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This text is about some ideas for training therapists in Couple Therapy. The title ‘Lovers with half moon’ is from one of Mark Chagall’s paintings that are used to stimulate the imagination of the trainees to write stories about couples. Writing and story telling are some of the ways that develop therapists’ self-reflexivity in this training program. 

I want to offer this presentation to Peter Lang that stayed close and was present more than 10 years, inspiring my work, feeding my thinking, supporting with great generosity all my ideas about therapy, training and consultation in Greece. As a trainer he is living all theories in a natural mode and his spirit, knowledge and experience are endless. 

I will expose here some of my thoughts about Couple Therapy and Training, concerning what we call theoretical context of our work or, to stay connected with the irreverent spirit of G. Checcin, what we can also call my personal prejudice about theories that navigate my work. 

Theories as frames for couple work and training

Couple therapy existed as marriage counseling in the early 30’s, not as a special field, but as a complimentary function of lawyers, social workers, educators and priests. Couple therapy in the context of family therapy had always an important position although it was not also a separate field. It was as if in the family therapy theories, couple and family as concepts could not be separate. 

In the early days M. Bowen offered some basic ideas for couple work, like the process of self differentiation and the idea of triangles and triangulation.  Virginia Satir, as member of the Palo Alto original team also created practical theory for couple work. Based on Watzlawick’s communication theory ideas about complimentary and symmetry and levels of communication, she developed inspired ways of working with couples, adding her own experience and style. She drew our attention to the importance of rules in human communication; she spoke about the values of respect and appreciation, about the disclosure of the feelings that create an environment of authenticity in couple’s life.  

During the modern times, Positivism, as the dominant philosophical stream, created a context where everything could be seen as objective, clear, even scientific in the field of psychotherapy. The therapist’s position was undoubtedly strong, he/she was expected to know, to understand, to interpret, to propose, to intervene. Family therapy was of course in the 50’s and the 60’s in the same paradigm. 
Later, the Post-Milan times brought in the field of family therapy some new, interesting and upsetting ideas. Instead of therapist’s neutrality from an observing position behind the one-way mirror, H. Goolishian and H. Anderson introduced a new philosophy of therapy, where the therapist and the family co-create the therapeutic system and cooperate in the dialogue, bringing their own realities. At the same time, the Norwegian Tom Anderssen dares to deconstruct the therapeutic system by turning upside down the observing process and introducing the reflecting team idea and practice. Together with the new experiments in practice, the language changes. We started using new words to replace the old ones, as we allow ourselves to participate more authentically in the process, and reflect our thoughts instead of observing what was happening and intervene. 

We eventually use the notion of curiosity replacing neutrality and we try to experience the not-knowing position, refining at the same time the art of questioning. Our participation in the therapeutic process has to do with the creation of a context where language, aesthetics and values are appreciated and where the space for all voices to be heard is crucial. Our participation also aims in focusing to the strengths of the couple and of individuals, the possibilities rather than the deficits, the abilities that will bring in language new stories. 

In couple therapy we can reflect on the communication process, the language and the gestures of all the participants, including ourselves as therapists, as we become involved in the process of constant co-creation of the relationship. This process forms and reforms the sense of self identity, couple identity and our professional identity also. Since what we call ‘self’ can be seen in a relational context as a polyphonic, dynamic, interactive process that holds the coherence of our world. Through the therapeutic process all participants gain self-awareness on what they bring and how they influence the co-creation of the relationship. In training, the trainees experience the possibility to be self-reflexive, realizing the interactive process as it is happening and being able to speak about own participation as it is changing. 
The couple’s relationship can be seen as a complicated, fascinating meeting of two separate subjective realities, two people, two “entities” as U. Maturana calls people. This meeting gives to the couple the possibility of love, which is, according to Maturana’s ideas to accept that the Other exists as an autonomous entity outside of our own self and we can relate with him/her through language. This is our nature, to be able to exist as separate entities and still be connected with Love, as Maturana says. And, I will add, according to the time (with the nuance of “kairos” - if the time is right and things are mature) these two entities have also the possibility of Eros, being in love, their existence to be united and their voices to be blended. 

Since the polyphonic self can be easily attached to the multiple voices of the Other, in the process of the co-creation of meaning, the stories lived in the present by the couple maybe given different interpretations that belong to different times. Then the misunderstandings can create problems, misery, pain that lead people to seek therapy. Love, in Maturana’s perspective, can be one of couple therapist’s frame of reference in quest of the couple’s stories about togetherness and differentiation. 

Other frames can be connected with concepts of the work of John Shotter, like the concept of “Withness” as active inclusiveness that can be easily listened in language,”Strangeness” also. The presence of the therapist as a third part in the relationship can also bring in language stories of triangles and triangulation from their own experience and the work of M. Bowen may offer a frame for explanations in the “explanatory domain”
. This kind of lived stories usually travel the therapeutic system back to the past time which can be also honored and take some space. The stories of the first years of life may have meaningful elements concerning the present that can be brought out in light. The work of John Bowlby about the meaning of attachment and of Daniel Stern about the importance of the “moments of meeting”
 in the relationship, are maybe other frames of understanding. The moments of meeting are, as Stern proposes, “intense engagement that alters both parties”. In therapy and training is often fascinating to listen to the story of meeting moments and participate in re-writing the stories of repetitive patterns to stories of welcoming the unexpected, the random. 

Eros does not bring people to therapist’s door. In Greek Mythology we can find rich metaphors that will feed our spirit and help us approach a meta-position of wisdom concerning the human condition. We can choose what is closer to our perspectives among ideas that have to do with unification, loss and separation, life and death in couple’s relationship. 

My favorite myth is one of Admitos and Alkistis which connects Eros and Love with the existential question: is it possible someone to save me from death, by giving his/her life for me? In this Greek Myth, Alkistis offers her life to save Admitos’ life, when nobody else, even his old parents did. The couple’s relationship mythical dimension promises immortality and the abolition of barriers between life and death. 
The training program 

The program takes place in the Center for Systemic Therapy and Consultation. It is titled: “Couple Therapy:  Bonds, Binds and Love”. It takes place one weekend every month and the total training hours is 84. It is addressed to 12-14 therapists every year.

Besides theory, practice and supervision, the resources and the energy of the participants are of major importance because learning is co-constructed step by step. 

Pair and group conversations, reflecting teams, polyphonic representations and simulations, are used to clarify concepts, to connect people and ideas. 

We also use writing in various ways to explore ideas and experiences, to discuss and reflect, which I will present now. 

The aim of the training

Offering training to therapists we believe that besides theory as a context, it is of major importance to increase their self reflexivity, not only about their preconceived ideas and prejudices, but mainly of how their participation in the dialogue with the couple is equally influencing the flow and the outcome. Because we see the “self” of the therapist as a part of the context, and “therapy” as inter-subjective experience with many difference nuances and interpretations. 

So this training uses the above mentioned means to create a situation of new experiences about our own participation in the relationship with the other / the others and hopefully these new experiences to give new narratives. 

The exercises that facilitate self reflexivity

In this text we will present how we use writing to explore ideas and experiences, to discuss them in groups and reflect. To do so, we present three ways: 1. Mark Chagall’s paintings,  2. Old photographs with couples and 3. A theme to explore the idea of therapy and the therapist’s polyphonic identity. 
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1.  Mark Chagall’s painting to co-create a text with a partner 

Mark Chagall’s paintings with couples inspired me to create an exercise. In Chagall’s paintings fantasy and reality are interrelated and interconnected. His paintings have the innocence and the complexity of our dreams. So I thought that writing a story based on a painting that each one of the trainees will choose, will free the imagination about couples, marriages, dangers, strangeness, closeness, feelings and the wider emotional environment where the coupling experience exists. 

So the first part of the exercise is to choose one painting that he/she likes and write a story. 

The second part is to find the person who chose the same painting, read the stories and then create a new story that will include the other two stories or some elements of them. 

The third part is to reflect on the process and the relationship that was created. 

Through this exercise will explore the individual concepts about couples and at the same time will explore the experience at a relational level. That is, how the different views are interconnected, how a context for the relationship is co-constructed and what kind of joint action the trainees can create. 

Mark Chagall’s painting exercise

The Aim:

Subjectivity

· To experience the subjective nature of our perceptions

Language

· To become aware of what kind of language the therapists possess to express these perceptions and to invite the Other in dialogue

· The “I”, “we”, “they” stories about the content that includes or excludes the Other

· The perfect structured text that does not give opportunities for the Other to enter

· What kind of linguistic process they invented to create a common story

Co-construction of Relationships 

· How they have managed to keep parts of their own story, how they left out other parts and how the new story appeared 

· What was happening in the relationship during this process, where were the “meeting moments”

· What issues they were negotiating 

· What kind of conversations help the story to be continued and facilitate the relationship

Each year’s group has different insights. Here are some. 

Reflections on the process of Chagall’s painting exercise

· We needed to create a context from the beginning to decide how we will treat the stories about imaginary and real parts of the painting.

· It was important to decide that there is space for all of our wishes and the dreaming parts of both stories as well as the characters and all the other elements.

· We realized very soon that we need a context that can include differences.

· Sometimes you don’t have to blend the stories, they only have to be connected one after the other, they are ready, waiting for the other half to appear.

· While we were trying to co-create the new story the “meeting moment” had to do with the new meaning that evolved when we put together different elements from our own stories. 

· A “meeting moment” also occurred when there was hesitation, we had not clear direction and all of a sudden, one of us made a statement so the other with relief, found again the words to continue. 

· I felt that the Other was interested in my story so I considered as part of the deal to let something go. 
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Conclusions

The therapists’ experience of co-construction of reality in the relationship with a colleague during the exercise offered them some experiential clues for the process they wish to create during the session with the couple. They also had the opportunity to reflect on how the couple co-creates the relationship and more specifically when the individual perceptions, ideas, ways of being meet, how you can see the emergence of “meeting moments” when a new lived story begins that gives new meaning to the individual stories. 

The therapists have also experienced the need to create a context that will include differences in couple’s life as well as in the therapeutic relationship. Rules and values like respect are important to clarify from the beginning that space for both realities is provided. The possibility of continuation exists in stories about the future and also when the Other shows openly his/her interest helps in “letting something go”. When there is not clear direction seems that the process can go on if someone takes the lead by making a statement. 

We finally noticed that the reflective process brought new ideas from a different angle and new words appeared, like connectedness, inclusiveness that did not exist as such in the individual stories. 

2. The exercise with old photographs

I proposed this exercise, to search how the idea of the couple was experienced by the trainees, where was the “man” and the “woman” in the perception of the couple’s relationship and what other issues each one of the therapists had to take into consideration working with couples. 

I gave them old photographs with couples and asked them to select one they like and write a story for that couple of the photograph. 
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The aim:

· To search how they experience the idea of the couple

· To understand what they wish / dream for the couple’s  relationship

· To see if there are differentiations in the role perception

· To become aware of the emotions created and the story about emotions

· To reflect on what the story teller (who is the therapist) expects the couple to accomplish, the man and the woman to achieve and the relationship to maintain

Reflections on old photographs exercise

The perceptions about the Man and the Woman in Couple’s Relationship were rather “traditional”:
The woman:

· Is waiting the man to take the initiative

· Has inferior position in the relationship, even her work is not so important as the man’s work

· Tries to be in control over the man, and the relationship by giving everything

· Feels lonely, isolated, tired and angry

· Gives, controls and destroys

The Man:

· Takes initiatives

· Is the leader

· Works very hard

· Has the right to leave, to go away, to work abroad

· Decides and proposes the marriage

· Is able to change the situation, to give new direction

· Feels overloaded, lost, over-responsible, tired and frustrated

The surprising outcome was that perceptions about the Couple’s Relationship were slightly different 

· Since we come together, it is impossible to separate

· There is though the possibility of equality and sharing, the possibility of intimacy and tuning 

· The relationship is something very closed to protect the individuals from the outside world

· Something very protective so each one can be him/herself

· Couple relationship is something very fragile, needs care not to break, needs concentration and attention so the passion can flourish

· It is better to start with friendship

· Marriage brings social issues and threatens the relationship

It is very interesting how a conflictual expectation can be noticed easily: in terms of role perceptions the traditional male female function is present (the man is the leader, the woman follows) but the couple’s relationship is expected to offer equality and sharing. A lot of marital conflicts can be understood when these inside conflictual voices are projected to the other person. Someone can notice also that traditional and more advanced concepts are blend and co-exist that probably create confusion in action. 

The idea that the relationship will last forever it comes from a very old frame of reference. The closed and protective function of the relationship comes from another ecotheory
 of the urban times and the narratives about sharing, equality, fragile nature, friendship etc, can be probably connected with our present times of deconstruction of all the existing concepts of meaning. In these new stories we can detect the beginning of hope for the future, something is moving further to a new era for the couple’s relationship. 

3. “Mrs. Therapia and me”  (in Greek language Therapy is a female word)

Finally I thought that it would be helpful for therapists’ self reflexivity if we could search another dimension. How they experience themselves as therapists, what were the stories told in their family about their future, fathers’ mothers’ voices in the story. I thought that it could be helpful to touch the polyphonic nature of professional identity. 

This exercise was given to a training group that happened to be consisted only of women therapists. 

“Write a story about you as a woman therapist today, what inspires you and what are the difficulties in your work. What were the stories told in the family for your future. What you appreciated in yourself from the beginning until now, how can you connect it with your life script and what are your future dreams”. 

To be a female therapist in Greece today is about the same as to be a woman today in Greece and maybe elsewhere. The female characteristics are the same we can recognize in almost every working woman living next door: mother figure that holds and hugs, that has the strength to be patient, food provider, that gives affection because is in “her nature” (nature is also a female word), to take care of everything inside the “oikos” (the home with the relationships), to be effective, very busy and very tired. 

A very traditional image in the context of a rapidly changing world. 

These were the answers about how they experience their identity as female therapists. Maybe the realization of the enormous effort can trigger a turning point in their lives. 

What has triggered my curiosity and I would like to understand it further, is the fact that I noticed common factors in many stories from the early years that are not only female elements, because they are experiences that belong to all sexes. 

I will show these outcomes to you to share my excitement and curiosity about these stories from the past that stay in memory. 

Common factors in the stories of twelve therapists:

“Mrs. Therapia and me”

· The oldest memory about therapy has to do with self reflexivity in early age. A memory of a child that feels, thinks and tries to understand what is happening in relationships

· The role in the family was the parents’ helper, the siblings’ supporter, the wise child that can give advice

· In one case the role of the “different”, the “strange” child increases the need for self awareness

· A “difficult” relationship with the mother or an underestimated mother by the father, with a lot of expectations from the child

· Both parents’ expectations for success in life  

The therapists’ dreams for their future have the wish for more collectivity and less isolation, openness and acceptance of their limitations and possibilities, to recognize also and synthesize their differences and oppositions. 

Therapists’ Future dreams / Common factors

· To co-operate more with colleagues and clients

· To create more space that will embrace differences and variety

· To be able to synthesize opposition better

· To help people find their own way

· To be able to ask more and know less

· To embrace the unknown 

Epilogue and some questions
The couple’s relationship remains an important context for the development of self identity, for the sense of belonging and the wish for happiness. 

Although the couple as a basic social unit is radically changing, the emotional investment and the expectations from the couple’s relationship remain – sometimes confused but still strong and persistent. 

In couple therapy we can notice how the narratives are changing and we can follow the new emerging ideas, words and concepts that slowly transform the old meaning of co-existence. As therapists and trainers we are in dialogue with clients and trainees, as we have understood that language is not just an expression of thoughts, feelings, beliefs and dreams, is an active participation in the creation of our living with the others. 

There are some questions about us, as therapists and trainers. 

1. What kind of future we wish to create as therapists?

2. Does this have to do only with therapeutic, professional and scientific issues?

3. How can we actively include ourselves as therapists in the living flow?

4. How can we increase the polyphony in our fields?

5. How can we embrace the major issues of our times like environment and human life protection of and still stay connected with the hope and the positive energies of change. 

6. How can we create an inclusive future story for people, ideas, beliefs, past and present together. 

As trainers we can try to accomplish these ethics for our microcosmos. As inhabitants of this planet we need each other to be and stay in dialogue. 
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