he n , !'irs. Davis 

re pl ied , ''Vi c1ty has been doinb t he same t h i n5s t o my cousins t ha t s he 

di d t o us . She bro.~~ off t he re l ationship with t he nice l>o y . Then , 

l i es, hr o .-te n cur tews , all t he r est. Ny cous i ns can ' t t a .-e i t . She 

sa ys she misses her f rie nds he r e , hut s he doesn ' t wan t t o c ome home . 

They 1!\3Y s end her bac '.;: any day . What are we go i n& t o do?" 

i:ie r nard Dav is l ooked downcast wh i le h is wi fe spo «e . Suddenly h e 

e xploded . 11 It 1 s t hose s ha E>o tzes (non- Jewish Loys) . All she wants to 

do is go oui: with s hqgo t zes . She d id it here, she ' s doing it in Boston . 

Gloria's cousin has been putting up with the same stunts Vicky pulleci here. 

Her g rades have d r opped, she won ' t ta l k to them, s he goes i n to dangerous 

neighbo r hoods. I ' m t e l lint yo u , t ha t ~ir l has a r e a l pr ot l e m. 

Asked about Vic ky 's counse l i ng s e ssions of t he past year, Mr. Davis 

continued shou t i ng . "She quit; said t hat Miss Telman didn 't ca r e a bout 

her . She just· didn 1 t want to hear the truth . We even t ook Vicky to a 

child psychiatrist, but that was a waste of money. The psychiatrist said 
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we had a fami ly problem. I don 1 t care if Gloria and I go t he firs t 

couple of times , but Vi c ky ' s the probl em , not us . " Mrs . Davis firmly 

nodded in agreeme nt . 

Again l ooking at t he picture, I as ked how Mar y Ann had felt abou t 

t his. Mrs. Davi s f or l o r nly said, "Oh , she doesn ' t want to have anyt hi nt 

to do with Vi cky . She t r ies to make us happy but she has her own l i fe 

t o l i ve . " Mr . Dav is added , "Even she 1s dating s hagetzes now, but whe n 

it comes to boys , l-Jar y Ann knows the di f fe r e t1ce . 11 

nemarki nt; abou t his d i s li!<.e f or 1 's haget zes , 11 I as Ked Hr. Davis 

why he fel t s o strongly . "Don ' t ge t me wrong, " he retracted , "I have 

nothing against t he boys. I'm a very tradit iona l person . J ews s hould 

date t he i r own ki nd. I made my wife a t radit i ona l Jew. All she knew 

was t hat Reform garbage . ~lary Ann came t o shul with me all t he time 

and sat t here like an ange l. l:lut Vi cky , she wanted no part of i t. " 

Talki ng about Jewis h pr actice i n t he home, Mr, Davis proudly explained 

how he performed t he traditional prayer rituals every day. So traditional 

was he t ha t he obj ected to Marry Ann's Ba t Mitzvah , but his wi fe ' s ins i s

tence pr evailed.'' 1-laybe if Vicl<.y had a Bat Mit zvah i t would have helped 

her, " he surmised. "But who knows ? 11 

Both Davises a l so ins i sted that J ewish fami lies had c loser knit t i e s 

t han non- J ewish f amilies , However, t hey f e l t t hat the strengths weren ' t 

as great as t hey had lie en years ago . "How many kids read thes e ? 11 he 

s a id, poi nting to a shelf of English translations of Talmud. "How many 

kids go t o l<heder (Ort hodox H.ebrew School) or davan (pr ay) ever y da y? 

Not many I'll te l l you t hat! You Re f orm j ews wil l never have t he st r ong 
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families we traditional Jews have. If these kids would only a~preciate 
,, 

what we try to do for them! 

Before I left, 1'irs. Davis said t o me, "please write to Vicky. She 

thinks the world of you . She says s!le's confused and I know s he is. 

She hates Boston and she hates home . We ' re her parents, but if she comes 

back ••• I just don ' t know. " 

Analysis 

The Davis family's interaction patter n appeared unique for this day 

and age , It had a strong pat r iarchial orientation, ~uch like t he Jewish 

family i n the East European shtetl whe r e the father literally ruled his 

household. Bernard Davis firmly believed in the tradit i ona l Jewi sh way 

of life and he intended to have his family conform t o i t. For his part, 

Mr . Davis adopted the roles of provider , ac tive member of synagogue 

(es pecially when it came to services and ritual celebration), husband , 

father, and transmitter of Jewish values, In addition, he also adopted 

the role of family authority who would personally determi ne the roles 

o i. o t her fami l y members. At his insistence, Mrs . Davis became a tra-

ditional Jew, kee ping a kos her home, becoming active in a n Orthodox 

synagogue, fulfilling the dut ies of a housewife. At his insistence, 

Mary Ann became the "model" Jewish child, compliantly followins her 

parents ' wishes , a ttending synagogue services on a r egular basis with 

her father, s howing a ppreciation for hi s daily prayer rituals, making 

friends of whom J1r . Davis approved. 
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The main pr oblem in the Davis family arose when Nr. Davis assumed 

he could deter mine Vicky 's roles mu ch as he had done with t he oci1er two 

women . !-tr . Davis had changed his wife from a Reform Jew t o a n Ortho.:iox 

Jew. She became a kosher housei~i fe . Her husband acted as t hough he 

had married a convert. Mary Ann, in turn, received a strone , traditionally 

Jewish, socialization which she passively accepted . Strong in he r own 

way, Vicky resisted her fat her's demands and adopted unique roles of he r 

own . The mor e he r fathe r cr i ticized and cas tigated her, t he mor e Vicky 

sought to adopt roles and pr actice behaviors of which Nr . Davis wou ld 

disapprove . 

The diffe r ence of r ole expectations between the e1dest and youngest 

Davis became the main s ource of conflict i n t he hous ehold. Mrs . Davis 

allied with her husband to pu t additional pressure on Vicky t o conform 

t o the family norms of traditional Judaism. From t he infonnation at 

TO~ ' s disposal, it is unclear whe t her Na y Ann Davis allied with her 

parents, if she tried to act as a conciliator be tween the two f actions 

or if she, on her own violitiou, tried t o persuade Vicky to follow he r 

fa t her' s dictates . Vicky felt no animosi t y toward her older sister, but 

she did feel added ani mosi t y toward he r father who held up Nary Ann as 

a role model to be exemplified . 

Out of her frustration and anger f rom this pressure to change , Vicky 

began acting out in the community . Late hours and staying out all ni ght 

became a habit for the teenage girl. As she told friends, " I won 't iso 

home . It 1 s awful. I hate being ther e . " The dr ugs, truancy , and sex 

added to t he escape mot if , but they also became Vi c ky ' s fotlll of retaliat ion. 

Her parents hur t he r and this was he r method fo r hur ting hack . 
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AB this teenage r pr ogr essed over the years, Vicky became the 

scapegoat for the r ole conflict . As her parents frequently claimed, 

Vicky was the problem child in the good Jewish family . No matter how 

she tried t o shed t hi9 r ole, her par ents kept reinforcing that she 

kept "hurting'' the ot her f amily members . The most s i gnificant example 

came when Mr . Davis blamed Vicky for he r mother ' s diabet es att acks. 

Thus, not only did t he parent s r einfor ce t his scapegoat notion, but they 

pe rsonally actacked thei r daughter . As a mutual r einforcement, Vicky 

acted out in the conmiunity and per sonally a ttacked her parents (to a 

limitf:d extent ) • 

Tracing t he sequence of conflict, a gene r al trend emerges . After 

an overt conflict , the family reaches a t entative accommodation and 

occasionally, a tentative conciliation. This falls apart when Bernar d 

Davis's reassessment concludes that Vicky act like liary Ann. For hia, 

t here can be no other solution. 

Once, when he came to visit the TOP gameroom, Mr . Davis made a 

different i<ind of reassessment . He concluded that he had been wrong t o 

force Vicky to be what he wanted her to be . Thus, he began to encourage 

the positive aspects of her i ndependent nature . Kind wor ds and approval 

reinforced better COlllllluni t y behavior and vice versa. The mutual rei n

fo r cement became positive. Both the summer at camp and the enroll~ent in 

private school gave Vic ky the opportunity to make a f r esh star t . She had 

f r eedom to be her own person, but she adopt ed roles which tbe parents 

could accept . 

However, someth ing took place within the system that caused the 

family to r evert to the pr evious roles . Father again became author itar ian, 
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Vicky again became scapegoat . Mother allied with father, but Mary Ann 

moved out of the house, unable to tolerate the conflicts and needing 

to develop a personality independent of her fathe r (as exemplified uy 

her dating non-Jewish boys) . Neither the counselor nor TOP knew what 

caused this reversion, as Vicky became highly uncommunicative. 

A possible answer for this reversion arises when one compares 

the ~irst reversion to the recent one in Bos ton . Again, Vicky gets a 

fresn start. At:;ain, n1utual reinforcement takes place, this time with 

Vicky and her mother ' s cousins. Again, the family reverts problem 

behavior and parental scape~oating. But one other factor comes out. 

Before the stresses re- emerge, Vicky loses a relationship with her 

teenage boy friend. Although this is speculation, in the first instance 

she may have broken up with a boy friend from the private school or 

from camp . She may have become 1noody and lackadaisical about homework. 

Instead of trying to understand the reasons for the change, the parents 

again s tar: to criticize t he behavior . Vicky Lecomes more moody and 

distrustful of her parents and t he mutual improper reinforcements es

calate anew. 

Considering Vicky 's case his tory, another fac t or adds weight to 

this speculat ion. Vicky always had a series of "steady boy friends." 

She could never maintain the relationships longer than a couple of 

months. During the hi&h points of the relationship she appeared 

happy and carefree. When the relationships ended, she would become 

moody until the next one began. 



ll3 

Thus, the reversion to role strains and conflicts, both io the 

private school period and the Boston period, Qay have come from a 

combination of Vicky's unhappiness in findin& a satisfying relationshi p 

with a male and her parents' inability to empathize with her change in 

iooods. To speculate a little further Vicky's relationships with uoys 

may have been hampered by her disillusionment of males, a disillusionment 

that stems from the chronic conflict with her father. 

No matter what the reasons for a return to conflict, the tens ions 

manifest themselves in other family inte ractions . Corranunications tended 

to do l ittle else but reinfor ce the bad feelings between Be r nard Davis 

and Vicky . He transmitted fixed orders, she responded with resistence, 

Mr. Davis also indicated a st r on& favoritism for his elder daughter, 

Mary Ann . that only heightened the conflict. Anything Mrs , Davis said 

was int erpreted by her daughter as support fo r the iather. As tbe 

conflict progressed both Vicky and the parenta l alliance became extremely 

defensive. Whateve r one side did was considered pr oper, whatever the 

other side did was considered blatantly wrong . Vicky ' s defensiveness 

~xtendcd to escaping the problem situatiou. The heavy use of d rus s, the 

se l f-deceit ( 11everythin~ 's okay• ) exemplified this. Finally, Mary Ann, 

who's communications t ried to bring about compromise, went unheeded due 

to the rigidity of the ciefenses evolving from the conflict . 

The suus ys tem of Mr . Davis, Mrs . Davis, o.nd Nary Ann, lived the life 

of the traditional Jewish family, as defined by the father . Vicky , 

rebelling against this mode of living, found herself isolated, scorned, 

and b!ar.ied for causjn5 prob lems . In tact, this subsystem developed a 
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homeostasis of its own as it tried to preserve a fixed identity despite 

Vicky's need for change aod growth. The family system had become s o 

inflexible that a member of the household had oo choice but to go along 

with Mr. Davis's interpretation of family harmony or else face his wrath. 

Only Vicky chose the latter action, and the resulting conflict affected 

everyone . 

Thus, the tension role between Bernard Davis and his daughter, 

Vicky, became the source of a severe family problem. Mr. Davis, a stub

born man with stroni; traditional Jewish leanings, demanded that Vicky 

be a compliant daughter who followed his dictates. Vicky, an equally 

stubborn teenager wno wanted more self-responsibility, denanded that her 

father modify t he strong patrierchial or ientation of the f amily sys tem, 

and adopt a less dominating ro le. With neither of the two being able to 

eccoU1110date t he other on an ongoing basis , the Davis family l:ad to live 

with ever increasing tens i ons, and strained interpersonal ties . 

About the Hypothesis 

One o f the MOSt significant event s of this case occurred when the 

child psy.chologist t old Bernard Davis that t he enti r e fa:nily had a pro

blem, not just Vicky . Mr. Davie and his wife , as well, f i rml y refused 

to accept this analysis . Their denial stemmed direct ly from their belief 

in the Jewish family myth . Mr. Davis prayed every day, his vi fe maintained 

a kosher kitchen, both brought positive Jewish values into t he home. 

Both insisted that Jeuish families were stronger by nature t han non-

.Jewish families, although this difference was less apparent than in previous 
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generations. As f urt her pr oof t o the parents that t he i r actions had 

been proper, rlary Ann had matured into an upstandi ng Jewish woa an . 

Vicky had prob l ems of ner own, caused by rebelliousness and bad fri ends. 

For Bernard a nd Gloria Davis, a pr oper Jewish fami ly , s teeped in tra

d it ion , could never l•c a pr ob l em family . 

Vi c.cy also practiced denial, but not f r om a belie f in t he myth . 

As she perceived t he iao1ily s ituation, her fathe r was the source of all 

probl£rns . He fo rced her to be what she wasn't. In he r mind a l l of t he 

anti-social behavior; e.g. , heavy drug use, truancy, sex, curfew vio l a

tions) did no ha rm . Thi s was j ust he r way of living . She couldn 1 t 

reco~nize t he hurt it Lrought to her parents . Added to t his de nial 

was an e lement of se lf- deceit . She avoided the existence vf t he f amily 

problem ~.he never possil l e, le t a lone her own complicity. Nonethe l ess, 

Vic ty Davis did not live with a myt h t hat all Jewish families had 

inhere nt strengt h . I f anytnin~ , s he hated her tradi t i ona lly ori~nted 

fami ly sys tem and found it a s ource of per s onal pain. 

J ewi s h a ffi liations and accept ance of home ritual lended much to 

either t he ~eli~ f or aenial of the myt l1 , For the senior Davises, the 

synagogue was their who l e life . There they wor shipped, socialized w~th 

f riends, too'.t an active involvement in the community. At borne, da i ly 

prayers , persona l study, observing the dietary laws, anci ce l ebrating t he 

holidays became a family way of life for all but Vicky . Vic'ty re j ected 

the s~-nagogue community and her re j ection i ncreased as her fathe r fo r ced 

her to attend services aud meet new friends . Her only Jewish outlet was 
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t he JCC gameroorn, and t hat was not to identi fy wit h a Jewish orbanization, 

but rather, to be with her f r iends . 

Re garding Nary Ann , one can only sunnise t hat she enj oyed t he 

traditional practices of the synagogue and the home, but t hat s he did not 

l et her pride in Jewish family life bl i nd her to the existence of pr o

b lems . Her fathe r 's s tatement that "she want ed to nelp ~u t she had her 

own life to live" reflected that s he alone i n the household did not 

defensively deny interpersonal trouble . However, her strengt h at achieving 

compromise could not match her f ather's and sister' s strengt h fo r maintain

i ng an ada.nant posi tion as self- right eous combatant. 

Thus, a t,a p exists in the Davis fami l y . The parents deny any 

responsibili t y for pr oblerus due in i a rge part to t heir belief in t he 

Jewish family myt h . Vicky denies any res pons i bility as well, defensively 

placing all blame on her fathe r because of his s tubLor n, forceful nature. 

Mar y Ann recognizes the exi stence of a f a111ily problem, but cannot 

obviate the reinforcements that l>oth prolon£, and magni fy the difficul ties • 

..:onclus ion 

The Davis family system was an inflexible system. That inflexibility 

stifled growth and led to severe consequences. Doth Bernard Davis and 

Vicky Davis never reached a sense of reciprocity in their r oles as father 

and daughter . Both s tubbornl y insi~ted that t hey had 110 need to modify 

their behavior patterus . This ro le s train led to a family alli ance against 

young Vicky. She became the scapegoat fo r all family tensions . Conflict 

emerged a nd Wa6 reinf orced . Had Mr. Davis encou r aged freedom rather than 

conformity and Lal anced tenderness with his ster n demeanor, t his problem 
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may never have reached crisis proportion. 

As a further difficulty, family members denied any complicity 

in the problem itself . Parents b lamed youngest daughter for cnusing 

the trouble and she blamed them. Th~ eldest daughter, Nary Ann, who 

recognized the pr oblem, could not imitate its resolution. Only t he 

parents' denial stemmed from their belief in the inherent cohesiveness 

of the Jewish family, Their belief in this myth heightened the 

conflicts and further reduced the possibili t y of eliminating the crisis 

that had severely strained the family ties and brought t he system nearer 

to collapse. 



118 

Cha pter 9: 

"He May Kill Me The Next Time" - The Jacobson Family 

&.mily Roster 

Louis Jacobson - Age 45 - Father - Executive of Cosmetics Company 
Esther Jacobson - Age 42 - Mother - Housewife 
John Jacobson - Age 22 - Married 
Ruth Jacobson - Age 20 - Junior at out-of-state college 
Lenny Jacobson - Age 18 - College f reshman 
Al Jacobson - Age 16 - Family scapegoat 
Susie Jacobson - Age 13 - Retarded child 
Mark Jacobson - Age 12 - Possible " problem child" 

Introduct J..On 

Family disint egration can be brought about by any combinat ion of 

int erpersonal factors that go unresolved over time. When the dis inte-

gration occurs , not only the family uni t decays as a whole, but 

individual family member s r eceive emotional scars. The Jacobson 

family typifies this condition. Par ents constantly battli~g. t he 

children suffered for their conflict. Thr ee childr en left the home, 

ostensibly forever, and two had t o be placed outside the home. The 

probl ems could have been resolved, but nobody in t he family knew how 

to effect the harmony that was required . 

The Jacobson ' s mi ght be considered an oddity in t he Jewish 

community . Most Jewi sh family systems have one or two parent s and two 

or three children . The Jacobson family was a two par ent system with 

six ch i ldren. Louis Jacobson, age 45, a slim frail-looking man , had 

been a hi ghly successful sales representative fo r a cosmetics firm, 

supervising regional sales offices. A heart attac k three years before 

and concern for his tamil~ caused him to seek reassignment in the local 
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office of t he company. With six children to raise, Esther Jacobson, 

age 42, devoted almost all her ener gies to household maintenance . 

Much of this time was allotted to Susie, their t hirteen year old retarded 

daughter. Although able to function to some degree , Susie needed constant 

supervision . By this time, John, age 22, had graduated from college 

and marr ied. He and his wife lived in another city. Patti, age 20. 

attends school in North Carolina. Lenny, age 18, has just started 

college in New York. An interested, briglt youn~ man, Lenny did well 

in high school and had a par t time job at a restaurant . He has a 

strong disE,te for his father . With these three movinb c ut of t he house, 

Esther felt she now had time to participate in Hadassah activities. 

Al, age 16, dropped out of school in the eighth grade . A disheveled, 

unwashed teenager , he spends much of t is time dealing narcotics on t he 

streets . Occasionally, he attended a private school run by a psychiatrist . 

Although quiet and introverted, Al has many friends . He now lives in a 

state adolescent i ns titution , having l een placed there by t he courts 

after a drug arrest . Mark, age 12, is a bubl,ly pre-adolescent. Until 

a year ago he had been a happy- go- lucky uoy. Within t he last year, be 

has ta:<en t o doing drugs and el\gagi:-i;; in petty vandalis m. 1'~r . and Mrs. 

Jackbs on placed l'lar< in a military academy in the hope of re- orienting 

his proLt lematic l,chavior . 

The Case History 

Six tee na:;er s approached me i n the JCC pandnt. lot . The loo~< on 

t heir f aces snowed an anxiousness to talk about somethint, . 11Earl, 11 said 
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Jill Kalli ck, acting as spokesperson tor t he group, "You 've ~ot to 

help Al Jacobson. He's goiot; to kil l himself at the rat~ he 's going . '' 

Asked fo r the specifics, all six started talki ng at once. The worried 

tone of t heir voices indicated a great deal of ur gency . Jill quieted 

them and continued. "Al is in pretty Lad shape . You know , he's an 

asthmatic and he won 't quit s moki nb . We don 't even give hit • cigarettes 

any more. The doctor said he could get lung cancer any day . And he's 

doing hard drugs more than ever. We do acid once in a while , but not 

like Al. He trips almost every day. Please, do son1ething for him 

before he u .D.'s or does something worse to himself." The ot l':er five 

vigorously nodded their heads in s upport of Jil l . 

11Sorry , everyl,ody," I replied. 111 offered to help Al when he 

came to the office l ast t!lont h . He said he wouldn ' t deal (se 11 drugs) 

in the gameroom again, uut he broke the trust. If he comes to talk 

with a straight head (not under a narcotic influence), I' ll see what 

I can do and that's it. I'm not a missionary. I can only help people 

who want to help themselves and ail of you know t hat! 11 I hoped Jill 

and her fr iends would try to bring Al back. lieaawhile, despite the 

rough words , l planned an intervention for the Jacobson f amily. 

Since TOP's earliest days, Al Jacobson had been a regular and 

unwelcome face around the gauieroom. His presence only meant that he 

needed to ''score a drug deal." Frequently, he was thrown off the 

premises and twice he received one month gameroom suspensions. Never

theless, he waL~ed into the office in March , lookin!, quite sobe red and 

said softly, " I want to talk to you about something. My f riends said 

you can be 01tay, but I gotta come in straight . Well, here I am . " 
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In the office, slumped on a folding chair, Al spoke about troubles 

at home. The problem was that his father antagonized him and beat hi m 

with a belt without provocation . As a result, Al stayed away from the 

family home, sometimes until the early morninb hours, sometimes fo r 

days at a time for fear of be ing beaten. Re did drugs to escape the 

problem. Now he wanted help. I ur ged t he teenager to see a counselor 

as he had done two years previously . He agreed, and oentioned that he 

would r esume attending a special school run by Dr. Judy Rouerts, a 

local psychiatrist. I also offered to speak wi t h his father , provided 

Al remain straight . He made the promise, gave me a 

sheepish grin and left. 

l1eadshake and 

The following evening, a red-eyed Al Jacobson entered the game r oom 

and started to sell a vial of cocaine. Immediately I pulled him outside. 

"I don't ~:now if you can understand me inside that spaced- out brain of 

yours, Al, but you broke the trust. There' s no counselor and no call 

to your dad. Now , get out. 11 

In t he past, others had ' 'bro ke n the t r ust" just like Al. 'r~ey 

would ret urn to the office a few days later, apologize profusely, and 

beg us to continue the i ntervention. After a long discussion, we normally 

did, provided the teen live up to his end of t he agreement; i .e., no dr ugs. 

However, Al Jacobson never returned and TOP terminated its efforts on 

his behalf. 

The pleading of Jill Kallick and her f r iends induced us to reopen 

the case. It truly appeared that Al Jacobson was on a self- destructive 

course, perhaps even suicidal . The intervention began with a call to 
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Dr . Judy Roberts. Dr. Roberts briefed us on what she considered a 

volatile home situation. Not only did 11r. Jacobson chastise and 

beat Al, but Al had been acting up himself. lle stole money from his 

mother's purse, threw a lamp at her when she discovered him once, and 

recently threatened his father with a bread knife . The mother, who 

recently underwent a radical mas tectomy, couldn't deal wi th the ten-

sion . She would alternately scream at the other children or break down 

and cry . But she fastidiously avoided any contact with Al. The other 

Jacobson children, Lenny, Susie and Mark, suffered a lack of attention 

and felt an extreme tension as their parents tried to cope with Al. 

Two other children, Jon and Patti, made a point of staying away from 

the home. They t old Dr. Roberts that Nr. and Mrs. Jacobson had made 

their lives miserable and now they wer~ "destroying" Al and Mar k. 

Judy Roberts felt that Al's drug problem and family problem had 

grown so severe that he needed placement ~utside the home in order to 

ha•1e any hope of self- improvement. She had been urging him to either 

move into an adolescent halfway house or spend t he coming su1I111er at 

a drug-abuse "drying out 11 farm in Wisconsin. 

With this information in mind, I contacted Louis Jacobson and 
1.~ff.t,.-

his wife, Mtl-d-.rea, to arrange for an intervention meeting in their 

home. Over t he phone , Mr . Jacobson sounded hostile and resentful. 

However, hearing Dr. Robert's suggestion and the pleadings of Al's 

friends slowly changed his mind. 11lf you really think you can help 

Al, come over tomorrow night . Mrs . Jacobson and I will be here." 
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The next afternoon, Al Jacobson walked into the gameroom with 

a facial expression that showed he was not unde r the influence of 

drugs. 11My fri ends tell me you want to talk about something." Hear

ing a bout the beginn~ng of the intervention, he s mi led and shyly said, 

"Jill said you 1d talk to my folks if I came in s tra i ght . Thanks for 

helping . I hope it works . Anyhow, in a couple of weeks, I ' m gonna 

hitchhike around the country with some friends." I suggested that 

hitchhiking around the country with a head full of per sonal trouble 

might not be much f un. If anything, he ought to give t he farm a try . 

"Maybe a couple of weeks in Wisconsin might be okay , " he t hough t out 

loud. "Out, just t o try it out. I'll still hitchhike • •• t he guys can 

meet me in Wisconsin." 

That evening as I drove up the d:-iveway of the spacious Jacobson 

home, Lenny greeted me . Lenny, who stopped by the gamer oom at infre

quent intervals, always acted quiet and int roverted. Now he seemed 

e#\ger t o talk. "Hey, I ' m glad you 're here," he said, ext.ending his 

I.a nd, ' 'I wish I could stick around, but I'm late for work alrei:dy . 

Whatever you do, don' t believe a word my old man says . He ' s a real 

s .o.B. 11 

Thinking about Lenny ' s st r ong feelings, I rang the doo r bell. 

Louis Jackbson greeted me with a coo l air and led me into a comfortable 

den. Seated on a sofa, I could gaze at t he spacious patio and backyar~ 

through a plate glass door. Mr. Jacobson sat on a large recline r , while 

Est her Jacobson busied hersel f in t he kitchen. Before we had begun 

talking, s he entered the den, introduced herself, and relaxed in a 
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rocking chair . She picked up some knitting near the chair and began 

working on a shawl while we talked about the family situation. 

Hearing about Al 's actions in the gamer oom, Nr. Jacobson disdain

fully said, ''That boy is hopeless . There 1 s just no use reasoning with 

hi m any mor e." Immediate ly, Mrs. Jacobson interrupted. ''We wouldn 't 

have had any t r ouble if you knew how to be a pr oper fat her . All you do 

is gi ve orde rs, sc ream , and hit with a belt . " lie sar ca.s tically replied , 

"Yes , l know. You always have the right answer. " (This patter n of 

conflict between t he parents continued theoughout the conver sation.) 

As the intervention continued , two diverse opinions about Al we r e 

heard from each pa rent . Louis Jacobson had given up hope of establishing 

any rapport with his son. To hi m, ~oung Al was a frustration , He did 

not unde rstand why his son took drugs , dropped out of s chool, stayed 

away f rom home. ''We tried to do what was bes t, but he doesn't care 

about us, " Mr. Jacobson rationa lized. "Why should we car e about hi m? '1 

Mrs . Jacobson described Al in a contradictory fashion . On one hand , 

she referred to a learning disabilit y the teenager had as a f actor 

t hat made him "a psychological problem. " On the ot he r hand, she 

couldn ' t understand why he didn 't "act normal" ar ound the house as the 

other child r en did . Al would take no part in the family chores, nor 

would he show any appr eciation of t he gifts and money his mother con

stantly gave him. She hoped these gifts would change his anti-social 

behavior , but they proved to be useless . 

The Jacobson ' s could only agree on three items . First, they both 

had begun to fear for their own physical safety . The lamp throwing 



125 

i.ncident and the knife wielding incident had shaken them up greatly. 

''Be may kill me the oext time," Mrs. Jacobson suggested with a frightening 

ring. Second, they felt that Al vu destroying himself with the drus 

taking and the cigarette smoking that affected his asthmatic condition. 

The parents wanted to help Al, but all their efforts bad been rebuked. 

Third, they indicated that Hark vaa adopting peraonality trait• similar 

to his brother. He, too, had become dishelved and vent for long periods 

without bathing. Mark and hi• friends smoked graas (once a friend'• 

parents found them in a cellar), they beccne truantfarm school, and 

had gone on a vandalism spree. After one escapade of breaking windows 

and 3tealing a caaaette tape recorder, the police arrested the boys. 

The court• plLced them on house arrest. Louis and Esther Jacobson greatly 

worried that Mark would "end up like Al." 

(Later that •~r, a TOP vorker took Mark fishing. The boy had 

a good time and all through the day, he begged to be taken on another 

trip. Asked about his family, Mark spoke freely about the problem he 

aav. The parents constantly argued with one another. Both parents gave 

all their attention to Al and Susie. Mark understood that Susie, u a 

retarded child, needed the attention, but he felt the parents should 

ignore Al and spend more time with him. Mark alao spoke about his 

father's whippings with the belt and Al'• two assault• on them. 

When visiting the Jacobson home to pick up Mark, the TOP vor~r 

found the parent• arguing, just as they had during the intervention. 

As I vaa about to leave, Al walked into the house. Be joined ua 

in the den at which point I shared his feelings with the parents and 
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t hei r feelings with him. From the looks on all their faces, they 

realized an element of love still remained among them. Each said they 

wanted a change in the household situation , and would do whatever 

possible to bring it about. Mr . Jacobson offered to scream less and 

"leave his belt in his belt loops . " Al said he would attend Dr. Robert ' s 

school on a regular basis, come home at a reasonable hour, and stop 

smoking cigarettes. Mrs. Jacobson realized a need to cease chastising 

her husband and both parents agreed to devote more attention to Nar k 

and Lenny . Finally, Al and his fathe r said they would do their best 

to co1muunicate directly with each other and try to \Je more understanding . 

A few days later, Lenny drifted into the gameroom. He mentioned 

that things at home had calmed considerably. All seemed to be improvin~ . 

However, by che end of the su1JJ11er, the peace had been shattered. Al 

hdd been arrested for possession and sale of drugs . The court sent 

him to a state institution for wayward adolescents. The Jacobsen's 

sent Harlt to a military academy in the hope that he could improve his 

behavior in a totally new environment mee ting new friends. Lenny 

graduated from high school and went away to college in New York. Only 

Mr. Jacobsen, Hrs . Jacobsen, and Susie remained in t he larce, opulent 

hor.ie . 

Phone Call and Pre-Inte rview Expectations 

Louis J acobson picked up the. phone. When he heard my voice he 

offered a curt ne llo and sai.d, "Here, tallc to my wife." Esther Jacobson 

cheeri l y took 1:he phone and engaged me in some idle conversation. Asked 
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to participate in the informat ional interview, she replied, "Oh Earl, 

we don't need any help any mor e . The court sent Al away and Nark just 

loves his school. " Told t hat they were needed to help me, she invit ed 

me to v i sit the next weei< . In the background, I could hear Mr . Jacob

son reluctantly consent to the interview. He g ru111bled , "Oh , what t he 

hell. Esther th i s is r idiculous . You want hi m here ? Okay, ha\'C h i 1J1 

over . " 

I wasn't certain if Lenny, Mart<, or Al would be at t he i :1terview, 

but I expected the parents to spea1t in their behalf. All would lie 

depicted as the problem child who almost sing lehandedly wrec ked the 

family . He a~gravated his parents , set a bad e x.ample for Mar:<, and 

made life tense for his brothers and sisters. Since Al had bee n p laced 

by t he court, a sense of normalcy had slowly r e t urned for the family . 

I al~o sus pected t he parents would spea!c of religion as a mi nor 

part of the fami ly routine. They may mention that Al and Bobby bad 

prevent ed them f r om reachin£ fulfillment as a family, J ewish o r other -

wise. 

The Follow- up Interview 

Lenny opened the door to t he Jacobson home and escor ted me into 

t he living room. Seeing the shoc k on my face he re plied, "I' 11 !..tet 

you ' re surprised to see me . I had some time off from s chool so I 

came home for a vis it. Anyhow, somebody 'las to tell you the truth 

about this family. '' We sat down on a plush sofa and Lenny told me 
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how much he enjoyed the college, his new-found friends, and living out 

Eas t. As we spoke, the Jacobson ' s came in and sat down in chairs 

that faced one another. 

}1rs. Jacobson immediately reiter ated what she told me on the phone . 

For her, the home situation was excellent . Asked for his opinion, Mr. 

Jacobson snapped, "Ask my wife . " The look on his face was angr y and 

he seemeci intent on i gnoring the entire interview. Mrs. Jacobson 

snapped back, "Louis, you can ' t treat Earl like you treated Al." He 

l ooked away from her and sighed, "For God's sake, Esther ••• ," his voice 

trailing off. Lenny i nterjected, "Things aren 1 t so per fect like my 

Mom says. Sur e it ' s better, but t his was a crazy house for a while. 

My fo lks fought all the time , and Mom kept bribing Al. I had to do 

his j obs a round the house , but he got paid fo r them, not me . It's 

still hard to talk to Dad. Just ask John and Patti. Mr. Jacobson 

shot back, "Well, I try my best . 1
' Nrs. Jacobson interrupted to insist 

that he didn't try har d enough . 

Asked about Jewish life in the home , Nrs. Jacobson beamed , ''Well 

I have the time for Hadassah that I always wanted, now that the kids 

a r e grown up, but these two (pointing at her husband and son) couldn ' t 

care less about Jewish things. We don't even at t end Rosh Hoshanah 

services any more. " ilr . Jacobson quipped, " It 1 s a lot of mumbo- jumbo . 

Religion is what you feel inside . We had Hannultah for our kids, but 

they liked t he Chr istmas tree in the den, so we gave it up. It 

doesn 1 t matter. 11 Lenny added that Jews were just like any other people 

so why look for differ e nces. Mr • Jacobson interrupted, "That's r i ght. 
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I've met some pretty miserable Jews . Who needs'em?" Mr s. Jacobson 

retorted, ''There you go again , Louis , always somethi ng nasty . I think 

being Jewish is something special. You don't . find Ladies like my 

liadassah gr oup i n every p~rt of this city . I just wish the rest of 

this family wanted t o be more Jewish . Maybe we would have had fewer 

problems. Well, who knows? Al did have a menta l disability, the 

reading problem, you know. He just couldn ' t overcome it . " 

Al l of a sudden, Mr . Jacobson sat up straight in his chair. 

"You know, speaking of Jews, your gameroom wasn't much help. Al never 

changed . We made those agreements that night you came. Well, Al 

neve r lived up to his end of the bar gai n . Ach, I'm glad he ' s gone." 

Angrily, Lenny replied, "Earl tried to help, but you never listened 

either . Nobody ever lis tened around here . You still don ' t sometimes.' 1 

"Quiet," Mr s . Jackson snapped. "Al 's gone and now we're the 

happy family we always wanted to be. That's enough. Ear l, you ' ll 

have to go. I for got to mention that we're going to visit friends 

tonight . I' :n sorry. '' 

Lenny wa l ked me to the car. " I ' m sure-glad I don' t live here any 

mor e,'' he said, heaving a sigh of relief. ''Who needs t he hassles? I may 

j ust spend vacations at John 's place from now on. Coming home is a 

real pain." 
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AD&lY!is 

The Jacobson case illuatrate• the disintegration of the family 

ayatem. In a two parent family with four sons and two daughters, 

all that remain are the parents and a retarded child. Five of the 

offspring have either moved avay from home or been placed outside 

the home to correct behavioral problems . None of them feel any warmth 

toward their parents, nor do they have any desire to return home even 

for a visit. Contact with Mr. and Hrs. Jacobson has become almost non

existent. Of those still at home, the Jacobson's still continually 

bicker with each other, and little Susie is incapable of caring for 

hers~ lf. 

A key variable of the family problem could be detected in their 

inability tc communicate on a nortD&tive level over a long period of 

time. The parents' arguments (personal attacks, uaually about failure 

to fulfill parental responsibilities), which undermined their integrity 

in the minds of their children, initiated the pattern. Out of the 

frustrations from this lack of compatibility, they displaced resentment 

and insecurities onto the children. Mr. Jacobson consistently screened 

at, ordered and beat his three boys, but rarely shared any underatanding 

of their needs and wanta. Mrs. Jacobson tried to escape the situation 

by caring for her two "problem children." Supervising S\leie, of course, 

was a necesaity. The mother reacted to this traumatic shock of raising 

a retarded child in an admirable fashion. Although exaaperated at 

times, she provided a loving environment in which the girl groln as 

· ~ ~------------------------------------~ 
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much as possible. Indeed, this was one difficulty with which Esther 

Jacobson could cope. Al, however, may have been made a "problem child" 

by his mother's actions. She treated him both as a normal and an 

abnormal boy. The double message confused the teenager a great deal 

and made him uncertain about his identity, i n regard to both fami ly 

and society ro l es. 

As a direct result of t hese communication inadequacies, a chronic 

set of conflicts disrupted the family system. The central conflict 

emerged be tween the parents. Although not as intense as s ome of its 

spin-off conflicts, this altercation initiated them. Had Mr. and 

Mrs. Jacobson been satisfied with each other, they might have taught 

satisfaction to their youngsters. However, almost all of their examples 

were anger , escapism, undercutting and disrespect. John and Patti 

refused Lo involve themselves in the conflict. Lenny withdrew into 

himself and fel t agonized that his family was a source of pain. Mark, 

lacking attent ion, starting emulating Al out in the community (drugs, 

vandalism) i11 the hope that he might be noticed by bis parents. Al, 

however, engaged in direct conflicts with his parents, in addition 

to his self-destructive behavior in the cormnunity. 

The resulting conflicts between Al and his parents each reflected 

the nature of the parents ' communication with the boy . A quiet teenager, 

Al res ponded not in word but in deed. For example , Mr . Jacobson showed 

h is son authoritarianism and anger. Not only did he disapprove of 

the teenager's behavior, bu t he also displaced the wrath caused by 

conflicts with his wife. Al responded with physical attack, the knife 

incident jus t one of many . l1rs . Jacobson treated her son in a contra• 
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dietary manner, both as a normal and abnormal child , using bot h scolding 

and bribes . Out of f r ustration, Al lashed back by eit her igno r ing her 

(which hurt t he mother) or by physically attacking he r. Also the 

self-destruct iveness served as a further r etaliation . (This was the 

reason TOP intervened without Al's consent. He showed a s uicidal 

tendency with the parents being the direct object of his suppressed 

a nger). Al often tried t o escape t he pressure through staying away 

from his par ents or drugs , but he was always drawq Lack into conflict 

once he came in contact with them. Naturally, these conflicts only 

heightened the previously mentioned reactions of the other family member s . 

Looking at the sequence of conflict , one can pinpoint the breakdown 

i n r esolution . Between the parents , an ongoing level of acconnnodation 

had been reached, even though overt conflicts might emer ge. However , 

neither Louis or Est he r Jaco bson could achieve a sense of conciliation . 

They tolerated one anot he r , but never shared a feeling of love and mutual 

support t hat could ~enerate growth for the whole family. They seemed 

res igned to living wi th each other . The conflict between Hr . Jacobson and 

Al had frequent cessation points , but only once did they r each a level 

of accommodat i on, conciliation and reas sessment that encour aged positive 

changes i n both . This occurred during the i ntervention and it had no 

lasting effect . The parents r etu rned to their marital conflict which 

r e triggered the other fami ly problems . Al and his mother had a desire 

for a good re l ationship, but neither knew how to build it. Any time 

they reached a level of conciliat i on, mother's bribes or Al's acting out 
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would reinstitute the interpersonal tension between them. 

As these conflicts developed over time. a degree of mu tual 

reinforcement acted as an integral factor in their growth. Father 

and mother showed each other disrespect. Al and his fat her attacked 

each other verbally and physically. ~trs. Jacobson and Al acted in 

ways which showed a lack of trust and interpersonal frustrations between 

the two. After a while, the conflicts only needed a periodic rein

forcement to keep them alive. 

The most interesting reinforcement developed in the relationship 

between Mark and his mot her. When Mark acted itt a nonnative manner 

he received no attention . When he acted out in the community, his 

mother showed a great deal of love and concern. This illustrates how 

one mode of improper behavior received reinforcement within t he family 

system. Other modes were r einforced in other ways. 

The conti11uation of problems and conflicts for the Jacobsons 

spawned otner pr ob lems as well. Role adapt qtion , for example, became 

a difficult process. Reciprocity led to interpersonal tension and 

not g rowth. The parental relationship and the relationship of Mr. 

Jacobson and Al took on an adversary quality . Mrs . Jacobson simultaneously 

expected Al to act as a normal teenager and a psychologically handicapped 

teenager, which caused a great deal of frustration in hirn . Mark took 

on the role of "prob lem child" so he could be a n integral part of t he 

family s ystem, never realizing t he deeper i mpl ications i nvo lved. Other 

children chose to s hed t he primary role c f family member due to the 
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extreme t ension in the household. Alliances formed, using scapegoats 

t o bring them together. Al, of course, became the scapegoat of the 

parental alliance. In a more subtle manner, Mr. Jacobson uec&~e t he 

s capegoat of a s i bl i ng alliance. The young Jacousons perceived t heir 

father as t he primary source of the family 's interpersonal ills . Sadly, 

the only healthy role set was between the retarded girl, Susie, and her 

sympat hetic, helpful mo t her . 

The r einforcements and confl icts became so s:::roni: that homeostasis 

was all but in1possib l e . l:.quilibrium could be shat tered at any 1".'0r.ient 

by a cross wor d , acting out , withd rawal, or physical attac.<t . The 

J acobs on family cha nged, but the changes were so vo latile and so 

debilitating , that no stability (and the accompanying positive rei nforce

ment) ever evolved . Thus, t he f ami ly systew c! i sin tegrated i nto coMliat i ve 

hus band and wife s har ing l ivin~ s pace wit h li tt le Susie. 

A\.iout cue HypotheSis 

Tne Jc:couson's were a ta.Ji.Ly wi t h little or no Jewish identit y , 

and thus :loboo.y ue lieved i n the r.1y t h of t he Jewish family . Only Hrs. 

Jacol·son hinted at che desire fo r a Jewis h home l ife, but she read).ly 

admitted t hat s uch a life style could never be an 11end al l " so lution 

fo r family pr oJle:ns . Denia l did exi s t in this facily syster . However , 

th is denial was a defense :.1echanism t o avoid responsilili t y for f amily 

problems . Eventually, the aefe nse changed r r om denial to des pondency 

and i ncompetency, especially for t he parent s . No matter what a ny family 

member did, the problems would always e:iist. Finally, Mrs. Jacol•son 
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returned to this denial defense . For her the a bsence of problems 

indicated family harmony , not family disintegration. 

Jewish affiliation and hotne ritual for the Jacolison 's were 

minimal. They belonge:d to no synagogue and only the youncsters had 

any contact with t he JCC . Even that was j ust in terms of i nfrequent 

appearances at the gameroom. Bannukah was celebrated only through 

t he distribution of presents. Other celebrations went almost totally 

i gnored. The only family link to the Jewish colllllunity wal; lirs . 

Jacobson ' s participation in Hadussah . Family members interacted with 

friends of all faiths in non-structured settings ; i.e., parties . 

It should not be assumed that this laclc of Jewish identity provideci 

any strengths or wea knesses for the family system. For t he Jackbsons, 

re li&ious identity was only conspicuouc by its absence . 

Conclusion 

The case oi t he Jacobson family does not suppor t the hypothesis 

of the J ewish fanily. However, even without belief in t he IU)' th of 

innate Jewish family cohesiveness, they were beset by problems which 

led to an eventual family system disint egration , and personal proLl ems 

for individuals in the system. Spawned by the example of the marital 

pair, communications in t he home reflected a variety of negativa 

interpe rsona l f actors . Conflicts were unconscious l y promoted and rein

fo r ced , No ro le reci procity could be achieved unless t he roles stifled 
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growth. Finally, the volatile relationships in the family network 

obstructed any long lasting , positive homeostasis from emer ging 

that might be nefit t he entire household. 

The Jacobson ' s were struck by three emotionally rievastati ng b lows. 

A retarded child was born into the family . The father suf fe red a 

heart attack at an early age (42 years old) . The mother underwent t he 

anguish of a radical mastectomy. Where other family systems mi ght have 

rallied in support of the st r icken individual and developed a stronge r 

equilibrium, the Jacobson ' s let these pr oblems add to t heir sense of 

futility. Family ties had disintegrat ed and just could not be restored, 

even at times of crisis . 



Chapter 10: 

" I Pick lw Own Friends" - The Albert Family 

Family Roster 

Ted Albert - Age 47 - Father - Jewelry salesman 
Martha Albert - Age 44 - Housewife 
Judy Albert - Age 17 - High school senior 
Lisa Albert - Age 16 - High school junior 
Vera Albert - Age 8 - Third g rade student 

Introduction 
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In the Albert family system, the mar ital pair lived with an 

ongoing tension that affected everyone in the household . Mrs. Martha 

Albert fe lt uitter about her husband ' s job as a trave l ing salesman. 

Despite the material luxuries he provided, she still felt lonely and 

bitter. Thus, a chain reaction developed from this marital strain 

that ended in conflict Letween Mrs . Albert and her daughter, Lisa; 

the result of lone l iness and a need for an outlet t o ventilate frus -

trations. 

Ted Albert, age 47, works fo r a wholesale jewelry distributor . 

The broad scope of his sales territory keeps him on the road five 

days a wee k. A quiet man, Mr. Albert devotes all of his free time 

to his family and his wife . .Martha Al·bert, age 44, spends her weekdays 

managing the family's spacious, elegant home and raising t heir three 

daughters. A strong-willed woman, she raises them with a firm hand, 

To fill the gap of her husband's absences, she reads a gr eat deal, 

and plays bridge and mah-jongg with friends. Judy Albert, age 17, 
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is a senior in high school. An attractive girl and a bright student, 

she has a large number of friends. She takes part in JCC dramatic 

productions, but that is her only formal affiliation. Other free 

time is spent after school with friends. Lisa Al bert, age 16, bears 

a striking resemblance to her older sister. There t he similarity ends. 

A poo r s tudent, Lisa spends her free time on t he streets or i n the 

JCC gameroom. Most of her friends are non- Jewish and many are high 

school dropouts . Lisa now lives at a private gi rls boarding school, 

sent there at her mother's insistence. Vera Albert , age 8 , is a 

precocious little girl. Although she has the face of a cupie doll, 

she has the ability t o cause trouble between he r mother and Lisa (which 

she often does) . She attends the JCC summer day camp. 

The family belongs to a Reform Temple and the JCC, both of which 

they use i nfrequently . The girls attended religious school. (Judy was 

confirmed and Lisa dropped out), and the family attends only High Holy 

Day services. H.>me ritual consists of Passover Seders and a small 

Hannukah observance . 

Case History 

Drivi ng back from t he dentist one afternoon, I realized that my 

route left me only a few minutes away from the hospital . Earlier that 

wee k, someone had mentioned that Lisa Albert had been admitted for 

cosmetic plastic surgery. With her long , jet blac i< hair and attractive 

appearance, Lisa did not seem in need of a nose job. However, she had 

been begging her pa rents, and they 1inally granted her wish. I decided 

to pay her a visit. 
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In the elevator, I reflected on my previous encounters with 

the teenager. A brash, outgoing girl, Lisa had a close circle of 

friends wit h whom she spent a great deal of time. When she wanted, 

she could manipulate them quite easily; using t hem for rides, cigarettes, 

or bans. However, one per son whom Lisa could not manipulate was h~r 

mot her, Mar tha Albert. Every time Lisa wanted to attend a TOP field 

trip, Mrs. Albert demanded to know t he nature of the trip , the names 

of the others going, and s personal assurance that the trip would be 

closely supervised. Invariably, this meant a TOP worker would call 

Mrs . Albert ac Lisa's behest . After these calls, Lisa would complain 

that her mother didn ' t like her coming to the gameroom because she 

disli ked the teenager's friends. 

Once, Lisa had a TOP worker call Mrs. Albert so Lisa could attend 

an art class in the gameroom. Hrs . Albert asked the usual questions 

and received a satisfactory answe1. Lisa stayeri for ten minutes, 

left for a joy ride with f r iends and never returned. After this mani

pulation, TOP workers inforn1ed Lisa they would no longer cal l her 

parents. Lisa a.r gued, but the worker s held firm. Occasionally she 

attended other programs, but without TOP assuring her mothe r of her 

whereabouts . 

Inside the privat e hospital room, Lisa looked dazed . Bandages 

cover ed a swollen nose, and red color filled the corners of her eyes. 

In a weak voice she asked about her friends, and thanked me r epeatedly 

for coming to visit. Again she mentioned t hat she would like ~o attend 

more TOP events, but her mother prohibited this. ''Won't you ta l k to 
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my mom?" Before I could open my mouth to say no, Lisa continued. 

''She 's over in the next room. " 

Sure enough, Mrs. Albert lay in the bed of the adjoining private 

room. She, too, had just come out of plastic surgery, in her case 

to correct a serious sinus blockage. With t he bandages, swelling, 

and redness in the eyes, Martha Albert looked like a middle-aged 

Lisa. I started l aughing, and so did they. "Just like the cereal 

COITUllercial, right?" Mrs. Albert joked . We all laughed even harder. 

After a few pleasantries, Mrs. Albert asked her usual questions 

about TOP and received the usual assurances with the addition that 

TOP is only i n loco parents for field trips, not gameroom activities. 

Mrs. Albert remat'ked, " I wouldn't mind Lisa going to the gameroom 

if she would only make some new friends . " 

"Oh, Mom , there's not hing wrong with my friends. You just don't 

understand them. 11 

''Honey, I know what kind of people I like to see you with. When 

you oring that trash into our beauti ful home, I get sick. We ' ll talk 

about the gameroom when you get horue, though. Maybe, I haven't been 

completely fair, especially now that I've had a chance to meet Earl 

in person. Who knew from Earl 1 s ?" 

"Ladies with bad noses should know better," I joked . 

"Yeah, mom!" said Lisa. 

"And so should their daughters," I finislled . 

Again we all laughed. I could see from the smiles on their faces 

t hat the Alberts could disagree and retain a sense of mutual respect 

and understanding. 
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A couple of months later, TOP planned a trip to a shopping wall. 

Knowing that Lisa loved these shopping forays , l called to invite her. 

}1rs. Albert picked up the phone and informed me that Lisa had been 

"grounded" (not allowed social activities, a parental-imposed house 

confinement) fo r staying out past curfew. "That trash has been keeping 

her out all hou rs of the night. 11 

"They ' r e not trash, " came a frenzied scream. "Oh, I hate you so 

much." 

"That ' s Lisa," Mrs. Albert said with surprising calm, "acting like 

an animal when she doesn't get her way. She's been hitting her sisters 

withou t cause . She even sprang at me and dug her nails int o my arm. " 

"Could I talk to her?" I as ked . 

"Somebody has to. Lisa!" she screamed with a nasty, authoritarian 

tone. "You get over here this minute and talk to Earl." 

"I don't want to ta lk to that shit head or anybody e lse , " s he 

screamed back . 

Realizing that ~1rs . Albert had conveyed the words of the message 

bu t not the t one of the message (she substituted her angry tone for my 

ca lmi ng tone) I unwittingly allied myself with the mother. Needing t o 

clarify my posi tion, hearing the scr eams and of physical mayhem, 

I t hought of making a crisis intervention . }1rs . Albert agreed. "Please, 

Earl , come over! Do something! Do anything! This gi rl is going wi l d! " 

The tone indicated ur gency . 

Arriving at the mansion- like Albert home, I said hello to Lisa 

who answered the door . At leas t I thought it was Lisa. "Sorry, " she 

said, " I ' m Judy, Lisa ' s older s ister." Dumbstruck , I recognized that 
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the two teenagers, dissimilar in age, could have passed for twins . 

Now at leas t , with Lisa having a new nose, t:he girls had a dis tinguish ing 

facial feature . (Lisa's plastic surgery, t herefore , had not bee~ a 

lark. Ther e had been a strong family sentiment to have her look dif

ferent from Judy . ) 11 I ho pe you can do something for Lisa," Judy said . 

"She's going to kill somebody or maybe herself. Look a t the teeth 

marks on Vera's am." The eight year old Albert gi r l came ove r and 

showed me a deep set of teeth marks on her right bicep. 

I walked over to Lisa's bedroom and knocked at the locked door. 

"Get out," she screamed. "I don ' t need any of you f ucking Lastards . 

Ohhhh! I' m running away! 1
' Sobs cou ld be heard in t he Lactq,r ound . 

"Lisa, it 's Earl. I came to talk. I was worried about you. 

Can I come in?" 

"Go <Nay . Nobody cares i n this house. Just leave me alone." 

The screams had gi ven way to ~oud crying , After another few mi nutes 

of gent l e coar.i ng, s he opened the door. Eyes red with tears, Lisa 

uuried her face in t he pil low. The bedroom lacked no material com

forts. Stuffed ani.IJlals and e lectri c t,ad.!$e t s ; e . g ., cassette t ape 

re corder, hair dryer , stereo, had been strewn about. A half- opened 

closet reveal ed a rack full oc clothing and a shelf of sweaters. 

Raising her head from the pillow, Lisa took my handkerchie f 

and b lew her nose . "Nobody car es about me . She gr ounded me again. 

I t ' s li.<e being in prison . Al l 1 can do is go to school . Ne wee.tends 1 

no evenings, no nothin6 • She checi<s over my f riends l i te a policeman . 

I pic K my own t riends. Nobody t e lls n1e what t o do . " 
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The sobs under contro l , Lisa e:Kp lained t he c i rcumstances t hat led 

to t he grounding . The previo1,1s week.end , Nrs , Albert refused t o allow 

her t o go for a drive with some f riends . Lisa ran out of t he house 

and djdn ' t return home until 3 : 00 A. h . Her mother grounded her for a 

mont h, t he fu !lowing u1or ning, . 

Lisa said Mrs. Al be rt: tried t o "r ule her! " Again s he spc,ke of 

r1Jnning away afte r school one day s oon. Asked about t he attac.-s ot1 other 

family members, Lisa felt badly. "I don 't know why I hit t hem, But 

everybody either bosses me or teases me . That: little Ve r a get1' away 

with everything , and Judy is Hiss Perfect as far as my Mom is concer ned." 

I told Lisa t o re lax fo r a while, while I went t o present he r side of 

t he situation to Mrs. Albert . 

Martha Albert and her husba nd, Ted, wer e seated in Ted's workroom. 

Ma rtha had a tense, angry l ook on her face , Ted seemed haggard and 

drawn. "Wel l, what d id she say?" Hrs. Albert snapped . I re lat ed 

Lisa ' s words and my own irupressions that ever y conflict has two anta

gonists . Mrs . Albert replied, ' 'Well, I'm sorry Earl , but I disagr ee 

with you . Lisa is a terror around he re. Look what she's doin5 to us. 

My husband 1 s getting an ul cer from the whole thing. (1'1r . Albert 1 s 

docto r had discovered an ulcerated intestine du r ing a checkup the 

month before) . We just ought to send her to that. boarding school. 

She just can't live here and destroy us . " 

Mr . Albe r t went on t o explain that his job as a j ewe lry salesman 

kept him on the r oad five days a week . Every time he called home his 

wife complained bitterly aoout Lisa ' s behavior . " It felt frustratini; , 

I was t he re, unable t o stop the trouble here. She fight s with my wife 
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even on the weekend when I' m here . '' Des pondently, he cone luded, 

''We give that girl everything . l just can't t ake much more of it . '' 

Martha Albert added, 11Lisa thinKs I'm too strict, bu t I ' m really 

not. I j ust don ' t want her br inging those dis gusting kids here. There 

are so many o ther, nice r kids . Why does she br int', us t he dregs ?" 

Observing that she sounded force fu l , I received a guide retort. "That ' s 

a mother ' s prerogative . What suggestions do you have that might be 

better?" 

Gathering the whole family toge ther , I collllllented t hat t he conflict 

had made an innocent victim of Hr . Albert (whom neither l!rs . Albert r:or 

Lisa desired to hurt ) . The man ensconced the women in the lap of luxury 

and now their fighting was giving hi m an ulcer . Mrs. Albert and Lisa 

would have to work out a compromise, taking the same unders tanding 

attitude I had seen that day in the hospital. For the sake of their 

father, two st r ong i ndividuals would have to bend a bi t . Lisa promised 

t o stop the yelling, observe the cu r fews , and cease the physical attacks. 

?-!rs. Albert offe r P.d t o have a part y i n t he home where could mee t Lisa's 

friends . 

As I left, Mr. Alber t t olci me, "if these t wo would stop fi ghting , 

i t would su r e take a load off of my mind. Being on the road like this 

is hard enough." 

A mont h later, Lisa told me how t he home sit uation had i mproved. 

1'Mom lets me go out and I come home on time. TOP terminated the case 

and little was seen of Lisa from then on . Fri ends mentioned that 

troubles had begun anew between mother and daughter. Then, t en mon t hs 

after t he crisis intervent i on, Li sa was placed in a pr ivat e girl ' s school . 
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~•e Call and Pre- Interview Expectations 

Mrs . Albert answered t he phone in a pleasant voice. She mentioned 

that family life had improved for them. Lisa enjoyed the private 

school, Mrs. Albert liked her new friends, and Mr . Albert's ulcers had 

healed . We both felt the best time for a follow- up interview would 

be on a weekend when both Lisa and her father were at home . A date 

was arranged fo r a Saturday, six weeks later. 

I expect the parents wi.11 talk about the peace in the household 

at great length. They may even make comparisons between Judy and Lisa, 

showing how the former's behavio r pat tern brought happiness and the 

latter ' s brought sorrow. To them, for the sake of the family, Lisa 

had to be sent away. Little Vera may add t o this with some unkind 

words about Lisa . 

The Alberts should ta lk of their desire to be a better family, 

not necessarily a bet t er Jewish family, as the reason for sending 

Lisa to ti1e boarding school. With household tensions eased, everyone 

should feel better about being a part of the family system. 

Follow-up Interview 

Lisa met me at the door on the unseasonably warm winter afternoon . 

She had lost weight and a wide smile covered her face. "Earl!" she 

yelled , throwing her arms around 10y neck. "Good t o see you! Wait 

till I tell you about my new school." We walked into the plush living 



146 

room where the other Alberts were sitting . Ted and Martha sat at 

opposite ends of a sofa . Vera lay on t he floor, working on a color-

by-number art set. Mrs. Albert smiled and said hello, Vera kept 

on coloring, and a tired looking Mr. Albert c;ot up to shake hands. 

Judy was off on a skiing weekend . 

Seated on a cane rocking chair, Lisa began t alking about the 

private school. "At first I dido 1 t like it. All the girls seemed 

like snobs. But then l made a couple of f r iends and I felt like I ' d 

been there forever . We do a lot of stuif with this private boy's 

school a nd t hose guys are go rgeous. I've been sort- of dating this 

one guy from Indianapolis Ior the last few mont hs . You ought t o meet 

h • II 
1.1D. 

Remarking that she sounded happy, l asked how Lisa felt about these 

visits home . Answering for her daughter, Mrs . Albert remarked that the 

household had become "calm anrl peaceful." Even when Lisa comes home 

we get along much better. U: she just behaves, eveTything will be 

alright. " 

" I do behave and I behaved before I left, " Lisa snapped back . 

"Don't tell Earl we don't argue . We'Te arguing now. We j ust don ' t 

do it as much because we don ' t live toget her. I have my own life at 

the school and you don 't get on me there. " 

"Of course not, • her mothe r replied. "That's one of the finest 

girls ' schools in the midwest, and your new f riends are very nice." 

All this time Mr. Albert kept slumping deeper and deeper into t he 

soft sofa. 11C' mon yo11 two," he said with a hurt look and a hurt tone 

in his voice. 
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"Yea, Lisa," Mrs. Albert jumped in, "your fat her is home." 

Lisa looked angry , but remained quiet . Vera looked up and gave Lisa 

a mischievous look, intended to incite some trouble. I asked her why 

she tried to tease her sister and she said in a sweet voice, " I was 

j ust looking out the window. Motmny, can I go out and play?" Mrs. 

Albert excused her daughter from the room, and Lisa relaxed a litt le. 

"That Vera gets away with a lot . She tried to make me scream 

at he r, but I held back," Lisa proudly stated. Her mother recalled 

the beatings Lisa had inflicted upon the little girl, but Lisa said 

that was all in the past. Nrs. Albert had to admit that t he girls 

did get along better since Lisa moved away. (Ted Albert again slumped 

into the sofa, t his time saying nothing.) 

Asked about her relationship with Judy, Lisa was again interrupted 

by her mother . This time I said, "Mrs . Albert, let's hear what Lisa has 

to say. " Giving her mother a sidelong glance , Lisa described an 

improving relationship. ' 'We don't see each other so much any more, 

so why fight ? There's a lot to talk about • • • I guess we have a lot more 

in comnon now. 11 .Mrs . Albert cut in to say they finally acted like 

"sisters should act . Helping each other , not fighting. " 

"Oh man," Lisa gr oaned, "don't t ell me you didn't go at i t with 

Uncle Fred when you were litt l e . " 

"Wel 1, we did, " the mother replied, "but that was different. 

Anyhow, I ' m just glad you and your sister get along. Your father feels 

the same way . " He nodded affirmative but said nothing . 

When as ked about the conversation at last night ' s dinner (which was 
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Shabbat), Mrs. Albert said that t hey jus t talked about Lisa's s chool 

and other family news; j ust the usual talk . Lisa added that her 

1110t her inquir ed about her friends "but not like the old way." The 

family mentioned nothing about obs erving the Shabbat rituals, and 

when I brought up the subject, Mrs . Albert replied , ''Well, we're not 

very religious . We ' re Reform Jews and I guess we j ust never took the 

time, All t he &irls went to religious school and Judy was confirmed . 

Lisa quit after the eighth grade. We should have made her go on, 

but anything to stop t he screaming. Nobody like religious school 

but you have to go . " Asked why, Mrs . Albert retorted , "to lear n about 

Judaism. I mean you have to know a little something." 

Solicited of his view, Nr . Albert said, ' 'Well, I like religious 

things . I was active in my synagogue back in Boston when I was the 

girl's age . I'd like to j oin B'nai Brith, but with all my traveling, 

it just wasn't worth it • • ,I mean it ' s a good or ganization, but I 

don ' t have the time. I like to spend my weekend seeing my friends 

and spending time wi:h Martha and the girls . " Mrs. Albert added , 

''that's why I do, too. Most o f ruy friends are Jewish . We play Mah jongg 

and bridge , I really don 't need a Temple Sisterhood or a Ladies' Club . " 

Speaking about Jewish families i n general, 2'lrs. Alber t said she liked 

Jewish people, but their famil ies weren 't necessarily better. " Lisa 

rel ated that sometimes t hey seem worse," flaunting their money a nd stuff." 

Mr . Albert added, ''Well , you can ' t generalize, in any case . " 

I asked Lisa what s he liked about the JCC and she spoke wistfully 

about her old friends. " I guess it was hard for Mom t o drive me there 
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all the time. We live 10 far a1ay and ~d's not here on weekdays." 

Imuediately, Mr. Albert slumped into the sofa but this time hi• eyes 

gazed at the thick rug. "I wish I could have been home. I wanted 

the ~est for everyone, and that meant travel. Maybe if I'd been 

home 1110re ••• vell no, vhy second guess . " Mrs. Albert interrupted, but 

very softly. "!'m a weekday widow. It's very hard on me. 3ut Ed is 

such a good father." Turning to her husband she said, "Don't blame 

yourself, dear. That JCC vaa a bad influence on Lisa. At least they 

bad a boy like Earl there who cares a little. And now, Lisa is great. 

No, things are going to better, just like they have been. Right, 

Lisa?" 

Lisa looked at her father for a long time. She walked over to 

the man, sat next to him anc! put her head on his shoulder. "Smile, 

Daddy. Things~ better! 11 She may have been outwardly trying to 

convince her father, but inwardly I sensed she was trying to convince 

herself as well. 

Driving home, 1 saw Vera playing with friends. I cal l ed to her 

and she came over. "Let me ask you a question, Vera, okay?" She 

nodded. "How come you tease your sister and try to get her angry7" 

" I don't do that, " she insisted firmly. 

"Oh, yes you do, 11 I r eplied, equally firm. 

"Well, she hits hard. At least she used to." 

"I bet it's fun to see how easy it is to make Lisa mad," I sug-

gested. 
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"Yeah , sometimes , " she said, now sheepishly. "But I don't mean 

i t . Bye, I gotta home. 11 

I thought co myself, "Dennis t he Menace wi t h braids. She does 

get away with murder in that house." Laughing, I dr ove on. At least, 

the crisis in the Albert home had passed . Now t he rebuilding of 

rel ationships bad co beg i n . 

Analysis 

The pr oblems in the Alber t household stem from a strai:t between 

t he mar i tal partners, I n a chain r eact ion of causes aod effects , it 

~preads tnroughout t he family sys t em. The fa t her ' s needs t o t r ave l 

in order to provide for the family ' s economic well being . With her 

mate gone all weel< long , 11rs . Albert has the burden of be ing the sole 

parental authority . Added to that bu r den is t he loneliness of being 

separated from he r mate, a ' 'weekday widow" as she calls it. Both the 

r es?onsibility ano the loneliness ma t<e he r f r ust rated and angry, and 

she develo?s i a co an authoritarian parent . One daubh ter; Lisa, r ebels 

aga inst the authority . '£he two women, simi lar in temperament, stuiJ

bo rnly iai.1. to aaopt r ecipr ocal roles and ·oecome ongoing combatants; 

strict mother and i nsolent daughter . This lac !~ of role :-eciprocity, 

s temming f rora the chain reaction of causes and effects becane t he 

central problem for the Al bert family . 

This ro le antagonism was no t t he only Lasis of tension between 

Li sa and her mo t ner . Lisa nlso l•ecrune t he scapegoat fo r Mrs. Albert 1 s 
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frust r ations. Rather than deal with the unhappiness f rom he r kusband ' s 

f requent absences, Martha Albert displaced her feelings on Lisa , both 

through stern order s and constant criticism about her frier.ds . For 

Mrs. Albert, Lisa became a 11 prol>lem child", even though he r pro blem 

resulted from the loneliness of the marital pair. 

The conflict between the Albert women t ool< on many dimensions . 

Constant verbal arguments took place. Mother would mete out stiff 

puni shments for minor anti- social behaviors. Lisa would do things 

around the home; i.e., not help with chores, that would irritate her 

m:>ther . Mrs . Albert severely criticized Lisa 's choi ce of f r iends . 

Lisa could retaliate by acting out in the community, Adding to the 

conflict youn~ Vera would ei ther incite her sister's a nger ; i.e . , the 

taunting looks at the follow- up interview, or tell her mot her exagger

ated storie s of how Lisa had harrassed her (phys ically or verbally) 

which would i nc i te her mo ther's anger . Judy chose to avoid the conflict 

as much as ?Ossili le. However, Lisa's physical attacks upon her drove 

her into a limited alliance wi t h her mot her. Ted Albert might have 

been a healer, but his aLsences and his quiet nature made this unfeasi

ble in an interpersonal strain between two strong figures. Thus, in 

addition to the mother's use of Lisa as a scapegoat, a loose alliance 

among all family members reinforced the scapegoat role and helped heighten 

the conflict. 

Tracing the conflict sequence, one can see that Martha and Lisa 

Albert were not only capable of accommodating one another, buc also of 
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showing many conciliatory gestures. At t he hospital , they showed 

t hemselves capable of disagreei ng in a cordial fashion . They argued 

over an issue (the gamer oom) without angry tones and personal iPsults . 

However, the household si t uation became worse when the reassessment 

of both women reflected stubbo rn inflexibility rather than empathic 

understanding . Both of them firmly believed in t he correctness of 

t heir actions and blamed t he other for causing problems . The real 

victim of the conflict was Ted Albert, who fe ! t the mental strain 

and developed a case of ulcers. 

As tne problem and conflict grew , i nterpersonal communication 

within the Albert family system deteriorated . Lisa and Mrs . Albert 

increased their angry exchanges and rarely repeated the live ly dis

cussion of the hospital bedroom. Vera communicated exaggerated or 

messages or teasing comments and looks that aggravated the existing 

tensions . Both Judy and ~1r . Albert (when he was home) avoided the 

conflic t as much as possible . Judy just tri ed to lead her no rmal 

life, and not let the family trouble affect her activities outside the 

home. Mr, Albert's avoidance was mor e serious. He wanted peace in 

the house , but he didn't realize that he had to do mor e than repeat 

"please stop figh t ing'' over and over. Rather than deal with symptoms 

he needed to root out the causes and resolve the problems . Instead, 

he withdrew into himself . 

With father constantly gone, and mother and middle daughter 

constantly fi[:hting , the status quo could only lead to a family dis 

integr ation, and no t to an equilibrium. Pr ompted by Mrs. Albert' s 
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urgency, the par ents chose t o send Li sa (the scapegoat ) to a pr ivate 

boar di ng school. Although this did not resolve the central inter• 

personal conflict, Lisa's absence did pr ovide for an extended "cooling 

off" period which the family so rely needed. I t is possible that when 

Lisa r eturns home f r om the boarding s chool, she can reintegrate into 

the family without the friction that prompted her being sent away. 

However, the tensions evidenced in the follow- up interview shows that 

the conflict between Martha and Lisa still needs a proper reassessment 

and resolution. 

About the Hypothesis 

Members of the Al bert family used the defense mechanism of denial 

in an attempt to escape responsibility for i nterpersonal prob lems . 

Additionally, they showed each ot her a lack of empathy and distrust, 

and the projected their ow:i fears and inadequacies onto others in 

the household. Their denial did not stem from a behief in the Jewish 

family myth , but rather, from a stubborn convi ct i on , held especially 

by Lisa Albert and Nartha Albert, i n the correctness of their actions. 

Martha felt she had to screen Lisa's friends . Lisa insisted she had a 

right to an open social life . Both blamed the other for restricting 

their freedoms . 

Relig ious identity in t his Refonn Jewish family did not have a 

major pr iority for the i ndividual me~bers. Neit her parent belonged 

to any Jewish organization, the girls went to Sunday School and the 

JCC, and t he fru11ily rarely set foot in the Temple outside of t he 
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High Holy days . Mrs. Albert liked having Jewish friends; the children 

didn't seem to care about the religion of their friends . Thus, one 

might classify the Alberts as a highly assimilated family, whose lives 

centered around American cultural aspects with few Jewish inputs 

(none including a belief in inherent Jewish family solidarity). 

Conclusion 

The problems and conflicts of the Albert family system resulted 

initially from a strain between the marital partners . Ted Albert's 

job kept him traveling five days a week, leaving his wife with a 

family to raise and a deep- seated feeling of frustration, anger, and 

loneliness . Despite the material coa forts of their house, the family 

needed the father more. Only he could act as male role model and 

conflict healer, but without his presence, the family system practically 

evol ved into a one parent network; f illed with distrust, but devoid 

of underscanding. 

Lisa received the brunt of ~lrs. Albe rt's displaced unhappiness. 

Stern orders and punishments increased throughout the years . For her 

part, Lisa ' s behavioral traits;(e. g . , choice of friends, physical 

attacks) served as a retaliatory defense against her mother. Each of 

them reinforced this lack of role reciprocity until Lisa was finally 

sent rr.tay. This decision turned out to be less harsh that its intent . 

Lisa liked her boarding school, and t he family system had time to cool 

down and evolve i n to a new homeostasis, which they did . Problems were 

accommodated , but not truly resolved. 
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The myth of the Jewish family did not add t o the problems of t he 

Alberts . Deeply assimilated i nto an American cultural life style, 

they found nothing s pecial about Jewish families that made t hem 

"better" t han non-Jewish families. Mr . Albert became so involved i n 

his role as provider t hat he neglected his ro le as father, the traditional 

backbone role of t he "good Jewish familh" f rom bygone generations . The 

parents liked being with Jews, but that was t he only strong indication 

of any positive attitude towards the re ligi on. Jewish affiliations in 

the communi t y and Jewish ritual in t he home had only min i mal effect on 

the f amily sys tem. 
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Chapter 11: 

The Results of the Study - Analysis and Conclusions 

A. I ntroduction 

The case studies of this thes is typify a broad spectrum of Jewish 

problem· families with whom TOP intervened. Beginning with informal 

conversations and building up t o family counseling or family r eferral 

to a counseling agency workers helped families t o: (l) recognize the 

exis tence, severity and source of problems (not j ust t he symptoms), 

(2) r ealize that they had t he ability to overcome their troubles and 

to pr omote stabi l ity and growth , and (3) actually make the changes which 

effect Shalom Ilayis, a harmony among family members . In t he s ix case 

studies , in the opening pr esentation about the Steinberg's , in instances 

of divorce-spli t familie s like the Harpers , combination f amilies like 

the Cohos where step parents clashed with step- children, distraugh t 

parents l i ke t he bachrachs who could not cope with their emotionally 

disturbed teenage daughter and in over one hundred other family s ituations, 

TOP tried t '> promo te compromise and positive feelings where only con-

flict and discor d existed . 

Looking, closely at these six households and others like them, one 

can see where any family s ystem wi t h adolescent children has unique 

characteristics and qualities. Still, a ll these famil ies have much in 

common, structurally and interactionally . First, each family is a 

dynamic system with its members linked in a network of subs ystems and 

ties. Second, t he marital pair forms the basic relationshi p of this 
l 

network. Third, gr owth is indicated by t he matuDation of the family 
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system and the family members' ability t o achieve personal goals and 

develop personal skills. Fourt h, the family system has an open- ended 

nature, havinb a number of interchanges with the greater society (see 

Appendix III of Chapte r 3) . Fifth , eve r y family system undergoes periods 

of strains and tensions. These can lead to conflicts where f amily 

membe r s not only disagree with each other but also try to hurt each 

other emotionally and/ or phys ically . The conflicts of problem f amilies 

go unresolved for long periods of time which cripples the s ystem and 

threatens its disorganization . Six, the general feelin~ amon6 s ocial 

scientist;; is that most Jewish families have a relative l y weal: religious 

identity as compared t o secular identity . 

With t hese common factors i n mind and by use of i ndu ctive reasoni ng . 

these case studies form the basis for an analysis of Jewish family life. 

(It should be understood that these cases are vignettes, not social 

histories, and they provi de t .ie i nfo rmation necessary for a phenot:1enologica l 

study . ) I nit ially a hypothesis can be tested. This test seeks to deter

mine if troubled Jewish f amilies deny the existence of, the severity of, 

or t hei r own involvement in , family pr oblems (i nsisting t ha t pr obl ems 

are i nd ivjdual centered and caused by forces ext ernal to t he fami ly 

s ysten0 becau s e t hey ~e l ieve a myth t hat reli gi ous ident il ica t ion itse l f 

pr ovides t.1eir fami l y wi t h an i nnate cohesiveness. Al so , the analysis 

might l•ncove r certain behav ioral patterns for any Jewis h family ttffected 

by ongo i ng problems and conf licts. Finally, t he me t hodology o .. t hi s 

ana lys is might se r ve as a pi l ot pr oject f or studies of br eat e r depth . 



158 

Thus in studying t hese cases of Jewish proble~ tamilies , three 

questions arise : 

1. De the tacts of tne cases pr ove or a i s pr ove t he r.ypotnesJ.s 7 

2 . What i;enera l trends emerge fro1:1 these cases ? 

'.> . What conc lus i ons can be dr awn from t hese cases t nat may illumi nate 

J ewi s h famil) lite 1n t he mJ.dd l e class U. S.A. t oday! 

B. TnE Hypothesi s and Its Impl ications 

A review of the six vignettes reveals t hat t he two behavioral 

symptoms, as outlined i n t he hypothesis, C. i d e xist. Each l.amilv had 

. . 2 
members de1\y i ni t he r ealities oi - he problem si.tuat i.on . As a complement 

t o t hi.s denial, each fami l y had members who blamed s cc ieta 1 fo rces 

3 
fo r initiat i ng the problem. If this denial stemmed from t he myth of t he 

Jewish family , then these individuals would have alluded to an innate 

solidarity (the consolidation oi interests and res ponsibility) and an 

innate cohesiveness (the tendency wi thin t he grou p t o f orm close ongoing 

ties arion& t hemselves) within t he family system that did not exist i n 

rea lity . hssent ial constituents of this purported solidari ty and 

cohesiveness would include the intensity of these ties and a sense of 

4 
gr oup loyalty. The myth would serve as a defense mechanism, preserving 

the status quo of the system and obst ructing change and the formation 

of a new equilibrium. 5 If this denial did not s tem from the myth of the 

J ewish family , then ot her reasons fo r its presence s hould Lecome a ppa r e nt. 

An analysis of t he six cases (and an added input from other cases 

in the TOP file) d; s proves t he hypothesis. In no instance did an entire 
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family system maintain the myth . ~lost parents and all the offspring 

rejected the notion that Jewish families had an inherent cohesiveness.6 

Their exhibited denial, acting as a de f ense mechanism, stemmed f rom a 

personal need to avo id facin& the full impact of the problem situation, 

and/or t o protect tbe family system from any pain. It had no religious 

overtones. Further, not all family members looked to extra- familial 

conditions as being the cause of troubles . Parents tended to blame 

forces external to the family for corrupting their children (especially 

7 
the teenagers) which in turn caused tensions in the home . However, 

teenagers in conrllct with one or both parents, tende d to blan1e their 

antagonis t for initiating the upheaval and maintaining the tensio n- filled 

& 
atmosphere . Other s iblings tended to ally with the parents and b lame 

their brother or sister for causing problems . ~ 

The only people who acted withi n the parameters of the hypothesis were 

Ber nard and Gloria Davis, and Nelvin and Bertha Wolf. Both marita l pai r s 

considered t hemselves to be oroper Jewish parents who raised good Jewish 

children . In t heir estimation, the family was threatened by pr oblem 

teenage members whose anti- social behavior created troub les and conflicts 

withi n the home . These parents denied any responsibility for causing this 

behavior, citing instead outside influence such as bad friends , drugs, e t c. 

This denial r esulted from their firmly stated belief that al l Jewish 

families had a natural cohesiveness which would pr event the arisin& of any 

iamily- wide problems. Careful analysis of these two cases shows that t he 

Davis and Wolf families did not have the close knit ties, consolidated 

interests and firm gr oup loyal ties the parents thought they had. This 
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inability to perceive the reality of the situation prevented the resolu-

tion of family problems. 

Interestingly, the Woifs and the Davises maintained strong, active 

affiliations with Orthodox synagogues and they practiced almost a 11 

10 
Jewish rituals . Parents in the other cases, who did not believe in 

11 
the myth, stressed their religious identity to a lesser extent. Similarly, 

the Wolfs and the Davises used t he belief to maintain a r igid status quo 

for the family system ("Why change what's good?" Ber nard Davis remarked), 

while the other parents recognized a need for change and growt h, even 

though they did not have the capability to effect the change or to piu-

point the areas in need of change. This comparison suggests that 

be lievers in the Jewish fan::ily myth only tend to be parents with a 

strongly traditional Jewish life style. 

Thus, the hypothesis must be rejected for two reasons. First, 

most members of pr oblem Jewish families deny the existence of, the 

severity of, or their complicity in, family pr oblems because of a per-

s oua l need to avoid appreciating reality and taking respons i bility, and 

not because of a belief in the i nherent cohesiveness of every Jewish 

family . Second, only parents seem to blame external fo rces fo r causing 

strife within the family . Teenagers in conflict with their parents 

frequently blame the parents . Other siblings blame some or all of the 

ant agonists of the conflict . However, the hypothesis holds true insofar 

as few members recognize the family- wide scope of a problem situation, 

focusing instead on individuals' t roubles . 
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Two factors (one we 11 known• one not we 11 known) , emer ge from the 

case studies and the TOP files, which have relevance for the entire 

Jewish conmrunity . The ~ell known factor is t hat religi ous ident i ty 

(reflected by group affiliations and ritual practices) has weakened for 

the majorit y of Jewish families and that majority may be increasing. 

No l onger is the Jewish community the closed system of which Hrs. Cooper 

spoke in he r description of the "Jewish neighborhoods" of a previous 

generation . Interaction with the greate r society has led to a strengthening 

of secular identity a t the expense of religious identit y. 

The manifestations of this factor appear in a variety of fo r ms. 

The synagogue is no longe r t he center of the community. Worship a nd 

educational pursuits have declined in scope and in number of participants. 

Social cont acts are more frequent l y made ou t side the synagogue corranunity 

(e . g ., ghrough business, part i es or secular organizations) than i nside it. 

The rabbi has ceased t o be a primary authority for counse l i ng and advice. 

Jews now t ur n t o others with whom they have a great er rapport and whom 

12 
t hey perceive to be more empathic . These societal practices have been 

communicated from one generat ion co the next . Receiving a non- verbal 

message from their parents, the younger gener ation has not only emulated 

the adults , but developed an even s t ronge r secular i dent i t y, again at 

the expense of religious identity. 

This weakening of Jewish identity has deprived families of a viable 

meaDB for build i ng family unity and strengthening family ties. The 

lesser known factor which emerges from the test of the hypothesis and 

the review of other cases, reveals that the actual practice of Jewish 
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rituals and the affiliation with Jewish organizations can and does benefit 

the entire family system. As evidenced in the cases, t his notion holds 

true for Reform, ·Conservative, and Orthodox Jewish families alike . Ritual 

practices (e.g •• Shabbat dinner, holiday celebrations) produce harmony 

and alleviate troubles. The family shares a feeling of happiness which 

strengthens their ties. For the problem families, the rituals have the 

added benefit cooling down conflicts and providing a potential basis for 
13 

bet ter understanding fo r all concerned . Likewise, individual affilia-

tions (e .g., teenagers at the JCC, women in Jewish organizations, parents 

involved with synagogue activities), can reinforce and be reinforced by 

the positive as pects of home rituals, thus adding another religious 

dimension to the Jewish family . It is also noteworthy that within modern 

American society, the mother often assumes the primary responsibility for 

14 
bringing these positive Jewish values into the home. Finally, it 

appears that Jewish identity can only have a negat ive effect on a fami l y 

system when family members try to face one mode of religious practice 

upon individuals who f eel more comfortable with alternative modes (as 

exemplified by Mr . Davis trying to force Vicky to become an observant 

Orthodox Jew)> 

Thus, in addition to the knowledge gained from the testing of t he 

hypothesis, analysis of these cases shows that , i n general, Jewish identity 

as traditionally understood is weakening for most family systems. However, 

Jewish rituals, if practiced, and affiliations can build family cohesive-

ness. 



C. General Trends of Jewish Family Problems 

l. Overview 
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A family can deal with problems in any of three ways (as men

tioned in Chapter 1). They can resolve the prob lem, they can contain 

the problem until reaching a viable solution or can allow t he problem 

t o gr ow and harm the family system. I n t he six cases of this study, 

the families chose (consciously or unconsciously) the latter alternative. 

Their inability to resolve or contain the difficulties led to conflicts 

that threatened the ve~y existence of the system. 

This section will show the general trends of these fami lies' 

failur e to cope with problems. This includes problems with sources external 

to the system and with sources within the system. Also, consideration 

will be given to certain strengths which each of these families exhi bit 

despite their troub l es. 

2. Problems from Exte rnal Sources 

As open ended systems, all families influence and are influenced 

Ly the greater society to which they belong . Thus, no study of Jewish 

families would be complete without a consideration of external variables. 

Each fami ly in the case studies felt t he effect of changes in t he SCREP 

forces (the social, cultural, religious, economic, education and political 

variables) of society. But perhaps the two most important pressures on 

t oday 's families are occu pational roles overshadowing parental roles 

because of societal economic strain and the emer~ ing adolescent sub- culture 

of the 1970's. A family needs to reduce these pressures to continue the 
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growth and harmony of t he s ystem. However, in the six vignettes the 

families e ither couldn ' t or wouldn't deal with t hese exegencies. 

Regarding the economy , inflat i on and r ecession have made 

occupational r oles mo r e critical . I n or der to maintain the family ' s 

standard of living a man may need to devote more time to his j ob and 

l ess t i me to his duties as hus band and fathe r . The wi fe- mot her may have 

t o assume many of her husband ' s family obligations, adopt a n occupational 

role of her own, or do both . In any case the focus shift s f r om a 

fami ly 's emotional needs to its economic needs, and that can produce a 

15 
strain . 

The adolescent s ub- cultur e of the 1970 's poses a mor e s uut le 

challen~c. . Expectations become confused as parents and t eenagers mis-

int e r pr e t others ' intent ions . Teens living in t hi s decade clanuner for 

more responsibi l ity and inaepende nce t ha n i n decades past . Some parents 

cons ider t his pos ture a s ymbol of rebe l liousness and they stifle t he young 

person ' s growth . Te nsions and confl i cts result from parents' f ailure to 
l t: 

u nder s tand t he teenager 1 s needs . Sirnu l t aneous ly , as t eenai:;ers take 

advanta£e of t his new tound independence, t hey often under go frustrations 

and r eject ions . This anger wit h the outside world can be dis placed 

17 
upon t he ?arencs . Likewise, parents and teenage rs seek to su ppress 

objectionarle behaviors ratner than root ou t the causes . For examvle, 

mar.y ?arents fa il t o realize c hat dru., us e , alcohol ism, sexual actint out , 

schoul truancy, over - agr,ressive:iess , or even 'talkill._ oac!;:" are syuptomat ic 

18 
of a deeper problem. Han; teenagers, en&rossed in their owl searc·1 fo r 
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a comfortable identity, forge t that their parents ace humai1 be i ngs, 

l ~ 
capab l e ~f error and needing love , r espec t and attention. 

In t he l ife history of any iamily, outside inf~uences perio-

dicaily present diff iculty fo r t he system. To prevent any lon1 tern 

problems , the f amily needs to recognize these external sources of 

trouble and change their behavior pat:terns to accommodate the j)ressure . 

3 . Pr oblems from Inter nal Sources 

Just as some family problems can be traced to societal causes, 

ochers can be traced to i nteractional s trains with t he fa :ii l y syste1 

itself. Fr om t he case s t udies , t hr ee comple1;1ent a r y sets of i 11 rer•12l 

difficulty produ ced a total proble~ . First, each pr oblem family had 

t r ouble establishing a level of homeos tasis that promoted gr owth . Some 

individuals desired a change, others resisted change. Unti l a concensus 

could be reached, str ains g r ew with the family system. Second , each 

p"oblem family had difficulty establishing sat isfying roles. Some 

individuals refused t o r.iodify obsole te ro l es , others insisted that f amily 

members maintain obsolete roles against their wishes . Often family 

members settled into ro l es as combatants or adversaries that promoted 

dis cord . At times, i ndividuals became scapegoats tor t he family . The 

scapegoat absorbed the family tensions as other s blamed him/her for 

causing a problem fo r which all family members had responsibility . Thi r d , 

each problem family found itself 110a bl e t o communicate i n a constructive 

fashion . Billy Goldfar i> described this as 11 lots of tal!cing with little 

understa nding . " Family members communicated a great deal of a nger and 

disdain, Lut onl) a small amount of love aod understanding . Transmission 
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of unclear messages, failure to clarify these unclear messages, inter · 

fe ring in others' communications (as in follow· up interviews where 

people interrupted each other or answered questions intended fo r some· 

body else) and defensive responses to no o· tbreatening comments only 

added to the family's "communicat ions gap. " Also, poor socialization 

(parental transmission of social norms, values and models ) created a 

sense of confusion and/or low self·esteem in the child that became 

troublesome in later year s. 

A significant pattern emer ged in each of the case studies . A problem 

would develop in one of the three areas, grow unchecked, and t hen spill 

over into the other two areas. This pattern held true for other fanilies 

in the TOP files. For example, a family might have a ~roblem with r ole 

expectations or scapegoating. This can create tensions that would be 

coll1llunicated throughout t he fan1ily ne twork . No homeostasis can be 

achieved until each member has a satisfyi ng role to filt. 20 Another 

family might be unable to achieve a process of normative growth. Those 

who pr ocote chanbe would ally against those opposed to chan~e . Tensions 

between the factions would lead to communicated hostility. Family 

members might lock themselves into adversar y roles , or else scapegoat 

21 
a w.eak individual. Still another family mi ght have such a long per iod 

of improper communications that frustrations and resentments could slowly 

build into a maJor problem. Angr y words ana unclear mes~ages might 

escalate to pro longed silences, heated arguments, or even physical attacks . 

Family member s settle into combative roles which furthers the communication 

breakdown. Scapegoats can be singled out as t he sole source of the 
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of the breakdown . Homeos t asis becomes impossible because the simplest 

cross word or angry look can shatter an equilibr ium and lead to a 
22 

heightened pr oblem. 

No matter what the progression of problems might be, the main 

symptom of these troubles was interpersonal conflict between family 

members . As mentioned in Chapter Two , conflicts differ from disagree-

ments and the like by the attempt of the ant agonists to hurt each other 

phys ically, emotionally or both. Every family has periodic conflicts 

following the sequence of initiation- build- up- actual conflict- accollllllodation-

conciliation-reassessment- aftermath . The conflicts can only l'e resolved 

when reassessment leads to elimination of the actual or oblem. 23 However, 

in the situations reflected in the case studies, conflict resolution failed 

(except at the end of the Cooper case) • 

This brea:~own of the resolution sequence occurred at a variety of 

leve ls. In some instances, family members never moved to an accommodation 
24 

of one another after a conflict, but only to a cessation of hostilities . 

Other families achieved an acrnosphere of accorranodation, but could never 

compromise enough to create a concilia t ory atmosphere. This led to 

stagnation; spawning frustrations and tensions which renewed t he conflict 

25 
situation at the slightest initiation . Still other families reached a 

concili ation where positive feelings could be shared. However, faulty 

reassessments simply reestablished the old forms of conflict producing 

26 
r elationships . 

In analyzing the conflicts, six distin~uishable characteristics can 

be traced . Fir st, just as a central r roblem emerged, a central conflict 
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27 
emerged, usually developing between a parent and an adolescent. 

Alliances formed as family members took sides in the conflict. Parents 

usually headed one subs)'s tem. The "problem teenager" usually headed 

28 
the other. Third, 110 family member could fulfill the task of hea l er, 

Ideally , the marital pair, the backbone of t he family system, would have 

initiated a climate of understanding. Instead, the parents in these 

cases forged the nucleus of an alliance, thus obstructing any viable 
29 

compr omise . Fourth, a mutual reinforcement of antagonistic feelings 

escalated the conflicts, As the conflicts progressed over time, only 

the slightest reinforcement (e.g . , a comment, a pass i nt. glance) c0uld 

initiate a new conflict. Part of a crisis i ntervention inc luded the 

r einforcement of ~ositive behavior patterns a nd the breakdown of 

. 30 
family reinforcements that led to antagorusms , Fifth, each side of the 

alliance denies responsibilit y for causing the pr oblem and conflict (as 

mentioned previously). Sixth, even family members who did not participate 

31 
in t he conf lict suffered from the problems brought on by the a ntagonists. 

Anot her pattern emerges f rom these cases regarding the eldest child. 

In each of the six vignettes, the oldest sibling in residence received 

preferentia l treatment from the parents (except for Lenny Jacobson). 

Even in Cooper household, Rick uecame the f avored child when Lucy moved 

away to attend college, However, other cases in TOP's fi les show that 

many an elder child became locked in a central conflict with one or l oth 

parents. 

To suTlllllarize, the analysis of the case studies shows t hat probleme 

occur in three areas of the family system, communications, role adaptation, 
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and establishment of homeos tasis. The problems normally originate in one 

area and then spread to the other two. The pri~ary symptom of family 

problems is interpersonal conf lict . The conflicts reach chronic pro

portion as breakdowns occur in the resolution sequence. Within every 

problem family, six dist inguishable characteristics emerge in every 

conflict. Only when a family makes a pr oper reassess ment of the family 

situations can conflicts be resolved and problems begin to dissipate •• 
32 

Otherwise, the family system becomes partia lly or tota l ly disintegr ated, 

3. Family Strengths 

Analyzing these cases, one observes that even problem families 

can exhibit certain strengths and positive inter actions. Three general 

t ypes of these strengths include t he recognition of a need to end 

c onf licts, the restoration of the family system t hrough Jewish practices 

and affiliations, and family recept ivity to outside suggestions. 

Even t hough individuals frequently denied t he reality of 

problem situations, all families recognized t he need fo r occasional 

"cooling off" oeriods. These periods became times of either conflict 

acconm1odation or conflict cessation . Tensious eased and family membe r s 

acted i n a harmonious fashion. They could have been the initial phase 

of actual problem resolution , but this did not occur in the six case 

studies. "Cooling off" periods mi ght consist of a family celebration , 

aendi nr one f ami l y member out of t he household for an extended period 

of time on an outside intervention from a community agency to form a 

family contract (a behavioral compromise agreement among family members) •33 
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As mentioned elsewhe r e, the prac tice of Jewish rituals and t he 

aff iliati on with Jewish organizations restored some cohesiveness to 

these proble m families, For example, t he Coo pe rs and Go l dfar 1.>s s po:te o f 

f amily hannooy at the Sha 'bbat dinner tab le . Even a disintegrated fa.m i ly 

like the Wolfs tempo rarily restored their ties at Mi cah 's bris. The 

absence of Jewis h inputs in the Albert a nd Jocobs on households did not 

ha rm t he famil )' systems, but neither did it help t hem . Only the Davises 

suffer ed for their Jewish identity because Mr . Davis kept forcin~ his 

religious 11.fe style on an unreceptive Vic:q . 

Fi na lly , eac h of t he families were r ecept ive to t he suggestions 

of outside agencies such as TOP, The a :;e ncy wor ke t"s had to go about 

3'1 
defusing problems which had oui lding fo r years . T'.1ese families 

ne(;ded lon1. ter:;1 conjoint counseling (t ne family Leing tre a ted to15.et her) 

f rom a tra i ned t .1erapis t in ordcn: t o chec k t he cieterioration of t he 

3S 
systeM .;mi e fre ct t he c::an~es •\eeded tc re~:lilC! ties ac1.C. pr o::iote E;r owt h . 

D. ~onclusions 

1. J ewi s h families as a whole do no t believe the mselves to be 

a rnotely cohesive t;ronp sb1ply Ly virtue cf religious identification , 

St r ont. ties, consolie!atc;d i llter ests a nd !,r oup l oyalties wi t hin a fanily 

sys t en. r11ust Le cicve l opeC1 i.} tl.e l.ai i.i.ly rne muers t :ienselves . The cnly 

people who ::iay I c ! iev e t1 1is rnytn of i1mate cohesiveness are aaults wl.th 

very i:: :-aditio1!al Jewish life styles . 

:.! , : 10~t mew .. e r s of pr olilem Jewis h .t.amilies deny t he e :o.s tence 

of, the severic:; of, o r t heir own complici ty 1n, causi:ig t he tensions anci 

confl ict fo und within the s yste m. Thi s denial r epresent s a 11eed to a·.•oid 
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realit y and/or a desire co protect t he family s ysten: f r cr.a pain . 

i>roblei.~s are .:onside r ed to be individual focuseci, not fami l y oriented . 

Host parents Llame bac i nfluences , exter na l to the far.iiiy syster- , for 

creatinl proi•lems i n thei r chi ldren . Teenagers in conflict with parents 

tend to blame t he parents for creating i nter personal tensions . Other 

off s pring in t he household tend to blame one or bot h of t he antagonistic 

factions. 

3. As evidenced l y other cases from TUP ' s r iles as well as t he 

case s tudies , reli bious identity , consisting of aff i liations and r itual 

pract i ces, is wea.·eni ng fo r mos t J ewi s h families, a nd t he :1•J. .t·er of t hese 

families is growing . Nevertheless, rit ual practices and religious a ff ilia

tions do ma ke t he Jewish family more cohesive because of t heir group 

building po tential and because of t he posi tive att itude t hey instill . 

4. The Jewish family faces the press ure of all SCREi' fo rces 

f rom t he soc iety t o which it uelongs . The two most significant pressures 

today are the problems of t he econony and t he growth of a unique adol escent 

sub- cultur e . llany pr oblem families are unwi lling or unab le to cope with 

these r ealities, causing inte r pe rsona l t ensions and strains within t he 

family syc;tem. 

:> . f r ou1em a reas wichin a Jewish fami ly system include 

communications, ro l e adaptation, and t he a bi l ity t o change and esta~lish 

uew l evels of homeostasis. Normally, problems begin i n one area and 

t hen spill over into t he other two . 

6 . Chronic conflicts a r e the main symptoms of problecs. This 
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chroni c condition results from brealtdown ir, a seven step conflict 

resolution sequence and represents facily members ' in~lexibility in 

changing µroblem producing behavior patte r ns . 

7. General characteristics of cnronic family conflicts include: 

.! • The existence of a central prob lem and a central con

flict (often between a parent and an adolescent) • 

~ · The formation of alliances around the nain antagonists • 

.£ • The lac.· o i a family nember ' s s uccess i n pro111otint, 

cornpromise (especially when t he marital pair communicates 

resistance to compromise) . 

~. A mutual reinforcement of tensions between the antagonists 

which escalates the intensity of the conflicts and the 

severity of the prob lems. 

~· The affixi ng of blame fo r the problems and conflicts on 

others, and: 

i · The sufferin~ from :he consequences ot t he pro~lems by 

al] members of the family, even those who do not par

ticipate in the conf l icts . 

S. Jewish famil ies wi t h ongoing problems exhibit eleu1ents of 

strength. They r ecognize the need for "cooling off" periods. They 

take advantage of Jewish ri tual pr actices to restore a temporary semblance 

of ha~111ony . They show receptivity to suggestions from community social 

agencies, even though they may be unable to i mplement them because of deep 

rooted feelings of discord within the system. Long term pr obler1s need the 

help of long term counseiin~ o f which the best source is the family t herapist . 
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To eliminate pr ob l ems, a family must recognize the total scope of their 

problems, realize that they have the ability to make changes that would 

better t he group, and t hen actually go about making those needed changes . 

Reviewing a number of studies about the Jewis h family, Jack 

Balswictt surmised, "Even though the data is inconclusive, it appears t hat the 
37 

J ewish family is a close- knit group. " Based on my survey, I woul d 

have to disagree .with that sweeping ge neralization. Cohesive Jewish 

fami l y systems are t hose whose member s actively promote t he well- being 

or t he group , and those in which the gr oup assists i ndi vidual membe rs to 

attain pers onal goals and develop personal s kills. Today , a surprisingl y 

l arge number of Jewish families have become " problem fami l ies " , where 

ties are strained, not "close- knit . " 

R. A Final Thought 

On p recent te l evision i nterview, actor- producer-writer Warre n 

Beatty remarked, 11Sorne people are uneasy about my new movi e , Shampoo, 

because it attac.<s the permanance of t he nuclear faioi ly . 1138 Beatty may 

be correct about the uneasiness , but his reasons f or it a ppear incorrect. 

Shampoo attacks the stal>nation or many nucl eax: fantily systems , not their 

permanance . Family members become discomfited when they realize: 

1. Their failure t o erow, change , and establish increasingl y 

more mature equilibriums within a dynamic £amily system. 

2 . Their inab i l ity to communicate or. a straightforwar d, empathic 

oasis . 

) . Their s tubbornness in shedding oJtmoded roles And i n failing 
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to adopt satisfying roles for this modern time. Indeed nuclear families 

should be progressive systems which interact with an ever- changing 

'.>9 
society . Their form may not be permanent, as Talcott Parsons suggests, 

but the essentials of the s ystem can remain viable for fu ture generations. 

This thesis , a phenomenological analysis of Jewish family life, does 

not claim to offer surefire solutions t o solve the problems of ever y 

unique Jewish family system. However, ic does indicate wher~ t he sources 

of prob lems mi gh t be found fo r any Jewish family systeru , and it lays out 

some genera l guicielines on how to begin resolving these troubles . This 

can prove helpful to the counselor or t herapist who works with t he 

Jewisll family. Further, the t hesis provides a framework for more 

extensive studies oi Jewish family life, for which a number of social 

scientists often express a need. 

In my mind, one finding from t he thesis stands out in its i mportance 

for the Jewish community , B Belief in a myth does not give a family any 

strength. Rather, those families who practice their religious values 

in the home, combining t he traditional with the modern , provide themselves 

with a means fo r perpetuating Shalom Bayis, family syst em harmony. 

Ritual observances anci Jewish affiliations initiated within a posi tive 

family atmospher e can and do promot e a measure of cohesiveness . 

The interviewed families make this idea apparent. Seymour a nd 

Harriet Coo per remar ked, "Just being Jewis h doesn 't ruake a f ami ly stronb . 

You have to do soruethins with relit,ion. " Frieda Goldfarl realistical ly 

said, ''Religi on can bring a family together, but it won ' t make problems 
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go away by itself. " Thus, based on the six vigne ttes and other case~ 

from TOP ' s files, one can assume that positive religious practices cau 

help to better a Jewish family with ongoing proLlems and that t hey can 

also he l p t o better a relatively problem-free Jewish family , 

I n closing , let me leave the reader wit h a personal hope. If 

the observat ions and insights from t hese case studies can Lenefit other 

Jewish families i n copin& wit h their pr oblems , this t hesis will have 

fulfilled its purpose. 
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Chapt e r 11 

1 
In the case of sini:.lc parent families, t he basic relationsh i p 

becomes the t ie between t he paren t and mos t mat ur e child . This does 
not obviate the f amily ' s nee d fo r a parent of t he opposite sex t o 
pr ovide companionship fo r t he othe r adult and t o pr ovide the children 
wLth familial learni:ir, models o! r>e t n se:~es . 

2 
For e:;arnple, Vic :y Davis tried to dece ive herse lf and others ly 

maJ.ntaininL that her fami l y had no real prolJ lens . Seymour and Harriet 
Coooer admi t ted t hat t neir 1a:oil~· .iatl t r out es, l:>ut they adamantly 
cienie::. causinb tlem or adding t o t hem. 

3 
As an i llustration, Ma r t ha Albert felt the "bad influences" 

from her d.au 'bhce r ' s f r iends caused Lisa to \: e comc ui eobec.ieut and 
uncoo ;ie::ative . 



4 
Loth st 1 icar i cy a t\d cohesiveness , a lthou!,i1 separate 1. discernal le , 

a r e clos ely inte r twined , ofc:e11 used t o~ec11er auc. i1 :erc .. .:lll ea1 ,.y . Tnese 
:en.is enci their deii11it ions can le fou11d i t\ Scanley l.rau's Jet-,isn tat..ily 
Solidarii:y (Vict<sl,,urb , 1•l.i.ssissi ppi, Nogale s i.'ress, 1;i4u) . 

Antonio tcrreira . "l:amtly i'1yth ard Hor:1eostesis" i1 , 1ell ana 
Vot,ei. , p . )~c . 

t 
lfrlly Lil l Golcifarb , amon5 all t he teenagers, s pr::c11ically nie ntioneci 

tna: Jews we r e "L2tter " t han =ion- Jews . Howeve r , ne cou l a not ar t i culate 
11is feelilll S . Still, he insisted t hat reli ion i n and ol itsell., Cid 
noc ma .<e one t a t.1 i 1y be t ter t han ano t her. In t he Coope r , ucld fad • 
Jacc.l:son , and Al.be rt f amilies, the par ents discounted any no tion of 
Jewish family superior ity . Fo r t hem , every family had its own stren~ths 
and wea«ncsse s . 

7 
The Coopers frequently spoke about school, f:riends, aud the lac < 

of a job as being Ri c k 1 s t r oubles, when they called TOr ,.or .<e r s fo r 
ad\· ice l.11 resolving ? r ol>lems . Ihis pr oved t o le typl.ca l o: mmr :>are 11cs . 

& 
",fit h the e;:ceptio1i oi Riel< Cooper , all of t he " pr oli lem teeltat,ers 11 

(e . t . , Billy l.toldfa r h, Al J ac:>l1son, Lisa Davis) sta ted JUSt t hat opini on . 

Tnes e s i bl ing s c ould a nd did shift their alleg iance f r om parents 
to b r ot her or sister and back a6a in to t he parents . However, the 
ailiances with t he parents were far mor e l asting than t he a lliance with 
t he siblinb . The acti~ns of Donna Goldfaro and hoLby Wolf bear t h i s out. 

10 
ThE: Men "da-...•ened '' (participated in prayer services) daily . Both 

par e nt s took an ac t ive part in t he s oc ial, educational and charitable 
act ivities o r t he synagogue community . In t he home, the f amilies 
11kept kosher ' (observeri t he J ewish dietar y laws) a nd celebrated a ll 
Jewish holidays . 

11 
!. r ieda t.olcifar L, a nd Seymou r and Har ri.et Cooper felt positive 

ab ou t thei r Jewis h identity , but worshipped only occa s i onally and 
p r ~cticed a few home rituals(i . e . , ShabLat dinner olessings) . Their 
affiliations were of a Jewist cultural natur e (e . g ., the synagogue 
Boy Scout troop, Hadas sah) . The Al be rt and the J a cousons felt differ ent 
about Jewish ident i t y . They rar ely we nt to wor shi p services o r practiced 
home rituals, and tlley had no Jewish affi liations . 



12 
In a study made by tbe Jewish Federation of Cincinnati in 1972 

less than 3 percent of t hose sampled mentioned t he rabbi as the one t o 
whom t hey would turn with a serious pe rsonal problem. Ove r 60 percent 
mentioned friends, close relatives, and psychiatrists. 

13 
For example, Shabbat in the G~ldfarb, Cooper, and Wolf households 

were occasions when t he family cou l d forget t heir troubles ~nd e1·joy 
Le in& t ogether. Thus, what may be a cooling- off period for e proi.il em 
family migh t also be a growth experience fo r a problem- f ree family . 

14 
In five out of the six case studies, mothers devoted a great deal 

of e~ergy to this task . Seymour Coope r and Melvin Wolf supported their 
wives 1 efforts. Be r nard Davis was the only male who had the doMinant 
inf luence in his family 's r eligious identity. 

15 
In the Albert and Jacobson households, t he fathers worked as 

traveling salesmen . This brought economic comforts but also created 
a great emotional need for the offsprinb and the wives . 

16 
Nartha Albert's strict disciplining of Lisa helped c~eate tension 

i n the Albe r t home, for Example . 

17 
An unhappy Donna Goldfaru e ngaged in constant shooting matches with 

her mothec . During t he follow- up interview, s he even ordered Mrs . Gold
farb to leave t he living r oom. 

18 
Al Jacobson 's drug taKing , overt aggressiveness, and self- destruc

tive. represent ed his frust r ations and anger from bein& the victim of dis
placements gr owing out of t he strife between his parents. For t heir part, 
Mr. and 11r s . Jacobson a ttacked Al's behavior, rather t han resolving t hei r 
own interpersonal conflict . 

19 
Rick Cooper exemplified this notion . He found difficulty adjusting 

t o new situations and in his preoccupation with adopting and shedding 
roles , he i gnored bis parel\ts ' messages of love and understanding . 

20 
In the Cooper household, Rick and his f ather failed to adopt recip

rocal roles. A conflict arose as each chose t o maintain t he untenable 
position. Other family members a llied with the fathe r and scapegoated 
Rick. Angry words and ac t ing ou t became the pr imary form of co1T111u~ica t ions . 

The father 1 s alliance achieved an equilibr ium, but only at Rick ' s 
expense . Thus, overa ll homeostas is becam~ impossible. 
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For the Wolf household the parents found themse lves unable to 

adopt to Michelle ' s rapid physical mat uration, or Bobby's anti- social 
behavior. Similarly, the entire family could not cope with Mrs, Wolf's 
illness and eventual death. Desiring change, the child clashed with 
their parents. Communications deteriorated to bribes, lies, and out
right anger . The parents tried t o scapegoat each child as the "problem 
in the family." I n an effort to shed the scapegoat role, Michelle and 
Bobby became adversaries with their parents, r oles which were never 
completely shed. 

22 
I n the J acobson family the initial communications difficulty arose 

between the pa rent s . Rather than resolve their troubles, each in t heir 
own way displaced frustrations and anger upon Al. Al lashed back at t hem 
in a variety of ways. Adver sary roles evolved. The pa r ents scape5o&ted 
Al . The other children scapegoated Mr. Jacobson . No homeostasis could 
exist for very long because the family did not know how to communicate 
the love and empathy which leads to growth. 

23 
Once Rick and Seymour Cooper settled into a satisfyinb tather-son 

relationship, the tensions of the household began to diminis h . Until 
t hen, all other reassessments had been t hat Rick alone would have to 
change . When Seymour changed with his son, resolution begau to take 
root . 

24 
In the Goldfarb home, arguments would cease and renew constantly . 

No family ~ember had enough empathy to accommodate the others, let alone 
fos ter a conciliation, 

25 
The Jacobs~ns wenc through long periods of time without overt 

conflicts . Ho~~ver, this was more of an unstated truce. One cross word 
from Mr . Jacobson or one bit of acting out by Al was enough to escalate 
tensions and renew the conflict sequence . 

2l> 
The Davis family reached t he conciliation stage when Mr. Davis 

realized his own shortcomings and tried to better himself. However, in 
his full reassessment he primarily blamed Vicky for causing troubles 
and only secondarily blamed himself. Eventually, a new conflict arose 
bet~een the two. 

A similar situation occurred in the Albert household. A tentative 
family contract was arr anged . Nrs. Al bert wou ld be less of a discip
linarian and Lisa would be less disobedient. However, both made a 
reassessment that the other person had failed to abide by the agreement. 
The aftermath of this reassessment was a resumption of conflict. 
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Coopers - Rick anti Mr. Cooper had a ro le conflict • 
.!{21.fi. - 1·lichelle and her parents had a conflict from lack of 

change in th~ family. 
Goldfarbs - Billy and ttrs . Goldfar b had a conflict because changes 

only heightened tension. 
Davises - Vicky and her father conflicted when neither would modify 

roles to accommodate the other. 
Jacobsons - Nom and Dad conflicted as coannunications br oke dowL1. 

Each, in their own way, then initiated a conf l ict with Al, dis
placing anger felt toward the other. 

Alberts - Mrs. Albert felt lonely with her husband gone so often. 
She displaced her anger on Lisa who became the woman's scapegoat. 
A conflict ensued . 

28 
Coopers - Rick vs . rest of family. 
Wolfs - Pa rents vs. Hichelle with Bobby shifting allegiance uac k 

and fo rth. 
Goldfarl>s - Mrs. Goldfarb vs . 13illy with Donna shifting allegiance 

back and forth . 
Davises - Parents vs. Vicky; Mary Ann refusing to participate. 
Jacobsons - A number of interlocking conf l icts existed for this 

29 

fami l y including Father vs Mo ther, Parents vs Al, Father VE Children . 
Alberts - A tension existed between Mr. and Mrs . All ert chat had not 

emerged into a conflict. Alliances pitted parents and Vera vs 
Lisa; Judy re fus ing to participate . 

}lary Ann Davis, Bobby Wolf, Lucy Cooper, and Donna Goldfarb al l 
f a i led at various times to restore harmony for the family system. A TOP 
worKer ini tiated tentative family contracts for the Jacobsons and the 
Alberts , but t hese fai l ed because the sources of conflict were stronger 
than the families' abi l ity t o change. 

30 
Examples of mutual reinforcements from the cases: 

Coopers - Parents nag and make personal attact<s - Rick becomes 
silent, hits his brother, acts out in community. 

~ - Pa rents scold, bribe and threaten - children threaten and 
act out in community. 

C,oldfarbs - Nother and daughter make personal attacks - Rilly 
withdraws, physica l ly attacks, acts out in community. 

Davises - Father b lames Vicky for causing problems - Vicky disobeys 
his orders and acts out . 
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Jacobsons - Father beats chi ld ren; mother deprecates children; Al 
withdraws, physically attacks parents, manifests self- destructive 
behavior. 

Alberts - Mother overly discipl1nes and makes personal attacks; 
Vera teases and baits; Lisa yells, physically at t acks siblings, 
acts out in t he community" disobeys mother 's orders . 

For example, Lucy Coope r became agitated, feelin~ that Rick 's actions 
were deeply hurting their parents. Bobby Wolf, int ernalizing his family ' s 
pr oblem, became nervous, dropped out of school, gained a great deal of 
wei ght, and tried to act as family peacemaker. Although often participatinr; 
in conflicts, Donna Goldfarb suffer ed from the main conflic~ between her 
mother and brother. She acted manipulative among her peers, did poorly 
at school, and became highly emot ional and tense. Mar y Ann Davis sacrificed 
much of her personal life to comfort her par ents, but eventually she moved 
out of t he house . Even then, her father's domination l eft her quiet and 
withdrawn. The elder Jacobson children, Jchn, Patti , and Lenny, couldn ' t 
wait t o &raduate from high school in order to leave hi m. Throu&hout his 
senior year, Lenny Loiled inside, hating his father's discipline, hi s 
mother's favo ritism, and his brother Al's physical vi olence . Young Mark, 
lactcing parental attention, became a "pr oblem child"; cioinri drugs and 
committing acc.s of vandalism. Sad ly, c.hese actions brought hi m t he atc.en
tion he needed. Julie Albert tried to steer clear of he r fami ly's conflict, 
but perceived as a favored child, received physical blows from Lisa . 

Examples of present family situations: 

Coopers - Prob lems controlled and resolution has Legun . Fami ly now 
has cohesiveness . 

Wolfs - Pr obl ems not resolved . Fami l y consists of f ather and son 
~a mut·1ali y de pendent re l ationship. 

Goldfarbs - ?r oblems no :: reso l ved . Family sys tern on brink of 
t o tal disint et ration. 

Davises - Prob lems not r esol ved . Both daughters ha\le left the 
family system. 

Jacobs ons - ProLlems not: resolved . Children have left home . 
Fami ly consists of emb ittered parents and retarded chi l d . 

Al berts - J.'ro e lems not resol ved, Lisa .~as 1 ee11 sent: away f r om 
home, Fa@ily sub- s ystem t rowing at Lisa's expense . No threat 
of disintegration at present. 
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The Coopers , Goldfarbs , Davises , and Wolfs uscc celebr atioLs s uc h 

as Shabo a t , llannu.<ah , and esach c.s " coo l i ng oown ' t it:.1e s . The !Javi ses, 
J acobsons, Albe rts, a nd Wells r e ceived r espi t es ty send i ng t heir t r ou l led 
t eena ge r s away f r om t ne voi a t ile ~10u seholc . T~e J ac <;bsons, J.il,e rts, 
and Dav i ses a ll a 1.;reed t o fa:: ily con:racts wh i ch ea s ed t e nsions unt il 
they were br oken. 

For examp le, t he Co o, ers d id no c succe ea 1 n comnuni cati n& love erd 
unders t a :1c'.in1 , des pi t e TOP !s intervet t i on . The lfolfs would av oid c .. e 
r eali ties ::.h~wr. ::h e r.! at wee·dy the r a ?Y ses s ions . The Go lci farb f ai·d. ly 
sys : e 1 i1ao uecericratec cco fa r fo r the f ai i .t) counselur cc e o f an:· 
e ffe ctive help . i·i r . Dav i s adamant ly re _, ected a ps ychiatn.s t ' s opi ni oP 
t hat t he t a;r.i ly , not just Vi c «y , had a pr ol lem. The Jacot s ens 211d 

ALte r t s cou ld not maintain t he f a mi ly contract s arrant ed t y a TuP wor~e~. 

JS 
TOr wor ~ed on teen a pproaches witn many t r a inec the r api s ts f r o-.1 a 

variety o f local a renc ies . Tnis ?Oo lint: of r esources aided t he fa i t i e!! 
and set a i' r e cedent fo r i 11t e r de pendent coopera t i cn amo:c-: s oc ia l a t,enc ics 
i n c~e Ci:;c itmat i a r ea . 'rhe Cinc i nnati Jewish Fru;iily Se r : i ce ha!:' a 
co:.j)endiu•1 cf t he a i;e ncies whi c h work together to he lp f ami lies so l ve 
t he i r pr ou lems. Hs. Li nda St e i n co111piled t his volume a1lt. J FS 11a kes 
it a vaila b le t o any i nterested party . 

36 
h a l swic« , J ae!<. . "Studies on the Jewish Fami l y" in Schlesi.1ge r, 

? • 42 t "? t i~ 

J7 
From a ''Today" s how i nte rv i ew with I. a r be r a Walte r s o.:ld Ge ne !:>ho l i t , 

. • arch 20 , l ~ 7 5 • 

3t 
T . ?ars.,ns i n Eell anC. Vebel , ? • 119!~ 
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