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Letter from Germany
New Old Questions ...

I told you about the new law governing psychotherapy
in Germany: now it has been decidedöat least for the
foreseeable future: systemic therapy is not a scientific en-
deavour. In the process of legislation, a committee has
decided that nothing is going to changeöonly psycho-
analysis, d̀epth psychology' and behaviour therapy get
the scientific cachet and will be reimbursed by insurance
companies.
Keep in mindöthe committee itself is not a scientific

one! So what is going to happen? Many protests, dis-
cussionsöin the name of and for the benefit of the client
as well as for the benefit of the therapist ('s money), too.
I was reminded of Hubble, Duncan and Miller's words:

A law positioning the relationship between theories and their
patronage is holding true: the tolerance for theoretical allegiance is in
direct proportion to the money available to support it (1999: 3).

Okay, that's part of the game, not to forget the social con-
text. But it doesn't help, because I have to earn my income
by working systemically.Working this way, with or with-
out labeling it as scientific, and with or without official
reimbursement by insurance companies, I have got more
and more into looking at the KundIn [see earlier Letters
from Germany for JÏrgen's rationale for this term] at
her/his resources and how this may help him/her to
get what she/he needs and/or wants, and how I may be
helpful in this process. In this exploration I have learned
a lot, and I put it together in a tiny little booköa kind of
self help book that is not intended to give the `ultimate
advice'. This has become a great exercise in summarising
my basic ideas about the way I am working in a language
that lay people can read and understand. And let's not
forgetöI even make a little money out of it or (to frame
it differently) I find a `market niche'.
This has led me into quite a different territory, too. I am

asking myself more often what the basic thrust of my
work is.There is one issue which my friend and colleague
Wolfgang Loth and I will pursue when presenting about
ìntuition' at a conference next year. These professional
and therapeutic strategies may not all be as rational and

cognitive as they may look. All I have learned profession-
ally will go into my strategies and will be incorporated
somehowöbut I am not sure how. The concept of `in-
tuition' has been one of our efforts to approach this
unknown territory. For us it has become important to
not be arbitrary, optional or random: we need to be
guided by professionalism and by ... what?
This has led to another question: What is èffective

work'? Symptom reduction, felt satisfaction, the follow-
ing of professional guidelines, or is it something else
again? I think it depends upon who is looking at the
work, with what interest in mind. Translating an axiom
from communication theory (`You cannot not communi-
cate') to a different domain, I word it this way: `I cannot
not have a personal interest'.
One of my interests, consistent with systems theory, is

to keep `my system going', i.e. to earn my income.Thus, I
am looking for niches, and I came up with another one:
with Helen Zettler, an Australian living in Germany, I
produced a book of cartoons about `working this way',
calling it Relativ normal (in English: Relatively Normal or:
What I have Never been Interested in about Systemic Therapy but
What I AlwaysWanted to Know). Basically systemic, but em-
ploying many different perspectives. No publisher wanted
to take it (perhaps they thought it was not serious en-
ough?) so we published it ourselves.
So, back to my earlier question: what is èffective work'?

Imagine someone with the symptom of bed-wetting.
After years of therapy s/he is still wetting the bed and/
but doesn't suffer anymore. Effective work? Someone else
is not battering any moreös/he is now drinking. Effec-
tive work? Someone with compulsive behavior (hand
washing) goes to group therapy for years. His/her symp-
tom still continues and/but s/he feels understood and
good. Effective work?
And for me one of the most challenging questions:

Who is the one to decide what effective work is? Is there
anything like a concept of `truth' in systemic thinking?
Truly effective work? Question after question arises when
I get into these lines of thinking. I have to confess that
I like these questions and they help me to be sensitive
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towards what I am doing. They keep my curiosity alive,
my being curious, my being with the other personöeven
my being with me.
Believe it or not, you really have survived the year

2000, at least nearly. Thus, I wish you a Merry Christmas
and aWonderful NewYear and I hope to see you in 2001
in Melbourne at your conference.
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Yours peacefully
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FAMILY THERAPY BEYOND 2000
Australian Family Therapy: Annual
Conference 2000

As in every year I looked forward to this conference and
the nourishing sense of community and challenge I have
always found. However, this year I also brought with me a
preoccupation with difficult times at home. I knew that
this conference was going to have to s̀peak' to me directly
to g̀et through' to me. And, in the end, it did.
A smallish band (160 people registered) of hardy souls

gathered for three days of reflection, challenge and regen-
eration. Grey July Canberra weather did little to lighten
the mood. Still, it was good to reconnect with some
familiar faces, chat, check that the pen and ear were both
engaged, and focus on the here and now.
Small conferences have their upsides.We heard contri-

butions from people who might have felt daunted in a
larger group. Even some people attending their first
family therapy conference spoke out in plenary sessions,
and someone else from the audience often responded as
well as the plenary speaker. Conversations, enlightening
for people newly visiting the field, and for those who have
been around a long while, happened. And these con-
versations continued into the breaks.This was a `working'
conference with little controversy.
After a generous welcome to Ngunnawal country by

Matilda House, Lawrie Maloney gave a rich presentation
entitled `Coming out of the shed: men's changing family
roles'. With inspiration from Leonard Cohen and Judith
Wright, he gave a personal and scholarly account of how
men have been seen as external or irrelevant to family life.
Lawrie asked us to believe in and do therapy on the
premise that most men want to be more involved in their
families' lives in non-exploitative ways.
All the other plenary sessions, directly or indirectly,

challenged us to reclaim our confidence that family ther-
apy is different in significant and useful ways from other
therapies. Our preparedness to respectfully do the hard
miles, journeying with families often put in the too hard
basket, was also called upon.There were times during the
conference when this seemed too daunting.Yet by the end
I felt that, even though times might be tough politically
and economically for our field, and individually we

might not know how to make things better, it somehow
seemed hopeful that we were in this together.
Day two began with Hugh and Maureen Crago giving

us a fascinating `tag-team' look at `Twenty years of the
ANZJFT ' with èditorial asides'. They tracked its history
from 1979 when a group of men ( r̀adicals' in their pro-
fessions of origin) put together a j̀ournal for the work-
place' that aimed to combine academic rigour and
clinical practice. Reflecting upon their own time since
1997, Hugh and Maureen outlined their early ambitions
and their struggles and restated their commitment to the
early ideals of the Journal.We gained a real sense of the
magnitude of their task and the need for a culture that
supports it by writing, networking and subscribing. They
also observed that, globally, there are fewer c̀ard-carrying'
family therapists and that over the past decade, contribu-
tions from South Australia, New Zealand and overseas
have reduced.
At lunch onThursday, Jeff Young engaged us in a cel-

ebration of this journal's twenty-first birthday. Before the
cake was cut, just about everyone present found himself
or herself on a time line. There were letters from absent
founding members (Michael White, Moshe Lang and
Brian Stagoll) and somehow they stood on the line,
placed by others like Max Cornwell, Malcolm Robinson
and Carolyn Quadrio. In honouring all contributions
(even just subscribing) Jeff gave us each a sense of belong-
ing and the conference cohesiveness.
Later Jeff presented another twenty-one year old with

the Australian and New Zealand Journal of Family Ther-
apyAward.TheVictorian FamilyTherapyAssociation was
honoured for its committed and enduring contribution to
family therapy. Moshe Lang (on video) seconded this
award.VAFT's energy and relevance shows in its increas-
ing membership.
Passion, respect and openness, combined with a will-

ingness to get in there and do the work. Lois Achimovich
showed all of these and more when she tackled `Schizo-
phrenia in the new millennium'. She challenged the pessi-
mism engendered by belief in biogenetic determinism
and the expectation of degeneration. Arguing that the
evidence for these accepted `tenets' is at best equivocal,
she encouraged us to approach work with families who
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