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Introduction

This paper discusses a new contribution to understanding the dynamics of addiction from  

the family systems theory and practice of Bert Hellinger.  Hellinger brings to awareness 

the part of addiction, which is, an ‘affect’ of a dis – ease within the family: an 

unconscious, intergenerational dynamic which operates out of blind love and loyalty and 

calls attention to a loss or an exclusion within the family system.

The paper starts by defining addiction and its issues through the language of Object Relations.  It discusses Hellinger’s approach, empirical findings, his observations on addiction and his methodology and how they contain the issues of an oral stage disruption.  These are illustrated through a case that is the family constellation of a couple whose son struggles with addiction.  The case illustrates the ‘affect’ of hidden dynamics and Hellinger’s particular contribution in noting the importance of’ absence’ and ‘Father’ within the addict’s family dynamic.

The paper concludes that Hellinger’s descriptive analysis of our being in the world, his insights and his powerful use of the constellation as methodology contain features that have been cited as important in recovery, while his work, is not in itself, a method to interrupt the cycle of active addiction his contribution, however, has an important place in the field of addiction, which may be of profound value to those in recovery from an oral stage disruption, to their families and those working with addiction.

Object Relations And Addiction

Object Relations is a British development of Freudian psychoanalytic theory, it is a school of psychotherapy that has lacked a significant spiritual or transpersonal element reflecting its emergence from its Freudian rather than Jungian roots.  The early theorists include:  Melanie Klein, Ronald Fairbairn, Donald Winnicott, Michael Ballint, Harry Guntrip and John Bowlby.  The basic premise is: “ That the need for relationship is primary, and that the self is made up of internal relationships at both conscious and unconscious levels” (Gomez 1997).  We seek persons not pleasure said Harry Guntrip (1968).  Paradoxically, while Object Relations focuses its attention on individual experience it defines the essence of this experience as beyond the individual:  “Our completeness is identified with our incompleteness; our unity with our disjointed  nature” (Gomez 1997, p.212). 

A definition of addiction within this tradition is; that it is an attempt to recapture through primitive feelings of warmth and tingling, skin contact with the mother.  Rosenfeld’s (1992 in Seinfeld 1996) object relations view is that indiscriminate drug use, sexual promiscuity, and frantic life- activity are a manic defence against feelings of being abandoned, alone and separate.  Seinfeld adds that a substance is used as a substitute for the caregiver and that by using an inanimate substance the client attacks the parent/care giver by rejecting the person.  The use of the substance enables the patient to avoid loss and separation.  Psychic void hungering can be filled even with bad objects – rather than nothingness, for this nothingness is experienced as the terror of limitless space (Bick 1986).  Substances, which represent exciting but frustrating aspects of the object, are greedily incorporated to fill the void.  They excite need and provide the temporary illusion of satisfaction only to create greater need.  As the substance loses its effectiveness, it may thereby become the representative of the caregiver that was unable to effectively contain the child’s mood. 

In this oral stage disruption Shoham et al (1984) maintain that the drug preference of the addict is related to the type of his subjective experience.  This is based on Kleinian premises: " That the oral stage is critical in the formation of behavioural patterns, which are influential throughout life” (Gomez 1997, p. 259).  Shoham et al. (1984) hypothesize that in the oral stage - two opposing vectors, early oral (participant) and late oral (separant) - are initiated.  When fixated in the oral stage, the (participant) addict's object relations will be characterized by a 'bad me', surrounded by a good object.  They will prefer depressant drugs in an attempt to merge with their surroundings, by being absorbed into them.  The late, orally fixated, (separant) addict, however, has a good me but bad surroundings and negative object relationships and uses stimulants in the quest to 'swallow the surroundings and incorporate them'.  

The oral stage task is trust and the issues emerging from an oral stage disruption relate to attachment.  In a previous study by the author (Green 1999) these issues were found to be: secure base, merging, introjection, loss/separation, primitive violence and transitional objects.  Addicted people use ‘unconsciously’ in the belief that their very early attachment needs will be met (Ainsworth 1969).  Where the triggering stimuli for Kuhut’s (1977) self object experience only temporarily alters moods and does nor procure safety and sustenance, this leads to an addictive desperation to hold on to behaviour where needs are thought to be met and there is an intactness of self.  There is often a lack of literal stability of staying in one place to form relationships and a lack of emotional environment within primary relationships that allows for curiosity, exploration and risk taking within or without the relationship. 

Where no secure base exists there may have been merging, but not the positive merging which leads to the natural process of separation and individuation (Mahler, 1963). Where no secure base exists or if it has been disrupted or destroyed, the person resorts to self-protection and defensiveness.  This may express itself as internal splitting (Klein, M, 1957) with the incumbent primitive anxieties and defences of the paranoid schizoid position.  The function of splitting is to minimize the pain of loss or separation and by manipulation to create a pseudo secure base (Mooney 1977). 

“ All of us from the cradle to the grave, are happiest when life is organized as a series of excursions, long or short, from the secure base provided by our attachment figures” Bowlby (1988 p. 62).  During the symbiotic phase the infant is in complete contact with the mother’s conscious, what she feels and what she experiences make up the content of his merged relationship with her (Mahler et al.1985), (Almaas 1988),  (Stern1998).

In maintaining negative object relations, reverting to negative merging or mating with an absence (Bion 1962) the individual avoids the pain, anxiety and terror of separation.  At the same time they suffer the primitive affect of negative merging: anger, rage, hatred, fear, pain, anxiety and the yearning for the positive merging experience.  They later invest in a substance, the belief that it will provide this blissful state or they can incorporate a blissful state.  Charles-Nicolas (1988) talks of addicts not having separated and existing in what he calls ‘la relation fusionelle”, and of addicts who try to substitute bad introjects with ‘literal’ good introjects in the form of ‘injection versus introjection’.  Separations from both parents are major factors in child hood. 

In Green’s study (1999) maternal losses showed themselves clearly in the year prior to the addicted child’s birth and up to 4 years after.  Many of the mothers had been touched by death during this time through miscarriages, loss of children, parents and partners.  Fathers were noticed by their absence.  There was a literal absence of father.  There were fathers who worked away from home, who died whilst children were very young or couples split up and the children remained with their mothers. Violence is yet another factor in addiction.  Green (1999) found violence at home, violence at school and violence in the outside world and people inflict violence upon them selves in the form of their addictions: 

“Violence seeks to recover a part of what should have been love and this gives rise to aggression in the true sense of the word, the most refined form of which are sadism and masochism, addiction is one of the ways in which aggression is directed back against the self” (Bergeret 1981, p.11). 

 Despite its death dealing potential, the object (substance) is always invested as a good object by some part of the mind.  It is endowed with the magical quality of enabling the addicted person to dispel mental conflict and fill the hungering psychic void, even if briefly.  The soothing substance has to be continuously sought in the external world, usually in increasing quantities.  “While it is in fact playing the part of a transitional object of early childhood, it is not a true transitional object, or if we believe it to be one, then it is an extremely pathological one”  (McDougall 1991, p.97).  Addicts do not seem to have completed a healthy psychological separation\individuation process and remain in symbiotic orbit within a negatively merged, part object relationship.

Hellinger
Theoretical approach and Perspectives (Green & Green 2003)

Bert Hellinger cites the important influences on his life and work as his parents, whose 

faith immunized him against accepting Hitler’s socialism; his own experience as a prisoner 

of war, his 20 years as a priest; particularly as a missionary to the Zulu, his participation 

in interracial ecumenical training in group dynamics led by the Anglican clergy.  After 

leaving the priesthood Hellinger studied psychoanalysis in Vienna and eventually 

developed an interest in Gestalt threrapy, family therapy and transactional analysis 

where he first encountered family constellations which have become the hallmark of his 

therapeutic work.  He works in a way which is simultaneously intimate and separate, 

scanning the horizon for resolutions that set free possibilities for attaining unrealized good 

(Weber, 1998). The old which must be left behind and the new which is yet to come meet 

and are one.  He has an unwavering loyalty and trust in the soul which is the heartbeat of 

this work.  The language he uses is that of archetypal psychology which speaks of the 

heart, the soul and the greater soul. (Hillman. 1983).

Hellinger asserted that: “the family system, just like any other system, has its own

 natural order and when that order is disrupted, the effects are felt by subsequent 

generations as the system tries to right itself.  There appear to be certain natural laws

 operating to maintain that order and permit the free flow of love between family

 members.” (Beaumont 1998).  

.Hellinger’s approach is deductive in that we start with what we observe and what works

· ‘relaxes the system ‘.   From this we can often infer a pattern which over time is 

borne out by subsequent observations.  These patterns can be formalized (but not 

reduced) into Orders or Principles with prescriptive implications of a form more akin to 

heuristics or rules of thumb rather than algorithms or recipes (Richard Wallstein 2002).

Notwithstanding their inter-subjective, experiential, problematic and interpretive status, 

(the hallmarks of a constructivist phenomenology), there is an implication that these 

rules are relatively enduring structures ( we notice the consequences of when they have 

not been adhered to  as constellation work unfolds) this is the hallmark of a realist 

ontology  they generate – but don’t determine - ambiguity and pathology.  

Within social theory, Hellinger’s work (notwithstanding his philosophical affinity to 

Heidegger) floats between a at least three different social theories: phenomenology, critical 

realism, and neo functionalist/systems theory. The latter becomes apparent in the 

integrating, stabilizing and ordering influence emerging out of the norm of reciprocity, the

 dominant transactional mode underpinning the Orders that Hellinger observes in 

constellations.   Moreover, divergence from the orders or from a ‘relatively limited 

number of fixed, engulfing family roles generally has ‘dire consequences’ (Boszormenyi-

Nagi  1984).  The mix of the subjective with the objective, the voluntarist with the 

determinist, and the descriptive with the normative creates a paradox for those trying to 

categorise Hellinger’s work. Hellinger resists such categorization.

We can also recognize influences from the three major therapeutic schools;

i) The psychodynamic perspectives where interest is focused on unconscious

 
       processes, where a current predicament is seen as a repetition of early

 experience be it drive or relationship driven

ii) The cognitive behavioural models where interest lies in conscious processes with 

a focus to replace old maladaptive thoughts beliefs and actions with new adaptive 

 ones

iii) The Humanistic existential schools wherein we create and construct our own 

worlds and are in constant search for meaning and self fulfillment.

If one were to ask Hellinger what the differences/similarities are, he might reply that there is 

a basic misunderstanding of phenomenology implied in the question and that one is not 

thinking systemically:

“  When you immediately place your experience here in the context of something 

you already know, you can’t observe anything new….As soon as you say ‘Oedipus 

complex’ the phenomenology of the systemic dynamic disappears and you are left 

with the psychodynamic construct you already know…I’m not talking about how 

one thing causes another nor am I trying to describe unconscious processes…no 

causality is implied just systemic association…A different level of abstraction than 

psychoanalytic theory. If you are interested in observing the systemic dynamics of

 human relationships, you need to focus your attention on what people actually do.

  That is the phenomenological method.  Otherwise all you have are the words and 

concepts dissociated from experience”  (Hellinger in Hellinger, et al 1998: 41-2).

Hellinger has woven a rich and colourful tapestry using threads of old and new wisdom, but 

the loom on which he weaves is his own unique creation carved from the wood of his own

 being and his observations.

He emphasizes the view of the individual in ‘context’.  Our individuality is unique whilst 

at the same time we participate in the greater whole/soul.  Personal identity is bound up 

with social rules and obligations depending on the groups to which we belong or from

 which we are excluded.  The first place of belonging is in the family.  The consequential 

nature of relationship is ontological- relationships draw there significance from ‘being’

 itself.  The relationship between mother and fetus best demonstrates this point  

(Booszormenyi-Nagi & Krasner, 1986).   Hellinger finds that too much theory interferes

 with practice and guards against his thoughts and observations being poured into specific

 moulds. For a long time he resisted writing or being written about

“What is written losses its connection to real life so easily, loses its vitality and 

becomes oversimplified, uncritically generalized and rendered into fixed patterns and 

empty sentences”  (Hellinger in Hellinger et al 1998:42).

Methodology:  The Constellation

Hellinger’s methodology is the Constellation, a potentially powerful method for enhancing 

our ability to become aware of, perceive, and recognize the impact of systemic relationships 

we need to become more sensitive to the phenomenon of the energy field created and 

sustained by relational systems and to the hidden dynamics therein.  The Constellation 

helps us to:

“amplify our powers of perception in order to study these hidden relationship dynamics and the systemic forces which underpin them….Bert Hellinger did not invent the method of the Constellation, but he did discover how it could be extended beyond making destructive dynamics visible. He found out how the same method can be used to help people identify what can be done and how to use the representatives’ reactions to modify the family dynamic so that the hidden, systemic orders that support love…. can be re-established…” (Beaumont 1998:xii)

To set up a constellation the facilitator identifies with a client an issue which the client has a 

strong desire to explore and if the issue is systemic then the client then chooses a 

Constellation of people representing  the system central to the issue. The 

client moves the representatives in a space within the group (cf Sheldrake 2000)

The facillitator needs to have developed an openness to the energy field created by the

 Constellation, a sensing presence which can both clarify the hidden dynamics and begin to

 balance the system. There are three possible  stages  to a constellation:

i) The placing of the representatives

ii) The responses of the representatives

iii) The balancing or resolution of the system

Sometimes just one stage is the piece of work, just looking and seeing, often there may not

 be a resolution, but there maybe acceptance of just ‘what is’

The facilitator works phenomenologically, within the field, with the responses of the

representatives to their felt experience in the moment and with healing sentences.  S/He pays

hede tothe events that might have disturbed the balance of the system, sapped people’s

 energies or been destructive  to relationship.  The Constellation : “brings to light that which 

was previously not known  or seen, and leads us, therefore on different paths (sometimes. 

my parenthesis) to good resolutions”,  Weber (2000.6.)

Hellinger And His Views Of Addiction

Freud gave us the Father, Jung gave us the Great Mother and Hellinger emphasises the importance of recognising the bond between the Couple so that then children  can be in their right place, separate and healthily connected. Two dynamics which he has observed in addiction-endangered families are absence and the longing for father:
“ The father is discounted demeaned and disrespected so that the children’s emotional access to him is blocked”( Beaumont  2000, 1:4). 
 In a system where the child understands the hidden message which says ‘I do not respect your father’ the child learns from mother that it is only permissible to take from her and may do so to the point of self harm - out of loyalty to Dad. The balance of giving and taking between the parents is not in harmony ( Hellinger 2001).  This dynamic speaks of an early interrupted movement which, through projection, is playing itself out in the present and now the child is also involved.  There is a ‘trap’ in this type of pattern of maturation which lies in the conditional nature of the whole process ( Mead 1962).  The masculine may be absent physically or emotionally or maybe seen as not providing for, or protecting the system.  So, in Hellinger’s language, the feminine does not honour the masculine and thus it continues that the masculine does not then serve the feminine (Hellinger 1999). Through a systemic lens, when this is the case then love, intimacy and children get hurt (Beaumont. 2000).

Winnicott (1971) talks of the male element of ‘doing’ and the female element of ‘being’.  Being, he says, is about union, continuity and caring.  The experience of doing is about individuality, drives and assertion.  Fairbairn (1946) says that the object-relating of the male element to the object presupposes separateness.  The male element’ does’ while the female element ‘is’.  Both masculine and feminine balance is needed. Without this m/f complementarity, how does the child who learns to prefer soft female comfort deal with the hard difficulties and dangers of life without the counterpart strength of the masculine whose will is the stuff of separation/individuation?  We observe Freud’s ‘verneinung’, our way of taking cognizance of what is repressed.  In the unconscious ‘no’ does not exist, and there is no distinction between contraries (La Planche & Pontalis 1973).  Negation is only introduced by the process of repression (Freud1925).  If the hidden dynamic says I cannot take from my father, the child must dismiss 50% of his/her DNA.  As one parent vilifies the other, the child must hide the vilified parent part of itself along with the deep longing for that parent.  In this situation there is the danger that boys become emasculated, castrated men and girls grow into women who have a sense of their being superior to men. 

There are necessary, healthy movements which Hellinger observes for children. Both boys and girls start with their mothers, the daughter then moves to her father’s sphere of influence, she must then relinquish him and return to her mother and the realm of the women.  She must honour and respect her mother, take her just as she is, then she can step away from her and both parents.  Only now can the daughter be a full woman, available for and able to give and receive in adult relationship. The son too moves from his mother to his father, there he remains in the realm of the men, honouring and respecting his father, taking him fully just as he is.  Here he can gain strength and learn about being a man.  Now he too can leave his father and both parents and be available for partnership. Without these movements there are difficulties of creating bonds in adult relationships (Hellinger, Weber & Beaumont 1999). 

Within Hellinger’s systemic order what informs the underlying dynamics of addiction is where and when these movements have been interrupted in the family; who is missing and who is absent. Then we observe the compulsive filling of the longing for the missing with whatever it is we use to fill that emptiness.  We now have another understanding of the compulsive self medication for the pain involved in remaining loyal and so staying in this way connected to the absent/disconnected:

“ Until the process of inclusion, acknowledgement and honouring is completed within the addict’s families, the members will remain enmeshed in the hidden dynamics of that family system.  Unable to withdraw, separate healthily and accept life” ( Beaumont  2000,1:6).

What underpins these movements is our most basic need to belong.  The emphasises of this work is on bonding and the conscience that guards it which reacts to everything that threatens or enhances it.  In addition to our personal family relationships and the other social systems to which we belong, we also participate in a larger whole or meta-system.  All of these systems have their own standards or conscience * and the criteria followed by the conscience are the values of the group to which we belong.  What leaves us innocent in one relationship makes us guilty in another.  The most vulnerable and powerless are the most dependant on the group:

“These are the children who leap into the fray for their parents and relatives, who carry out that which they did not plan, atone for what they did not do and bare burdens they did not create” (Hellinger, Weber & Beaumont 1998, p.9).

Through Hellinger’s work in relation to addiction we see more than Freud (1920) unveiled in ‘Beyond the Pleasure Principle’ when after the death of his daughter he gave his first explicit introduction to ‘the compulsion to repeat’ and the theory of ‘the death instinct.  We witness something intergenerational, the familial compulsion to repeat.  We see the compulsion of the driven loyalty of a child’s blind love.  A child unconsciously knows the rules within their family system.  The child knows the necessary price to be paid for bonding and belonging. When someone has been excluded the Greater Soul (whole) calls down through the generations: ‘somebody please remember me’.  It is seeking balance so that love can flow.  The systemic conscience is activated, the whole system reverberates and an innocent child’s soul responds, heart wide open, full of loyal love, ‘I will remember you… sacrifice myself and even die for you’. What Hellinger’s work points out is that the Greater Soul, which is beyond good and evil, understands the workings of innocence and guilt within the family’s conscience and may not demand blind love’s ritual sacrifice.  What it does require however is that the consequences of life’s different destinies be left with whom ever they belong.  We can see this clearly in the case presented below where addiction and the scars of attachment are the souvenirs of love. When the invisible loyalties (Boszormeni-Nagi 1973) and the unconscious dynamics that have been driving the system come to light it becomes possible for a movement of the soul to take place whereby the whole system can relax.

The Case: Addiction As A Symptom: The Affect Of A Hidden Dynamic Operating Within The Family System

This case is the family constellation of one of the participants of the object relation’s study (Green 1999) four years on.  The parents, Mike and Mary have three children: two boys and a daughter.  Their concern was for the eldest son.  He is very bright but does not seem to be able to sustain in life, he has been unemployed for two years.  They describe him as very angry and aggressive with abusive behaviour and that for years he has used a lot of drugs and alcohol.  They were very concerned for his mental state.

The couple sit with the facilitator.  They describe their relationship in historical order not in character or detail: . The couple had been involved, Mike went away, Mary was to follow.  She waited but he did not write, she then went away, met someone, fell pregnant, and had an abortion after which they split up.  She met Mike again on her return to England and they were later married.

From Their Families Of Origin

Mary reports: an angry father, mother with mood swings and there is a family tendency towards drink.  She is second living daughter of six children, two late miscarriages (boys). Two sisters and one brother. Mother is alive, father died sixteen years ago from a heart attack. There has been a lot of loss of children on both maternal and paternal side.

Mike reports: a very normal family really; father is alive, a weak man, mother from better family, she had the power and the wealth.  Eldest brother dead- he was weird.  His sister was a heroine addict aged eighteen, fine now. Mother is dead, was not sure how long ago five or six years from cancer. 

Facilitator asks them to set up their present family

Mike chooses representatives for their present family and sets up constellation,

Facilatorr asks Mary if she would make any changes

Mary moves children only slightly.

Facilitator’s  Movements

i) Checks how representatives are feeling
The eldest son;  “A feeling of rage towards my brother…I remember feeling he was somehow in the way”.

The daughter reported, “I felt strongly connected to Dad who I didn’t understand.  I felt very identified with Mum and felt ambivalent about being physically close to her”.

 
ii) Asks about significant previous relationships.

Mary: one

Mike: none

iii) Sets up previous man and aborted child 

Mary is brought in to do this work instead of representative. She has previously worked on this.  

Facilitator checks to see that the child of the second relationship has not identified with an unacknowledged, previous partner or the aborted child.  Mary takes responsibility for her part of the abortion and lets the child go.

iv)  Checks the effect on the second system; present family

Eldest son; “ I was facing rather away from the family towards an empty space near the window.  I felt considerable relief when my mother’s previous partner was brought into this space…it seems as if that was who I had been turned to…gradually as the work began to unfold I began to relax as he and the termination were acknowledged and I could look on my mother more warmly…I still felt very separate from my father”

v) Brings Mary’s rep back in and works between Mike and her previous lover 

There is no movement from Mike, he is very amused.

Mike: “I felt strong bubbly energies within me, as a consequence I was shielded from my

 surroundings and from others.  As yet I felt interested in other people, but this interest was more an aesthic and cerebral interest.  It was not with my heart and body.  The place I was in thus allowed me a perspective from which I was highly bemused by others, especially by Mary’s former boyfriend:  as if the seriousness of their connection was nothing but entertainment for me.  The bubbly energy in me exploded in laughter when being asked how I felt”.

Mary to Mike: “you need to take all this seriously”. When he (Mike) is like this, I don’t need this man (Lover) but I need his type of energy

vi) Brings Mike’ rep over to eldest son

Mike’ rep seemed non-plussed but reported: “I felt afraid and overwhelmed.  I could not feel for him even though I knew he was needing me”.

 Son very angry and sad wants connection.

Daughter: “ I had a strong urge to scream at my Dad when my brother asked and begged him to take him in and be close to him”

Facilitator: it is not from the child’s lack of longing.We need to do something else first.
vii)  Checks with Mary if Mike is actually this boy’s father

Mary confirms that he is.

viii )  Puts children to the side safely 

 Second son : “felt a bit out of it didn’t register particularly strong feelings” 

 Daughter:  “when I was made to stand near the brothers I was confused and afraid of my brother’s pain.

ix)   Brings in Mike’s father and places him in front of Mike,

 Father felt ‘a little uneasy and puzzled by the free floating laughter’.  

Mike visibly had little reaction; but reported:  “Facing my father was equally difficult and overwhelming.  The bubbles went away and I became increasingly tired, the tiredness changed into a feeling of sickness and nausea”.

Eldest son feels more connected to his Dad, Mike, when Mike looks at his own father.

x) Brings in Mike’s mother; Asks Mike himself what happened in her family?

Mike’s mother  displays a whirling dervish energy, gets very agitated, hands over her head swaying.

 Mike says he can remember nothing.  Then; O my god, yes there was an aunt my grandmothers sister.  They put her in an asylum when she was very young and she died there.  She was never spoken of with us.  My sister just discovered this recently. They said she went ‘meshuga’

xii) Mike’s great aunt is brought in.

Mike’s great aunt : head and arms hanging: I am not mad, I am innocent she said and reported “ How crazy making the system was: “I was in the wrong place, I certainly was not crazy but somehow the system had put me there”

Mike’s rep reports: “I was not aware anymore that the aunt was being placed next to me, nor was I able to follow what followed on from that point onwards.  The sense of sickness and lack of energy made my head droop forwards and I could hardly stand upright, my body was swaying back and forth.  I was disconnected from my surroundings at that point and just wanted to get away from it all.

Eldest son feels more connected to his father, when the great aunt is included.

xiii) Asks Mike’s mother to look at her aunt.

Mike’s mother continues to sway and cannot look.

Facilitatorr says to Mike’s mother: you must look at her, no one else could. 

 Slowly she does.  Mike’s great aunt is placed behind his mother.

xiv) Takes out Mike’s rep and brings Mike in

Brings Mike into constellation.  Mike is very interested and drawn to his Great Aunt, he looks through his mother at her.

Daughter says: ‘There has been such madness here’. 

Second son : ‘Now things are back in the right order’.

xv) Mary’s rep is brought over to Mike.  

They look together at parents and great aunt

xvi) Mary’s rep taken out and Mary brought in beside Mike

They honour and leave his parents and Great Aunt, 

They are then are brought over to meet their children.

Mike’s father is brought in behind him, he felt ‘calm and benevolent, things seemed to have settled down once my wife’s aunt and I had taken our places in the constellation”

Mike and eldest son just look and look, the eldest son is pleading with tears flowing down his face, Mike makes the movement and holds his son.

xvii) Facilitator checks within the system

Mary says to their son: “I leave you in your father’s sphere of influence, it is the right place for you with your dad, I am also here, but you know that”.

Daughter speaks up, eyes full; “There is no one behind my mother, I’d like her to have some support”.  Someone is brought in.  

Mary says: ” I have my mother behind me, you don’t have to worry about me, that’s my business and I am your mother for you to lean on”.  The daughter nods softly and Mike says ‘that’s right’.

Daughter: “I felt joyous and relieved when all was sorted out and everything was in order”.  There is a great sense of relief throughout.  The system has relaxed.

Facilitator“We will leave it at that”.  The constellation is over. A movement has taken place.

Observations From The Constellation

“We are each text in the context of others and are context for other”   (Zeal 1989, p. 171).

In the case we have seen addiction as a family system symptom.  The constellation revealed a family secret and its intergenerational affect.  The affects of exclusion in one generation reverberated as the symptoms subsequently erupted again and again.  It transpired later that within this family, in generation 1, Great Aunt’s sister (Mike’s grandmother) had an eating disorder;  Generation 2, Daughter (Mike’s mother) had an eating disorder and claustrophobia;  Generation 3, Daughter  (Mike’s sister) had an eating disorder and was a heroin addict, and son Mike was also claustrophobic with food issues;  Generation 4, Mike and Mary’s children: daughter does not like enclosed spaces, tubes etc and the son struggles with addiction. This was a secret that was so well kept the family had been unable to find any reference to the great aunt by name, but now her grand nephew can acknowledge and honour her and his son does not have to remember her by being institutionalized. Her fate can now be left with her. 

Hellinger says that those we reject we imitate.  Prior to the workshop the family was very concerned that the son in question was so ill he would require hospitalization through his substance abuse, diminished sense of other and his outsize sense of justice versus injustice.  He has feelings of always having been ill done by, not heard and excluded all his life. Mike was perceived within the family and the marriage as being ‘absent’ and Mary saw herself as victim holding it all together, putting the children first (an exact repetition of the dynamic within her own family of origin) The unconscious vow of silence within  family was broken when the dark burden revealed its secret; this had been the price of belonging:   

“ The psychotherapist must even be able to admit that the ego is ill for the very  reason that it is cut off from the whole, and has lost its connection with mankind as  well as the spirit.  The ego is indeed ‘the place of fears’ as Freud says in ‘the ego and the id’ but only so long as it has not returned to the “father and mother, i.e.  Spirit and Nature”  










(Jung 1935, p .142)
 The movement in this constellation was a return to a secure base from whence excursions could be made, the return to father and mother, to spirit and nature. In amplifying the issue involved the case bares witness:

  “ Nobody can be excluded without the family soul seeking redress.  When a family member is cast out and denied his or her right to belong, then it often happens that another member of the family, sometimes two or three generations later, unconsciously identifies with that excluded person and feels pressure to leave the family in some way as well – we call that an entanglement.  The person then imitates the excluded person, perhaps follows the same patter of living as the excluded person, without consciously knowing why”. 





 ( Hellinger 1999, p. 12)  

The father was unable to connect in his present family as he was unconsciously holding a loyal connection to his excluded Great Aunt with whom he was cross identified (Ten Herkel 2003).  As the strangulated affect moved down the generations we met the son’s compulsives struggle for trust and belonging with all its anxieties and defences.  (Hellinger‘s insights remind us of Bowlby’s (1969) deep understanding of a child’s grief and mourning and the process of detachment and subsequent capacity to relate).  He stayed connected to his Dad, by carrying the anger and pain his father could not access: ‘I will do it in your place Dad, I’ll self medicate out of loyalty to you, and if necessary I will leave instead of you’.  This was the major entanglement, although the constellation had revealed a connection between the son and his mother’s previous lover and a disconnection between mike and his own father.  Within this constellation we see Hellinger’s two basic concepts of his therapeutic work;  systemic entanglement and the interrupted reaching out movement (Franke 2003).

When a constellation is set up it is a partial truth, the external projection of an internal process (Kernberg 1980) – we see the present map.  Attachment issues were literally presented as the representatives were placed.  Exclusions, enmeshments, divided loyalties and the missing became visible. We saw anger and splitting as yearning for love. Separations, losses, primitive violence and transitional objects came to life as representatives moved within the system and we observed the affect of interrupted movements.  

Representations, remembered history and personal interpretations (Stern 1998) were held within the field.  Where love had become blocked there were unmetabolized, isolated pockets of experience, which had remained in the system in primitive form.  The representatives who were not entangled in this system could enter the field more easily and feel the original dynamics. By staying in the service of the family they reached the deep emotions of the block and what it covered. Hate and anger were a substitute for love and disconnection substituted for connection.  The child’s individual longing replied while father was connected to his great aunt and the Greater Soul was calling out again.  That is when we really felt the heartbeat of the work as the Greater Soul held the anxieties of loss of self, engulfment, disappearing boundaries, fear of annihilation and persecutory anxiety for the family, but was in fact seeking a different solution not these sacrifices. However no body knew this, as the family conscience said differently (Hellinger & Beaumont 1999).   So it made such sense to protect against these overwhelming feelings by splitting, idealizing, identifying, introjecting or projecting. These defences are created through trying to change, not what is actually happening, but our perception of what is happening in a primitive attempt to by pass anxiety (Hinshelwood 1999).

The work provided a facilitating environment for seeing and being seen; the whole system felt better when both parents had their same sex parents behind them (Hellinger 2003). The son felt more connected to his father when father looked at grandfather; the man he had described ‘as weak’.  Further unravelling revealed when hearts had to close down, and where no one previously could look, the client’s mother was asked to look, at her aunt.  When she could look, then the client could also see his great aunt. When they left her fate with her, then the client and his son become free of the entanglement.

We saw that when hearts are open one can ‘see’ a little further and we discovered that the living have permission to live and enjoy life and there are sources, channels through which love, warmth and strength can reach and be reached.  Guilt and innocence were left with those to whom who they belong. Love flowed downwards from father to son and the son could take his father thus honouring him. A sense of containment (Bion 1962) emerged as the systemic soul included all its own and another truth emerged, no matter what had gone before, everybody needs and has a right to belong, to be honoured and to be in their right place.  This is what the soul longs for (Hellinger  2003).

Constellation Postscript

There were many avenues the Facilitator might have followed with this couple.  She 

choose energetically to work within the father’s line in this way. 

In the week after the constellation there was a lot of positive activity within the system set off by the eldest son wanting to make contact and meet with both parents and they did. Six months later some of his life force seems to be freed up.  He is now working and says;  “ it is so much better than being stuck in front of the telly playing computer games all day and getting smashed, smoking copious amounts of dope…does your head in”.  The father  is now available within the whole family and has given a loving space in his heart to this eldest son which was not there before and he is paying more attention to and honouring his own aging father.  The mother moves back more and is more grounded in her place beside her husband and trusting in their relationship.  Her husband comes first now and the children next.  This is a fundamental change in position in this family.  

The family dynamic has changed, there has been an opening.  The parents have opened to each other more, they have become more sensitive to and aware of when and how they close their hearts to each other. The children are coming and going much more freely, the daughter has become much more independent and plans to move out in the coming months.  Love is flowing downwards.  They have in fact changed the seating at their table, previously the children were not sitting in their right places. They can now eat together and occupy the same physical space without erupting into an enormous row.  They all belong and are in their right places and they know it. There have also been moments of great pain and great frustration, but the system is regulating and moving forward at its own pace, like the final stages of the birthing process - two steps forward and one slip back.

Conclusion

The constellation is not a model for recovery from addiction.  But it does contain features that have been cited as important in recovery;

i) A transformative spiritual experience; (Sparks 1993).

ii)  Developing an expanded state of consciousness leading to insight and transformation: (Vallaescusa 2002) (Groff 1993)  (Hauser 2000).

iii)  A fundamental change in the way we see ourselves and the world in which we live: (Leuner 1996 in Eisteac 2002).

iv)  Breaking the cross generational cycles of addiction and dysfunction: (Whitfield 1987, Perrin 1991 & Bradshaw 1994 in Eisteach  2002).

v) The use of genograms: ( Schutzenberger 1998).

vi) Creativity, revelation and love:  (Shoham et al 1984) (Crowley 2002).

vii) The need to bring to awareness the realization that addiction is an unconscious movement towards experiencing the missing pieces of reality: (Mindell 1993).

viii) Uncovering the meaning and purpose of addiction: (Frankl 1962).

The constellation is creative.  It is a revelation and what it seeks to reveal is love.  It often reveals a fundamental change in the way we see ourselves and the world in which we live. This can be a transformative and spiritual experience in which consciousness is expanded and insight gained.  It reveals denial in one generation becoming the symptom of another and speaks of issues bequeathed to succeeding generations. Hellinger’s work goes beyond the genogram and the socio-genogram (Schutzenberger 1998).  It is a living socio-genogram.  We experience ‘holy theatre; the theatre of the ‘Invisable-Made-Visable’  (Brook 1968),  as we witness the unconscious movements towards experiencing the missing intergenerational pieces of reality.

 This work offers one of the variety of ways in which self and other can be integrated on a person’s map (Klein, J. 1987).  It has the potential to take us through a psychological birth process, moving from symbiosis to the sense of being a separate individual inhabiting our right place, as in a holistic and systemic way we can see our relatedness to our primary love object. It is an opportunity for a maturational process that can provide a developing readiness for the pleasure of independent functioning. (Mahler 1985).  There is a freedom from the prison of the old schemas about families of origin:  “This is when the heart work begins when people can bring these new images into their lives” (Perrim  2003).  Something happens when the seeker observes the seeking. 

There is a movement for the client into thresholds of enormous developmental potential, based on the emerging recognition of the reality of whole objects in the depressive position (Klein 1935). There is also a movement towards achieving object constancy, being able to maintain a representation of the good object under the impact of being frustrated by it  (Kernberg 1980).  There is what Beaumont (1999) calls a ‘surprising ease and natural simplicity with which love flows’ within this field. These are huge movements that could take lengthy individual psychotherapy for the client to reach. 

As the client observes his/her own psychodynamics, the state of their internal mother and father, it is an opportunity to repair internally the much longed for split off parent part of the self.  This split off part has left a gap and deep longing, which has been filled with addiction. Whatever substance is used compulsively to fill the longing gap, it is in the longing for belonging, that empty place wherein we find the broken connection with “the authentic archetypal qualities of our true fathers and mothers ” (Beaumont  2000, P. 6).  These are not our parents as we necessarily knew them but we may experience something more essential of them within this work.  In the mysterious elevator of the constellation, we meet the symptoms quota of affect at each generational level, untill the doors open to the ‘vorstellung’ the operational force of the idea, the memory or traumatic event from whence the affect has operated down through the generations .  Through Hellinger’s work we can arrive at a very different level and observe the development from unconscious material to individual awareness and onto participation in a greater whole/soul.

When working with their own addiction the client is exploring the early holding environment and its effect on the development on their sense of self.  They gain their own perception of the inadequacies of the early holding environment and the effect of these on their particular self-identity structure.  The constellation took us through a family history, illuminating the psychic structures that had been created intergenerationly and gave us a compassionate awareness of the absence of basic holding.  This absence is connected with emptiness.  This absence is connected with the literal hunger and emptiness of addiction, seeing what the emptiness covers may finally usher us into a quality of love as we come into a deeper understanding of our suffering (Almass 1995).  When we can call on the strength of our ancestors or archetypal parents, we can draw strength from them and thus hold this absence within ourselves with compassion.  Our basic trust develops along with our faith in reality, self and other.  This is the task of the oral stage. This is where we contact our basic healthiness and wholeness that is the natural state of our being. The original emptiness may finally usher us into a quality of love.

The vital importance of emotional access to father, and connection with male essence is confirmed again as a clear support for individuation and separation.  Hellinger’s observation of absence and father in relation to addiction offers new insight and may be noted as a key to hidden family dynamics within the field of addiction.  The family systems theory and constellation work of Bert Hellinger can move addicted people towards the type of surrender involved in ceasing the frantic ego activity of defending against the spectrum of anxieties experienced in an oral stage disruption.  It has the capacity to alter states of consciousness, and the state of internal objects, this time with a different substance.
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* There are three different forms of conscience which guard bonding: (i) a personal, conscious conscience; (ii) a systemic unconscious conscience, neither felt nor heard but whose effect is experienced when harm is passed down intergenerationally; (iii) a conscience which guides us towards the greater whole; a collective pulse, an organ of perception which goes beyond the limits of the particular to embrace the whole - referred to often as the Greater Soul.
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