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Many individuals come to therapy in a state of depression, or on the other side of the coin, avoidance of depression by attempts at fill​ing up an emptiness. The latter is equally non​functional— e.g. drinking, immobilization, dis​tance, discontent, overly-fused relationships.

From Freud on, theorists concerned with depression have considered early disappointment in relationships with significant others as impor​tant in later depression. Arieti, in his book Severe and Mild Depression, adds that even threats or perceived threats of abandonment as a cognition established early in life is significant in later depression. He sees these early cognitions as per​sisting, and that these evaluations of self and important others need to be reassessed, modified in terms of reality, resulting in new perceptions of self-worth and life's meaning. Arieti speaks to Freud's definition of depression as the self as empty, and Arieti also looks at developments in ego psychology, which he states has added the view of depression as an entity, an emotional state—as is anxiety—a response in everyone, an experience of less than an ideal state.

In Psychotherapy of the Borderline Adult, James Masterson describes a process of separation in adulthood (through therapy), the abandonment depression, and the attempts at avoidance of this depression, hindering the process of separation. The abandonment depression is described as feelings of depression (sadness, suffering, can be suici​dal despair), anger and rage, fear, guilt, passivity and helplessness, emptiness and void.

When the depression can be looked at and redefined, Masterson says, the person can then face and work through feelings of abandonment, of depression connected with separation-individuation and there will then occur a process culmi​nating in the "mourning for lost images, which is the final work of separation...." He says there is a giving up on the childhood wish for a rela​tionship with a parent that was missing, and a moving on to adult-to-adult relationships.

In family terms, one needs to work toward the adult-to-adult relationships within the primary nuclear parental triangle of self, mother and father. One needs to even the movement i.e., close the distance in the distant relationship, which is the Bowen theory. (In a paper on "Realignment of Emotional Forces Following Loss," Kuhn docu​ments movement in entire family systems with loss.) The primary nuclear triangle is changed by researching, understanding, and staying calm with family issues. By understanding others in the family and their parameters, one draws one's own parameters. One becomes both more con​nected, and separate. There is a therapeutic pro​cess of defining inner thoughts and feelings about self (as described by Fogarty in his paper on Emptiness), and a defining of sense of self as I described in a previous paper (Vol.8, No.2). There is further, a defining of position of self in the parental triangle, and in the process of detriangling, para​meters get stronger, the abandonment depression can be looked at, survived, worked through. As one looks at inner self and retraces current de​pression, past depression, connects this to what was happening in the family, to intergenerational triangles over time, the depression becomes more bearable, less isolated, understandable. Further, there is an economy in movement and time which is unique to family therapy and working the triangle.

All of us need to cope at times with feelings of abandonment as separation. This is a life long task. The depression which is so clear in the borderline personality and which is present in all of us to some degree, is also markedly clear in families in which there was an early loss of parent by death. I would like to show the connection of depression in various phases of life in which there was an early loss: the relevance of the primary triangle and the working through— which is the looking at the depression, the family, and making a change in the primary parental triangle.
Case Studies

Jackie, age 37, came to therapy experiencing distance in her marriage (a feeling she has had since the vows were taken). For her, depression is life that is just going through the motions, a wish for death so as to be reunited with father who died when she was six months old, and mother who died in 1976—following which there was a cut-off with her only sibling, an older sister. Much of her life was spent literally look​ing for her father (from a picture she had of him), and wishing for a mother. Father's family is unknown except that there was some negativity between them and Jackie's mother. Mother never talked about father or his death. Death was an extremely toxic issue in the family—mother's father died at age 42. Jackie remembers being de​pressed and preoccupied with death at age six (afraid she would go to sleep and not wake up.) She said "I must have become aware that other kids had fathers." She experienced depression again at age 13, when mother's relationship with a significant boyfriend ended; again at the birth of her son; again at age 33 (the age at which her father had died) and when applying for this therapy (she had completed a degree and needed to come to terms with life's goals.)

As the primary parental triangle was ex​plored, (the marriage was better when she was born), who her father was, was explored: and her emptiness explored, there was a facing of her depression. She states "People in my life have failed me; there's a chunk missing: I'm not in the right place at the right time; I'm sad, dis​appointed; I want to be taken care of: fantasies are important; let me get out of here: I wouldn't like being on my own."

Five months after starting therapy, looking at the primary triangle and who each parent was, Jackie reports she has given up on the fantasy of finding her father; she has rearranged her priorities in terms of reality. She has gained some self-assurance in approaching her sister, although sister says why stir up things by researching father. Neither of them know where he is buried (synonym in dictionary: to suppress, obliterate.) Jackie has now become more accepting of mother.

Shortly after that I was on vacation. This separation was so difficult for Jackie that she loses her direction in family work, and is again confused.

Jackie talks more about depressed feelings: "hollow, how to fill it up, infinite, scary, death​like." She states that her mother was always searching; she understands that she is repeating this. Jackie describes her feeling as "desperate," and mentions she worries about age 42. Mother's father died at age 42. She is immobilized. Men owe her something. When mobilized again, she states father's death also took her mother away, as mother had to work. Her description of her feeling about mother is "incomplete," about father, "unknown."

Eight months after starting therapy Jackie is mobilized, states "I can initiate change—it's frightening but super." Thinking of being alone raises anxiety. She states, "I need a relationship with a man. My husband has disappointed me. I'm looking for more. What am I trying to drag out of this guy? If Dad were here this wouldn't have happened,"—and Jackie recognizes this comes from mother. More of Jackie's feelings: cheated, hurt, why me, maybe I wasn't good enough, was bad and am being punished." Jackie states that she feels cheated that mother didn't tell her about father, "now I have to do this dirty work myself—find where do I fall in with my father." Jackie has sent for father's death certifi​cate. She is anticipating its arrival positively, wants to "get on with the business of living—this is a hindrance already."

So you have seen an exploration of the tri​angle—Jackie and her parents, and of the inter- generational triangles and the toxic issue of death over two generations. Jackie's description of inner self currently goes back to Jackie's experience of growing up in her family. In resolving the parental triangle, Jackie gets to know each parent, and is on her way to knowing father as a real person so that the triangle can be detriangled. Depression has abated; she is gaining a sense of self as someone who can stay calm and move on her own steam.

You can follow the exploration of the paren​tal triangle, the looking at the depression and inner self, and the movement, in the following case:

Jean, age 62 came to therapy in a "despon​dent," confused state, uncertain about whether she should stay with her husband—whom she had married six months previously, after a five-year period of divorce, the divorce following 34 years of marriage. The couple have five grown children. They triangle the children into their relationship, which is distant. Husband is alco​holic; each wants to change the other. In looking at her inner self, Jean states there are periods of "falling apart, loss, uncertainty, can't stay with what's good for me, not capable of taking care of myself, doesn't want to do."

As Jean explores her family she notes that her mother, who died when Jean was three years of age, was adored and unknown. Of necessity she was even then at a distance, since she had tuberculosis. Jean could look at her from the doorway of her room, and she remembers being told "say goodbye to your mother, she is going to die." Jean lived with a "succession" of aunts and her grandmother, always fearful these rela​tionships would evaporate. In therapy Jean recog​nizes that she hands responsibility for herself over to others; wants security and to be "com​fortable" which is how she remembers thinking her mother must have been in the separate room that mother's family built for her. At the same time, Jean states she is "terrified" and "stampedes" if she thinks she is some place she couldn't leave. Throughout her life in fact, she has left many of the plans she has made for herself. "Staying still scares" her. "Something comes up—anxiety and I feel alone and leave." She states that at times when she is in a dark mood she thinks suicide will solve her problems, but that she has no plan. (She did make a suicidal gesture when husband first said he wanted a divorce.)

After two months of therapy, Jean reports she is thinking more clearly, and at the same time that she has "interestingly" gotten into a relationship with her brother since coming to therapy. Jean has been able to stay steady and work on extended family, and the primary nuclear parental triangle because of an unusual interest in family and family research which began even before this family therapy. She has been in touch with two of mother's sisters, who subsequently died during the period of therapy. She received a phone call from her father's nephew, her cousin, calling her by her given name, which she had not heard since childhood—and reported she felt a "kindred" spirit between them. At this time she says she is feeling better, and it is apparent that she is detriangling her children from her relationship with her husband.

In looking at her feelings about her mother. Jean recognized her childhood anger at her mother, and her feelings of being blamed for mother's death. Mother was inaccessible and let her down; father was not available. Jean emerges from looking at this, stating that she needs to have her own point of view although it is fright​ening to be on her own.

A year after coming for therapy Jean is divorced, and has moved to another state. She writes: "At first I wanted to run from here as fast as I could. But I didn't and I won't. I wake up with a deep feeling of despair every morning. but stay calm and try to learn from past experi​ence..." I had a letter from my step-mother's brother ... he can tell me so much about my own mother, as well as my father... he is 80 years old, so I can't let it go for too long."

This sampling is small. Perhaps others can build on it, with others' experience and further investigation. And, of course, how one continues to deal with a state of depression triggered by a phase of life or a stressful event, needs the test of time. However, my experience has been that there is an economy of time and movement when one can begin to make changes in the parental triangle.
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