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Figuring Out Family: An Ownet’s Manuai
by David Bennett Stube, PRD

How do you work thie thing? If you have
belonged to 2 family for yeare and often wiched
that you had read the manual, read on. The firet
thing you probably alteady know about families ic
that families are emotional systeme and logic
nood not apply. In our family wa love, honor,
chetich, disappoint, empathize, pressure, chame,
hur, rage, and feel frucirated. Family membere
bay mote attention fo emational and nonvetbal
cuee than to worde and logie. Beeauce of our
emotional bonde, we find it difficult to think our
way ouf of family gituations.

But the lese we stop and think about what we do in
familieg, the more fused we get o family
emgtions. Fueion with the family can bo
wonderful when thinge are not too streccful.
Fucion becomee intoxicating fun in the early
honeymoon of a new romance. But, often the
family fucion thing becomee too much. Our
familiec drive ue nute. [amily problame become
our problom and family pain becomee our pain,
overwhelming our sence of self. At g high level of
emotional fugion it can be an intance challenge to
maintain an infernal cence of equilibtium and not
be infected by family anxiety, tencgion, and
frauma. Then fugion hurte. The more we reacf,
the more othare react; the more othere reget, the
more we react. When ematione become intence,
our family can drive ue fo two radieally different
exiramas: to die profecting our own individual
libarty or to lay down our life for our family.

Thece two neede are very bacic—-individuality and
togethornece. Firet of all, we want to have a life,
an identity, a colf. Wa want to do comothing, go

piaces, meei people. Yer ai ihe came iime, we
want fo love, belong, and have a family. We are
rarely happy giving up who we are, only fo feel
connected fo othere. The key to family life ic
found in harmonizing tha nead to bacome
yourcelf with the need to belong with othere. |t ie
4 quection of balance not an either-or deeicion.
Eaithfuinece in martiage ie the commitment fo
coek thie balance anew overyday. Our family
eonctantly challenges ue to maintain our cence of
ceif in cloge infimacy with othere. A healthy
family owner learng how to function more
independently and interdependently.

We do not achieve thie balance by isolating
ourcolvee or become omotignally cutoff from our
family. In fact, emotional eutoff ic eimply
another way wa fuge our cense of self to the
family. When we physically or emotionally cover
tiee, we allow our family fo define our identity by
who we will not relata fo.  We no longer zig when
the family zige, we zag. To zag or not fo zag,
that ie the quection. The colution fo fucion ie not
to avoid emotional connactednose. Rather the
colution liee in what ie known ac differentigtion:
the capacity to maintain individuality while
creafing our emotional conneetion.

To hold onto celf and remain in relationchip to
those we love, we must study how families process
their smotions. When families gre in crigie or
stroeced out, they form trianglec ac g way fo
handle the anxiety. One common triangle ie tha
mothet, father, child triangle. Other common
frianglec include, the hucband-wife-mother-in-law
triangla, ot the child-axepouce-exepouce trisngle.



Trangleg, the most bagie family unit, ailow us fo
cope with infange emotione and fugion.

Typically, there are three waye that anxiety is
transformed in family triangles: (1) the marital
couple fight, {2) the parente focue on 3 “problem
child,” or {3) one person becomee higher
functioning at the expence of another. Whan
couploe fight all the time, they tviangulate a
marrigge councelor or a divoree atiorney. When a
child of divorce ic upeat, the child’e problem may
bo blamed on the oxebouce. We can increace our
emotional bond with comeone by goeeiping about
q third percon. Or we can become 4 cuper peoudo
self by promoting inferior functioning in our
spouse and children. {n essence we can borrow
colf from othere. We become 3 celf-paracite.

Thank God, humang are more than their
emotione. We have developed the capaeity to
empathize and uce aufonomoue judgemant--oven
in emotionaily decperaie family cituations. Thie
ie what family peyehiatriet Murtay Bowen calle
detriangulation. To defriangulate, one must
react, but develop the capacity to own one’z
anxiety and to celf-coothe. Rather than relying
on othere to validate our identity and emotione, wo
learn fo affirm our own gense of self within

telationchip. We deveiop a colid self, in place of
the peoudo celf that ie dependont on blaming and
validation from others. Othete are no longer the
eausa or cure of our probieme. We can etand
alone and sfill be intimate. And when intimacy
cregtoe anxiety or fear of angulfment, we deal with
it, rather than take it out on othere. It gives 9
whole new emphacic on the word owner, for thoee
reading thic ownot'e manual. Family ownerchip
ie 9 cregtive gef that blende ownerchip of colf with
connectednece with other.

So, the key to ewning and operating 9 family liec
in doing four thinge: {1) maintaining our healthy
cence of cepgrate colf in cloce proximity fo
partners and family members, (Z] practicing
nonregetivity to other'e reactivity, (2] regulating
our emoticne g0 that judgement ean be ueed, and
{4] tolerating pain for growih. Differentigiion ic g
procese, not 4 trait. It ie comething we wark
towarde in our familg, not comething we bocome
af the expence of the ones we love.

Don’t you wonder who writee cuch ownar
manuale, anyway? Peychiatriet Murray Bowen
came up with thie one following yeare of etudying
echizophrenic familive. Dr. Bowen detormined
that the family cyctem theory which explained the
emotional dieturbance of hie research families
aleo applied to “normal” families. In fact, aftor
fecting thie theory on hie own family, he
diccovered that it made sence for you and me or
any other family owner.
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