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kind of family: the American middle-class nuclear family. In families from
other ethnicities, races, and social classes, and from r
urban settings, placing strong boundaries 3

blocking the participation of other family Y cause strain by
undermining other central family ties (Hoffman, 1981) or other poten-

tial avenues for conflict resolution,

INDIVIDUALISTIC AND
COLLECTIVISTIC CONTEXTS

Connectedness and Separateness

Own parents, so that attachment to a spouse becomes primary. This is
also the view of contemporary psychological theory,2 which clearly fa-
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The value of familismo among Latinos stresses the duties of family
members to help one another always, but particularly in the face of serj-
ous problems. Inclin and Hernandez (1993) offer a fitting cross-cultural

critique of the therapy construct of “codependence” as being based on an
individualistic cultural narrative.

i

CROSS-GENERATIONAL AND SAME-GENERATION
COALITIONS IN CULTURAL CONTEXT

In the larger field of the collectivistic narrative, the constellation of ties
that is likely to upset the family balance is different from that which may
upset a small nuclear unit.
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emrenchment.

Each clies

generational coalition strikes at the nuclear family foundation of ideals may resist a o

of individuation, marital unity, parental consensus and equidistance from daughter and .

children, direct communication, and egalitarian hierarchies. band. She may

Cross-generational coalitions are common in nuclear families living fords her resp

In collectivistic settings, but there are several reasons why they do not {Vasquez & G

have the same unbalancing effect. Lines of authority are clearly defined 4 well-founded

priori, and the exclusion of the father may not be read as a threat, be- vorce—a muc!

cause marital disclosure and parental consensus are not essential for the the older gene
continuity of the family. In patriarchal extended settings, the mother’s
asymmetrical position in the family’s hierarchy may prompt her to form
a coalition with one son, either to challenge the father through the son,

or simply because a strong relationship with the son may increase her In the collectis

influence (Lamphere, 1974; Romanucci-Ross, 1973; Del Castillo, 1996) imtergeneratic

or even her closéness with the husband. type of triang

It may even be that the family members regard this “traditional” triangle in wh

triangular arrangetnent as unsatisfactory, but they may argue that it pro-
vides a necessary balance. Such is the case with the bausfrau of the Ger-
man patriarchal household (Slater, 1977), who publicly endorses the
father’s authority, while privately siding with the children, The children
may indeed feel more distant from the father than from the mother, but
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generation. U
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found intense closeness with an “outsider,” such as a girlfriend or a new

expectation is for lifelon > Intense parent—chjld involvement, For example,
whereas a White American man may “separate” from his parents by ex-
pecting his new wife to s

Triangles, then, ta
the underlying cultural code that defines theijr degree of acceptability and
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sequently, a therapist must not pathologize such a decision, but rather
must recognize it (and even “normalize” it) as a legitimate attempt to
resolve the practical and emotional problems of separation and still main-
tain some continuity with the family of origin. The biological mother,
who was culturally accustomed to relying on the paternal grandmother,
accepted the decision to leave her baby daughter, but only temporarily.
Over time, she appealed to her husband to reincorporate the child into
the nuclear family she had formed with her husband in the United Stages.
The reunification of the family was stressful for all involved, and the
child became triangulated between the mother and father and between
the grandmother and mother, as a symbolic emotional link between the
extended and the nuclear families.

Although adaptive to the immediate circumstances of migration, the
decision to leave a child behind with a relative can eventually erode the
husband-wife tie, preventing the formation of the strong marital bond
that becomes so essential in the new setting. This particular family had
made a commitment to remain in the United States (after two “trial”
returns to Mexico). The parents agreed that developing a strong parental
alliance would probably serve their family goals better than maintaining
the permeable boundaries with the grandmother—a situation that im-
plied a “ping-pong,” precarious position for the young child. Note that
the decision to promote marital unity in this family was not based on the
usual inference that underlying marital problems were the cause of the
triangular process. Instead, prioritizing the marital over the
intergenerational bond was considered to be the most effective way of
empowering this particular family, given its new setting. It was impor-
tant to amplify the biological mother’s voice and the need to reunite with
her child; it was also important to strengthen the marital bond. Yet, to be
culturally attuned, these issues were broached without pathologizing the
father’s attachment to his own mother, whom he could continue to honor
and send money to.

Keeping a curious and open mind, a therapist needs to explore the
meaning and function of a particular triangle within a family’s cultural
and ecological context, and determine which pathways to transition make
more sense for each family.

> CONCLUSION

Triangles cannot be isolated from their cultural context, reified, and as-
sumed to have the same universally problematic implications in all cases.
Family therapists’ views about triangles mirror several core American
cultural assumptions about how family ties are balanced. A richer theo-
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. but rather retical and technical vocabulary about triangles in different ethnic back-
attempt to grounds and social classes is required to explore the potentially benign or
d still main- malevolent meaning of triangles.
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individual separation from families of origin on the one hand, and with many
clients’ continued wish for closeness and togetherness with their families on the
other (Rogers & Leichter, 1964; Kazak et al., 1989).

REFERENCES

Ackerman, N. W. (1966). Treating the troubled family. New York: Basic Books.

was impor- Beneria, L., & Rolddn, M. ( 1987). The crossroads of class and gender: Indus-
reunite with trial homework, subcontracting and housebold dynamics in Mexico City.
d. Yet, to be Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
logizing the Bohannon, P. J. (1971). Dyad dominance and household maintenance. In EK.
et Batior Hsu (Ed.), Kinship and culture. Chicago: Aldine.
Bowen, M. (1972). Family psychotherapy. American Journal of Orthopsychia-
try, 31, 40-60.
explore the Cimmarusti, R. A. (1996). Exploring aspects of Filipino-American families. Jour-
Iy’s cultural nal of Marital and Eamily Therapy, 22(2), 205-217.
isition make Clark, M., & Mendelson, M. ( 1975). Mexican-American aged in San Francisco.
In W. C. Sze (Ed.), Huwman life cycle. New York: Jason Aronson.
Del Castillo, A. R. (1996). Gender and its discontinuities in male/female domes-
tic relations: Mexicans in cross-cultural context. In D. Marciel & L D.
Ortiz (Eds.), Chicanas/Chicanos at the crossroads: Social, economic and
political change. Tucson: University of Arizona Press.
Ged, and as- Falicov, C. J. (1995). Cross-cultural marriages. In N. S. Jacobson & A. §. Gurman
sE ;ﬂ s : (Eds.), Clinical handbook of couple therapy. New York: Guilford Press.
i i Fzlicoy, C. ], & Brudner-White, L. (1983). The shifting family triangle: Cul-
re_ggfg‘;t tural and contextual relativity. In C. J. Falicov (Ed.), Cultural perspectives
T

in family therapy. Rockville, MD: Aspen Systems.




48 A FRAMEWORK FOR RE-VISIONING FAMILY THERAPY

Feldman, P. (1994). The use of therapeutic questions to restructure dysfunc-
tional triangles in marital therapy: A psychodynamic family therapy ap-
proach. Journal of Family Psychotberapy, 5(3), 55-67.

Fogarty, T. (1979). Triangles. In The best of the family. Washington, DC: The
Center for Family Learning.

Friedman, E. H. (1985). Generation to generation: Family process in chuich and
synagogue. New York: Guilford Press.

Haley, J. (1967). Toward a theory of pathological systems. In G. Zuk & L
Boszormenyi-Nagy (Eds.), Family therapy and disturbed families. Palo Alro,
CA: Science and Behavior Books.

Haley, J. (1973). Uncommon therapy: The psychiatric techniques of Milton E.
Erickson. New York: Norton.

Haley, J. (1976). Problem-solving therapy. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Hoffman, L. (1981). Foundations of family therapy. New York: Basic Books.

Hsu, E K. (Ed.). (1971). Kinship and culture. Chicago: Aldine.

Inclén, J., & Hernandez, M. (1993). Cross-cultural perspectives and codepen-
dence: The case of poor Hispanics. American Journal of Orthopsychiatry,
62(2), 145-255.

Kazak, A. E., McCannell, K., Adkins, E., Himmelberg, P., & Grace, J. (1989).
Perception of normality in families. Jourral of Family Psychology, 2(3),
277-291.

Komarovsky, M. (1967). Blue collar marriage. New York: Random House.

Lampbhere, L. (1974). Strategies, cooperation and conflict among women in do-
mestic groups. In M. Z. Rosaldo & L. Lamphere (Eds.), Women, culture
and society. Stanford, CA: Stanford University.

Lederer, W. J., & Jackson, D. D. (1968). The mirages of marriage. New York:
Norton.

Lerner, H. G. (1989). The dance of intimacy: A woman’s guide to courageous
acts of change in key relationships. New York: Harper & Row.

McGoldrick, M., Giordano, J., & Pearce, J. K. (Eds.). (1996). Ethnicity and
family therapy (2nd ed.). New York: Guilford Press.

Meyerstein, L. (1996). A systemic approach to in-law dilemmas. Journal of Marital
and Family Therapy, 22(4), 469—-480.

Minuchin, S. (1974). Families and family therapy. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.

Rogers, C., & Leichter, H. (1964). Laterality and conflict in kinship ties. In W.
Goode (Ed.), Readings on the family and society. Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall.

Roland, A. (1988). I search of self in India and Japan: Toward a cross-cultural
psychology. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Romanucci-Ross, L. (1973). Conflict, violence and morality in a Mexican vil-
lage. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Satir, V. (1967). Conjoint family therapy. Palo Alto, CA: Science and Behavior
Books.

Silverstein, O., & Rashbaum, B. (1994). The courage to raise good men. New
York: Viking.

Slater, P. E. (1977). Footholds. New York: Dutton.







