Conversations
with
Milton H. Erickson, MD

Volume 11
Changing Couples

Edited By

Jay Haley

Crown House Publishing Limited
www.crownhousepublishing.com
www.CHPUS.com



Published by
Crown House Publishing Company, LLC
6 Trowbridge Drive, Suite 5
Bethel, CT 06801
www.crownhousepublishing.com

and

Crown House Publishing Ltd
Crown Buildings
Bancyfelin, Carmarthen, Wales SA33 SND, UK
www.crownhouse.co.uk

©1985 by Jay Haley
Reprinted 2013

Originally published by
Triangle Press
c¢/o W.W. Norton, 500 5th Ave., New York, NY 10110
(Original ISBN: 9780931513190)

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system, transmitted or utilized in any form by any means, electronic,
mechanical, photocopying or recording or otherwise,
without permission in writing from the publishers.

10 Digit ISBN: 1935810154
13 Digit ISBN: 978-1935810155

LCCN: 84-052027

Manufactured in the United States of America



CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER 1 Love and Marriage

CHAPTER

CHAPTER

CHAPTER

CHAPTER

CHAPTER

CHAPTER

2

Confidentiality, Domination, and
the Absurd

Suspicion, Joint Interviews,
and Quarrels

Encouraging Relapses and
Giving Directives

Sex, Fun, and Impotency
Metaphors, Shocking Experiences

Changing Views and Interview
Techniques

Index

vii

19

60

85

113

143

157

174



CHAPTER 2

Confidentiality, Domination,
and the Absurd

1958. Present are Milton H. Erickson, Gregory Bateson, Jay Haley, and
John Weakland.

H: When you deal with families, and you see one person
separately, and another separately, and all of them
together, how do you deal with the problem of private
communication, of secrets between you and a family
member?

E: 1 get sanctimonious about that. (Laughter) I explain
very carefully to the patient that my interview is
strictly confidential. I always keep interviews confi-
dential. Certainly I am not going to discuss what we
say to your father or your mother, your husband, your
wife. I keep interviews confidential. I don't know what
you will do. But whatever you do will be all right. You
can handle it any way you want to. And you know,
that’s exactly what I'm going to tell your husband,
that’s exactly what I'm going to tell your wife, that’s
exactly what I'm going to tell your child. I've cleared
myself with all of them. Now if they start discussing
their interviews with each other, they’'ve got to live
up to my statement that would be all right. But they
didn’t hear me put that in.
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20 Conversations with Milton H. Erickson

B: Put which in?

E: That it will be all right. So they’ve got to justify their
communications with each other, breaking the confi-
dences, by making it all right. “I'm sure that whatever
you do will be all right.” They’re under a tremendous
burden there.

B: You mean they will, in fact, talk about the interview;
they will keep those pieces quiet.

E: Quiet and peaceful in order to make it “all right.” “I'm
sure that whatever you do will be ‘all right.” I'll keep
it confidential.” That gives them full permission. I told
them I'll tell that to all the others. So they each know
that the other’s under the same obligation, and all that
rivalry between them stimulates them to make things
“all right.”

H: That’s a complicated one, Milton.

W: Yes.

H: You take the competition and concern about what each
other is talking about and shift it to making things
all right.

E: You know, I had a husband and wife say, “We’ve had
our first decent talk with each other. We violated this
confidential relation, but we've had our first decent
talk.” They made it “all right.”

H: You accept it, I gather, if one family member says, “I
want to see you.” If they come to you out of the blue,
so to speak, with a telephone call, and the wife says,
“I want to see you alone, before you see my husband.”
You go along with that?

E: Oh, certainly.

H: Then how do you handle the husband feeling resentful
because you and the wife must have gotten together
against him before he even gets in there?

E: Oh I beat the husband to the punch. Because she usual-
ly hasn't told him that she wants to see me alone first.
I tell her over the phone, “Yes, I'll see you alone first,
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but let me handle it and don’t say anything at all
about it.” And so I go out and meet them where they're
waiting. I say, “I can see one or the other of you first
alone. That'’s the way I usually do things. I suppose
I can do it this way. Ladies first.” “If it’s the husband
who has asked, I say, “Well I suppose we can do it this
way; we'll let your wife have the last word.” (Laughter)

H: You're just full of these clichés for resolving these situ-
ations.

E: Those clichés are part of the language. So the husband,
who has asked to see me first alone, doesn’t want his
wife to know. I've done his wife a favor of letting her
have the last word. She’s rather smug about it. The
wife who has asked —I've just followed Emily Post;
ladies first. “At least that’s one psychiatrist that
knows his Emily Post.” Instead of it being a fixed-up,
prearranged set-up.

H: Well, how do you handle it when you're seeing a fami-
ly and the wife calls and talks to you on the phone
about her husband, and she says she doesn’t want her
husband to know that she called?

E: That she has called? I tell her, “Well I'm not going to
tell him, but if you get your husband here, you'll have
to tell him something. If you want to come in and see
me without your husband’s knowledge, that’s perfect-
ly all right with me. It'll pose some problems, but I
expect you can handle them.”

H: That’s on an initial contract. How about when you see
them regularly and the wife calls you secretly, or the
husband calls you secretly?

E: I've had them try to make me betray my hand by giv-
ing me information —to have me spill it to the other.
I'm very careful about that. Because I don’'t know
what they want when they do that. I keep my inter-
views confidential.

H: 1t’s just that there’s an emphasis among some people
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who are interviewing families on “no private communi-
cation.” Everything has to be open and aboveboard.

E: Well that’s a dictatorial, autocratic, dogmatic state-
ment. Of course, my description of it as such is not
a dogmatic statement. (Laughter) But you have an
open agreement with the family, “You know, sooner
or later there’s the possibility that some of our com-
munications with each other should be confidential.
Sooner or later it will be confidential. I know if the
occasion arises with you, Mr. X, that you want that
respected. In fact, I know if it arises with your wife,
you want it respected.”

W: In other words, Milton will handle this the same way
as other things. He will put it under his hand from
the outset.

E: Only because they want that thing respected.

W: T've got a question I'd like to ask. In treating a fami-
ly, now say you have a couple when the man has come
to you for therapy. But the wife says, “There’s nothing
wrong with me; I don’t need therapy.” She has that
attitude. Now the therapist can bring her in by say-
ing, “Well look, I think I need to talk to you about the
trouble in your home,” and so on. So then she always
asks, “Are you treating me, doing therapy with me?”

E: Oh, I've beaten her to the punch.

W: Okay.

E: The woman says, “My husband is a bastard. I've lived
with him 15 years and I know he is, and he needs ther-
apy, and he needs a great deal of it. I don't need one
particle of therapy. He needs it all.” I can tell her, “I'll
agree with you, your husband does need therapy. You
know it and I know it. Now my job is to get him to
understand that fact. But actually, of course, I'd like
to do this as expeditiously as possible, so I'll have to
have some interviews with you. Because I don’t want
to spend all the time that otherwise would be neces-
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sary getting, bit by bit, the information from him. So
I'll need interviews with you.” All of a sudden she
comes out, “Are you treating me?” I say, “If you look
over our interviews in which you gave me information
about your husband, from time to time didn’t you
point out to me how hard it was for you to get along
with your husband’s misconduct and misbehavior? Do
you think that you could maintain your equilibrium
with a husband who is that ornery? Don’t you think
you need some advice on how to adjust to some of
that behavior of your husband? Do you really think
anybody could live with that bastard for 15 years and
not show something wrong? Tell me honestly. Would
anybody in her right mind live with him 15 years?”
(Laughter) Do you see the type of question? She can
tell me, “I think you're right. He’s enough to drive any-
body bats, and I've felt half bats many a time.” It’s
arather easy thing. You see when they attack me, I
do not get defensive. Unless I can see a way of using
it.

W: Well, what about the opposite?

E: What's that?

W: Becoming aggressive. Do you find a way to use that
at times?

E: Oh yes. I have told a husband and a wife in interviews,
“Now you've been battling for all these years. Funda-
mentally, I think you're two awfully nice people. Ac-
tually, you've been horribly misguided in your behav-
ior. You're awfully emphatic in your statements, and
that means you respect people who are emphatic in
their statements.”

B: That’s a good line.

E: “You have shouted at your wife to shut up, and she’s
shouted at you to shut up. I don’t see why I should
be the only polite one in this office. I don’t see why
I can’t follow your example and tell you to shut up
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when there’s good reason for you to shut up.” He is
going to agree with me. But he is thereby committing
himself that when I do tell him to shut up, there’s a
good reason.

H: Do you ever, with a family, push the family into an al-

liance against you to bring about some incident?

E: Oh yes.
H: We can use an example of that. (Laughter)
E: T've done that recently. I angered the husband and wife

against me. I can’t think of what it was. Oh yes. I an-
gered the husband and I angered the wife. I just got a
letter from the husband. I got a verbal relay through
a friend of the wife. I antagonized both of them against
me. They’d come out to Phoenix to see me, and they
spent the agreed-upon time there. I angered them
very, very much. Because otherwise they wouldn't
take therapy. The wife insisted on having her mother
visit. The husband couldn’t stand the old lady, and
I don’t blame him one bit. The only reason his wife
endured her mother was because her husband could
tolerate her mother even less. The husband was get-
ting even with his wife by having one big car for him,
one big car for her, and he had three of these foreign-
made cars, small, foreign-made cars. He couldn’t pos-
sibly afford five cars for the two of them to drive.
They had so much indebtedness. I got both of them
mad at me, and they went back home furious at me.
They left without saying goodbye, and all the way
home on the plane confided in each other how mad
they were at me. The husband very carefully sold his
big car and two of the foreign-made cars, because he
only needed one small foreign-made car. His wife
didn’t like to drive the foreign cars. He used that
money to clean up some of the indebtedness. His wife
was so relieved; and she didn’t want me to be right,
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because I had antagonized her by accusing her of just
slapping her husband across the face with that damn
mother of hers. I accused the husband of slapping his
wife across the face with those damn cars of his. They
proceeded to prove me wrong. Now the husband has
written to me telling me all about disposing of the
cars, and saying that I was right. His wife sent, through
a friend of hers who knows me, the verbal statement
that I was right. It’s such a relief not to have her
mother visiting every day. She and her husband are
getting along very nicely. He used to burn up every
time he came home from the office, seeing his mother-
in-law’s car there. He'’s a doctor. His wife would burn
up every time she’d go out in the yard and see those
three foreign-made cars, or two of them and the big
car, sitting there useless. So now I've got two friends.
The only one that is problematic is the mother-in-law.
But you know, even if you do make the people angry
at you, after a while they will begin to recognize that
they have been benefited very greatly. Whenever I
use anger to benefit a patient, I tell them, very simply,
“You know the thing I'm really interested in is help-
ing you. I really don’t care whether you like me or dis-
like me, so long as I can help you. Because you didn’t
come here just to make a friend out of me. You've got
a lot of friends who've tried to help you, and they
haven’t succeeded. I'm not just going to be another
friend, I want to help you. Of course, if I can be your
friend and still help you, that’s all right too. It’s even
better.”

H: 1 think what we’re concerned about is the way you can
sometimes antagonize a family so that they turn
against you and gloss over the really basic differences
between them, and they stick together when they
shouldn’t really.
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