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Systemic therapies have been accused of being impersonal, mechanistic, and

detached, of focusing on pattems of interaction from a neutral distance, rather
than on the realities of the lives lived by the clients who come for help.

The individual irnd personal experience seems te have disappear-ed into the

"systemic stew" (Merkel & Searight, 1992). Models of family intervention have

often suffered from "conceptual obscurity" (Bednar, Burlingame & Masters,
1988) They have become abstract and obsessed with epistemology, rather than
producing user-friendly, systematic guides to interventions that clients perceive

as relevant and meaningful. The desire to modify interactive patterns has per-
haps made systems therapists wary of connecting with individual realities. wary
of losing the view of the whole in the particular-of becoming caught in one

particular, biased individual view of reality.
However, every way of seeing is also a way of not seeing and this is as true

of systems theorists as anyone else. A focus on interactions has marginalized
inner realities. Systems theory, however, has a philosophical commitment to
wholeness, to seeing how things fit together and influence each other. In systems
theory nothing stands alone- There is always a context. Precisely because sys-

lems theory focuses on process, on the organization between elements in a sys-
tem, it can be argued that it is, in fact, uniquely suited to dealing with rhe

interaction of inner and outer elements and multifaceted realities that constitute
intimate relationships.

The point of view taken in this special edition is that systerns theory not only
can but is particularly suited for capturing such multifaceted realities. It is able
to capture the whole dance that is a relationship. This includes the dancer's
impetus to move in a particular way, the passion in the step, the step itself, the
meaning it conveys, the predictable responses of the other partner to particular
steps, and the way a series of r-eciprocal moves fit together to make up the dance
that defines the relationship between the dancers. More specifically, systems
theory can and should encompass what Bertalanffy (1968) calls the leading
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organizing elements of a system' This involves not just the external rules of the

relationshipthatinfluenceinteractionalresponsesbuttheleadingintemalele.
ments. rn the case of ir,iira"f*r,dent 

'elationships, 
emotion is the leading ele-

mentthatorganizes*,p."'*'.significantotheisandonethathasbeeniargely
ignored in systemic interventions'

In 1969, Jay Haley puUilsf'"d the book' The PowerTactics o'f Jesus Christ'

where he described " ",i""i'i" " 
psychiarric facility completing a Rorschach test

for a psychologist' frre fsyct'oiogist is. distant and "professional" and is using

the test to judge who ttre ctient is and how competent he is as a person' Haley

showshowthecont"*t,therelationshipbetweentheclientandthepsychologist'
andinparticularthepowerimbalance'accountsfortheclient'ssilenceand
unwillingness ,o 

'"'pt'na 
io tt'" t""' This silence' however' is interpreted by the

psychologist as a slgn "t 
t"*p";nic dysfunction' Haley's point is conrpelling;

social context p.ouiO"." ro"uning una eiicits behauior. This special edition was

primed by the idea that the ctieit's fear' his emotional response' also organized

hisactionsinthissituation.Toleavethisoutistoignoreakeyorganizing
element in the drama tiaiuntotoea. Ignoring the client's fear eschews the multt-

;;;;;;i";^ireality of rnany interacting elements that svsiems theory espouses'

To disregard this is to movl toward systemic determinism, where the "needs of

the system" govern *t'ui o"tu"' Ttris kind of determinism is similar to the

intrapsychic determinism that systems theorists rebelled against' The individual

isthenviewedaSacoginamachineandinnerexperienceisirrelevant'asif
the client in the story cululA not formulate and express his fears u.11j:,lnflu"nt"

the rules of tt" irrt"rJc-t,o,, *i,t, the psychologist- Emotional expression might

enable the client to ian;e t'it stance with the psychologist' and might also

move ttre psychologist to respond differently'

Whensystemstheoristshavedealtwithinnerrealities,theyhavemostlydealt
with behavio. una 

"ogniii"t' ^riittgft 
cognitions have often been assigned to

the group-a, l" fu*?fy tpitt"molofies.und family myths' In this edition' the

focus is on emotion. gi,o,io" in paiticular bridges the boundary of within and

between. Emotion com-unicut"s to othets and organizes the self for actlon'

Emotional "*pr.rrron'or'g""ir", 
and defines close relationships. The authors

suggest that it thus makJ' sen*e to address emotion and to use the power of

,rn'o'rlon in therapies that attempt to change relationships'

Emotional ,.rpon"' uf'o g'oonO us' Ttrey tell us in a compelling way what

we want and need, and they command us to act" so we run when we are afraid'

Emotions 
"un 

u. ou".*t"irirg and sometimes difficult to handle' but without

them, as theraplsts u"O u' p*piu' we can become lost in an abstract impersonal

realm where we do not know what matters to us' where one construction of

reality is as good uu unoiit"t' and one. theory of change is as good as another'

Addr.essingemotionandhowitorganizesinteractionsgivestherapistsatouch.
stone, a place to '*Jin 

constantli shifting contexts' tn: 
":"::11t-realities 

of

c]ientscanbeatouchstonefortherapiststhatcanhelpustopracticeinacollabo.
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rative,systematlcmannertotransformtheinterpersonaldramasthatconstruct
our ctient's reality and sense of who they are. Gergen (1994) states that, emo-

tions do not "have an rmpact" on social life; they constitute social life itself' It

would then seem crucial that therapies dealing with social interaction leam to

address rather than avoid or discount emotion'

Contributors to this special edition include Guy Diamond and Lynne Sique-

|andfromthePhiladelphiaChi]dGuidanceClinic,andRogerKobakfromthe
University of Delaware. These authors share an attachment perspective on fam-

ity retationsnips. Alan Parry from the University of Calgary addresses emotion

in narrative approaches and Eric King fiom the Hincks Institute in Toronto

considers emotion from the solution focused perspective. Bill Pinsof from the

Famity Institute and Northwestem University and Brent Atkinson from Northern

IllinoisUniversitypresentanexperientialperspectiveonchangingsystems'as
dotheeditorsofthisvolume,sueJohnsonandLesGreenberg'

The airn of this edition is to p|ovide conceptual links and specific interven-

tionsthatintegrateemotionintosystemicthoughtandpractice,addinganew
and vital piece to the systemic picture. It is interesting to note that fbur of the

contributors focus on attachmeni, on issues of connecti.n rather than power' For

family therapists who are less concerned with power dynamics and more con-

cerne-d with creating bonding and connection, it is particularly obvious that emo-

tion is not just pari of the iroblem in distressed lelationships. it is also part of

the solution.
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