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1 ONE, The Basic Elements of the Family Constellation

     During a “family constellation”, the hidden tensions, conflicts and influential  relationships existing within a family become visible. The facilitating therapist works with these dynamics and often solutions can be found. Family constellations are surprising in form, process and effect.

This chapter covers the basic and essential aspects of family constellations in order that the following chapters, which present family constellations in detail, may be understandable to those with no previous knowledge of the material.

     “Setting up” families is not a new technique, but Bert Hellinger developed this therapeutic method into something new. Using his approach, when the family of the person in question is “set up” (i.e. recreated using stand-ins to represent various relatives), previously hidden relationships come alive and are made visible. With experience, the family relationships and previously unrecognized ties across several generations can then be comprehended in a glance. A family constellation can be seen as a living family tree.

(page 2)An Overview of Family Constellations in Practice

     A family constellation is best conducted in a seminar setting. Family constellations can also be done in a one-to-one session, but a workshop setting, using representatives for the family members is preferable, because this will produce a more complete impression of the family. In a workshop, participants come to look at family situations, their own or others. To do this work, participants do not need their own family members to be present. However, siblings, couples or a parent and child sometimes come and participate together and this can be an especially enriching experience for everyone involved.

     The person who wishes to set up his family must have an “issue” to address—a specific problem to start with. For example, perhaps a grown daughter repeatedly feels angry towards her mother for no specific reason. In the family constellation, she looks for the unknown cause of her anger in hopes that through the workings of the constellation, her anger will shift, lessen or even resolve completely.

     To begin, the therapist or facilitator (these terms will from here on be used interchangeably) asks the client about important events which have occurred in the family in the last two generations. The therapist does not inquire beyond the presenting issue and critical events in the family’s history. The client then chooses (from among the workshop participants) persons to represent some of the living and dead members of his immediate family—parents, siblings, grandparents, aunts/uncles, or closely associated significant others (those determined by the facilitator to be immediately relevant to his issue), as well as a representative for himself. Generally speaking, men are chosen to represent to male relatives and women are chosen to represent the female relatives, although if numbers do not allow, a family member may be represented by a person of the opposite gender.

     Now the constellation can be “set up”. The space used for the constellation may be in the center of a group sitting in a circle or perhaps on a stage or area at the front of the room. The client spontaneously places each representative in the space, in relation to the other representatives, facing each in a specific direction. The client sets up his or her mother, father, etc., until the various family members have been positioned. The client places the representatives silently, without comment or explanation. It is important during this initial procedure that the client pay attention to his inner feelings, placing the representatives according to how he feels at that moment, without thinking about it, as the placement of the representatives is of great significance.

     After the client has set up the family members who are deemed relevant to his issue, he sits down in a seat from which he can easily observe the representatives. Then the constellation begins. Although the client may remain only an observer of what follows, he allows the words and actions of the therapist and representatives to affect him.

     An amazing—and mysterious—phenomenon then takes place: the representatives are able to access the feelings and dynamic relationships of the family in question. They spontaneously experience relevant emotional effect. For example, if a child or parent is set up near the edge of the designated area facing away from the others, this representative may feel disconnected and burdened. That can be interpreted as a situational reaction. But beyond such rational explanations, the representatives invariably experience many feelings, dynamics and connections existing in the family’s past or present which are not otherwise apparent or visible. The representatives frequently feel novel physical sensations—their knees may shake, they may sway from side to side, their shoulders may become tense, they may experience stomach cramps. The representatives, in their respective roles, feel attractions and aversions toward the others in the constellation. They can point out those with whom they are angry and those with whom they would gladly have more contact. The roles within the constellation assume independent power and identity to the extent that anyone else, who at another time might represent that particular family member, will spontaneously react in a similar manner. A representative may even adopt a physical posture or repeat sentences frequently used by the family member they are representing.

     At the onset of the constellation, the therapist begins by asking the representatives how they are feeling in their respective positions. After the feelings and relationships between the parents and children have first been checked out and expressed aloud, the therapist often suggests that the client set up other family members from past generations or the therapist may set up these additional members. Often, surprising things happen when family members who have long since passed away and been forgotten or were hardly known about are included by representation.

     For example, a nephew can suddenly, almost magically, feel drawn toward the uncle who died many years ago in war. Family constellation work has demonstrated that a client who feels an inner (unconscious) connection to another family member or ancestor will often have similar feelings toward life and live out a similar fate. Indeed, one of the most meaningful of Bert Hellinger’s discoveries is that children “take on” the feelings and behaviors of older family members. They may hold on to these feelings and behaviors—which are not actually their own—for an entire lifetime. Bert Hellinger has termed this phenomenon an “entanglement.” Affected children are often “entangled” well into adulthood with one ancestor or another. Depression, feelings of guilt, thoughts of or attempted suicide and other psychological disturbances, can often be traced to these hidden connections with other family members. As long as a person does not recognize that he is entangled, his feelings and behaviors will often be misunderstood, as well as influenced—even controlled—by these invisible bonds.

     One cause of “entanglements” occurs when a family member has been shut out, or excluded and forgotten by the family. Such family members will often be represented in the next generation, or the generation after that. For example, a father had an older sister who died in a traffic accident when she was four years old. The death of this sister was so hard on the parents and the other siblings, it shocked all of them so deeply, that they rarely spoke of her. Thereafter, she seemed almost forgotten.

     To find out what kind of an influence this dead sister has on the surviving family members, one need only set up a family constellation and choose a representative for that sister. In the constellation, representatives of the dead perceive and feel as if they were living; there is no noticeable difference between the living and the dead.

(page6) If the client has a connection to the deceased, the client’s representative in the constellation will react immediately. He may for example feel sympathy or angst of some kind, when the dead sister is set up. The representatives of the other family members may react in some way as well. In the family set up, feelings and sensations change when representatives are added or removed, or when positions are changed. One person suddenly becomes fearful, another is relieved and so on. By observing these reactions, a client can determine with whom he is connected and possibly entangled and from whom he may have taken on feelings or burdens.

     These encounters with the deceased in family constellations are often a step towards solution. If the deceased are honored, they become friendlier towards the living and their relationship with other deceased family members may change as well. Where previously a forgotten, deceased family member stood as a dark, threatening force in the background, he or she can now become a source of strength and support for the living.

     The representatives’ encounters with one another in the constellation occur under the therapist’s guidance. After the client has set up all of the representatives, the therapist takes over, assuming the role of “director” during the entire family constellation.

     The therapist first asks the representatives how they feel and what they perceive in their respective places. Often he proposes that they repeat simple sentences. Some of these declarations are intended to reveal tensions—e.g., “I am angry with you.” Other statements relieve tensions or can heal damaged relationships and foster acceptance. Often a simple “I honor you,” is enough to facilitate change.

     Such a declaration will relieve tension only when it is accurate. The representative has a very fine sense of whether or not a statement is accurate and corresponds to what he is feeling. A representative may repeat the therapist’s suggested statement, such as “I honor you,” to another representative in the constellation and then when asked “Is it true?” may respond that the statement was not accurate. If he bows to honor the other representative, one can often tell by the look on his face if this gesture fits and is in earnest. The other representatives can also feel whether or not the statement fits and is accurate and true. If not they will reject it.

     Appropriate statements have a positive effect. For example, one of the representatives may suddenly exhale and visibly relax. He or she may smile and stand up straighter. These responses are important. The more experienced and sensitive the therapist, the more frequently he or she can formulate accurate or applicable statements for the representatives the first time around and there will be less subsequent contradiction.

     In a constellation, the place where a representative stands in relation to the other family members represented, has a significant effect on the feelings experienced. When the parents and children of a family are positioned widely apart, facing many directions, the chaos will be apparent and no one will feel right in his place.

     However, when positioned or repositioned (by the therapist) in “good” order, every family member feels best in his or her place. Often, a good family order is represented in a constellation when parents and children stand facing one other. The father and the mother are turned slightly toward each other, so that they can see each other and their children at the same time, the mother to the father’s left. The children stand in a half-circle facing the parents, in clockwise order according to age—oldest to youngest. When forgotten or excluded family members are given their respective place—either behind or at the side of the parents—it has a particularly healing effect. As a rule, every person is visible to the others, clarifying that each member has a place and belongs to the family system.

     At the end of the family constellation, the client whose family has been set up takes the place of his representative in the constellation. In our example, the client who was angry with her mother would take the place of her representative. Until this moment, she has been observing her family from outside of the constellation. When she takes the place of her representative, she can consciously perceive this “new” family order and incorporate it into her image of her family.

     A family constellation generally lasts between fifteen minutes and one hour, though they are sometimes longer or shorter. The goal is not to discover the myriad of possible relations that exist within a family, but rather to portray the strongest entanglements in which one is trapped and which stifle one’s energy. A family constellation helps make these entanglements especially clear. Often, when these entanglements are recognized and relieved, a good order, in which everyone feels well, will manifest. This provides a natural conclusion to the constellation.

     However, if a particularly explosive emotional situation is uncovered in the family, the therapist may terminate the constellation, to prevent further work from covering the situation back up. Sometimes a constellation is aborted when it seems to be “stuck” and the attention span and energy level of those who are taking part has been exhausted. However, these constellations, too, can stimulate change, move the client in the right direction and have a positive effect.

(page9)Family History
Facts about the family history are essential to family constellations. Family constellations need facts as a base. Researching one’s family by asking parents, aunts, uncles, grandparents, even siblings and cousins about important family events, is appropriate preparation before setting up your own family. This is because events that occur within a family have a strong effect, which is visible across generations. The most important facts to ascertain are as follows:

• Did someone in the family die very young, in childbirth, in battle or by suicide?

• Did someone in the family commit a crime or are there other reasons for strong feelings of guilt in the family?

• Did the parents have previous marriages, engagements, partners or love relationships?

• Were there family members whose difficult fates made them “outsiders”—e.g., were they handicapped, financially embarrassed, immigrants, homosexual, born out of wedlock, seriously ill, unmarried, imprisoned or institutionalized due to mental illness?

• Has any child’s relationship to his/her natural parents been severely impacted in some way (e.g., was a child adopted, raised by foster parents, separated from the parents at an early age or stillborn?)

• Was anyone forced to leave his home or homeland?

• Did anyone in the family have parents of two nationalities?

(page10)For instance, a family may have forgotten a great-uncle who was under psychiatric care, an aunt who was mentally retarded and died young or a grandfather who drank or gambled away his fortune. There will consequently be one or more children in the family for whom these relatives and their fates will have special meaning—even if these children never knew them or of them. When certain events or family members are treated as “family secrets,” the stronger and more damaging are the effects.

     Since past situations and events have an impact on the children, grandchildren and grea-grandchildren in a family, when someone has thoroughly researched his family history the facts can be used very precisely in the family constellations. Sometimes parents find it hard to tell their offspring about clandestine or embarrassing family matters. It seems to be true that if one is truly ready to hear about a family secret, he will often be able to uncover the necessary information.

     Sometimes a constellation is ended early when it becomes clear by the actions of the representatives that there are family secrets or important unknown facts about the family. If the client is able to find out the unknown information, a subsequent constellation may be brought to a complete conclusion with this newfound knowledge.

The Family of Origin System, the Current System and the Client’s Problem

     There are two different directions in which to explore a family with the help of a constellation—the past and the present.

     To explore the past, one sets up the family of origin. The people belonging to this family are the brothers and sisters of the client, the parents and grandparents, the parents’ siblings (the aunts and uncles) as well as the great-grandparents and so on.

     Also belonging here are those who “made room” for the people in this system—people who left, for any reason, and therefore allowed others to enter the system. For example, a great-grandfather had a first wife who died early. He then married and his second wife became the great-grandmother. In this work, the first wife still belongs to the family system because she “made room” for the second marriage and the subsequent children, neither of whom would otherwise exist. Or perhaps a mother divorced her first husband and married another man, who fathered their child. The first husband would also belong to this family system. From all the possible members who could be represented in the constellation, the therapist decides who are the most relevant and starts with them.(page11)

(page21)Tensions in the family constellations are relieved when existing similarities and connections are acknowledged and spoken aloud, as in “Your relationship with me is like my relationship with my mother.” These words, when expressed aloud, have an immediate and profound effect, not only on the emotional level, but also on the deeper “soul” level. Awareness of similarity replaces resentment and encourages compassion.

     Acknowledgement also engenders goodwill. “Through your daughter, I can love you, too.” The grandmother who loves her granddaughter is connected to her own daughter by that love. And the grandchild who loves her grandmother cannot entirely cut her own mother—the person who connects them—out of the picture. In this ways, Carmen can rediscover the unfelt part of her love for her mother. Carmen had always been connected to her family in this deep way, even though she had distanced herself. In this she was similar to her mother.

(page83)Control Contradicts the Essence of Relationships
I will end this chapter with an excerpt from an interview I conducted in 1995 with Bert Hellinger, in which he talks about relationships:

Q: I want to start with a basic question on the topic of relationships. One can see in the family constellations that there are more and more broken relationships and families. We are seeing more and ex-spouses or ex-boy or girlfriends. Life for couples is becoming more chaotic. Where do you see the causes? Where do you see the hope?

Hellinger: To me, the question begs to be asked, whether we know why relationships are falling apart more often or not. I don’t judge the phenomena that we see. If such a development occurs, then I assume that there is some order in it, because I have seen that it is impossible for anyone to go against order. If a person thinks that he must somehow restore something to what it once was, on some sort of principle, he often goes against the grain more than someone who simply agrees with a development as it is.

Q: Your work seems to go in a direction where the element of bonds is emphasized, because it works with the existing bonds.

Hellinger: I show that these bonds exist. However, the goal of the work is not to strengthen the bonds. That would be presumptuous of me. I only show the individuals the dynamic. Whether or not it helps them on their path through life, I don’t know. But it doesn’t matter, because all I do is look for the order behind something and I leave the rest to the individual. However, I think that the failure of relationships must have some meaning in the collective development of humanity, just as the fact that man has alienated himself from nature must have some kind of meaning—a meaning which I don’t know and don’t even want to know. But I flow with the development of humanity as it is and that is why I do not try to recreate a way of life which is no longer lived today.

Q:  You say that you flow with the development of humanity. Can you see a direction in which that development is going?

Hellinger: No. He who goes with the flow does not know where the river leads. He just flows with it.

Q: To you, how are love, sex and relationships related? If someone enters a relationship, what can they do to help it succees? Do you have any advice on this?

Hellinger: These concepts are based on the idea that the relationship can be “steered” in a certain direction. For example, a person thinks that if he pays attention to certain things, then a certain result will follow. That is a type of control. That kind of control contradicts what a relationship is.

(page85)FOUR Family Dynamics in the United States
For Americans, even the title of this book may cause skepticism. “The Healing Power of the Past?” Isn’t the past behind us while our eyes turn to the adventures of the future? Although this book was originally written only for German readers, for the English edition I decided to add material for American readers. In the many workshops that I have facilitated in the United States, I have learned about issues and dynamics unique to the US.

     America is known as a “melting pot”. Many different cultures, many different human fates meet there. Many contrasting dynamics result. This introduction does not deal with all of them; it just gives some insights and some new thoughts.

Homelessness

     One main issue for Americans is the capacity to move again and again without establishing a real home city or state. While this seems natural for Americans, it is astonishing to foreigners. In family constellations, we discover the roots of what can be seen as flexibility or restlessness, depending on your point of view.

(page102)Summary
     In conclusion, I would like to summarize with the e-mail of an American colleague, Annie Block Pearl, from New York: “At this time, I do believe that the Family Constellation approach can be quite necessary and healing, for those who are open to its messages. I think the challenge for us practitioners here in the US is the following: we are a nation of immigrants and our national psychology has been that of independence and personal freedom. Often our ancestors left behind pain and suffering to provide themselves and their  progeny with new beginnings and opportunities. Therefore, we are often disconnected from our history and our roots and perhaps are “loyal” to our ancestors and what they chose to leave behind. It is so often shocking to my workshop participants when the ancestral entanglements that are limiting them in their lives today are revealed. I think our function is as educators, and in this, we much be patient. But patience is also not in our national psyche!”

(page104) FIVE Understanding How Family Constellations Work
     The first time someone is present at a family constellation workshop, he usually is astonished to find that he can’t help becoming emotionally involved in it. He or she is touched by the events which take place in the constellation, whether he wants to be or not. Nevertheless, many questions as to what’s behind the family constellations remain unanswered.

The “Knowing Field”

     Family constellations use something completely new—something which until now has not been consciously perceived in any other type of therapy. It is a phenomenon called the “Knowing Field”—a concept introduced by Albrecht Mahr. The work with family constellations cannot be fully grasped without an understanding of this phenomenon.

     What is meant by the “Knowing Field” is that the representatives of the family members have access to knowledge or feelings of the person in the family whom they represent. 

