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Chapter 1 : Introduction 

This study will examine certain key aspects affecting 

the ther apeutic process between adu l t male therapists and 

adolescent male clients who are experiencing emotional dis ­

turbances associated with the physical and emotional absence 

of their fathe r . There will be two foc i for this 

investigation : (1) a theore tical explication of how 

cultural , interpersonal and in t rapsychic factors affect the 

adol escent ' s perception of himself and how that perception 

may aggravate or ameliorate the developmental disturbances 

resulting from that absence ; and (2 ) a presentation of a 

case study involving this writer ' s ongoing psychotherapy 

wi th a fatherless adolescent male client . The case study 

presentation will develop the application of the material 

presentation will develop the application of the materi a l 

p r esented in the theoreti cal section of the paper and compare 

two ther apeutic approaches with such cli ents . 

Si gnificance of the Study 

In past decades , those inter ested in developmental 

psychology have devoted consi derable time and a t tenti on to 

expl oring the relationship of the role of the mother to the 

developmental process of t he child (cf . Nash , 1965; Sullivan, 

1953; Turk & Bel l, 1972) . These theoris t s generally agree 

that the mother's in timate involvement with the chil d from 

infancy through early childhood creates an emotional and 

p sychologi cal bond from which the child must s t l"V ggl e to 

:l () , .. r, 'i 
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gradually gain indep endence and differ ent i ation . The early 

l earning exp eriences with the mother r epresent the first, 

albeit primitive model through which the child comes to 

recognize the outside world. These early influences arising 

from the mother-child relationship are unquestionably pro­

found ; hm1ever , such experiences do not form a complete 

basis for understanding the emotional and psychological 

development of the child . Increasingly, there is a growing 

awareness of the "mother-centeredness" (Roll & Mi llen, 1978) 

of the literature in personality development. Wit~ such an 

awareness has come the recognition of the importance of the 

father in the development of the child's personality. This 

r ecognition does not dispute the enormous influence of the 

mother upon the development of the child's personality but, 

r ather, brings into focus the fact that both parents play a 

significant role in per sonality development . 

The focus of this investi gation is on the impact of the 

father's absence on the personality development of the male 

child. The relevant body of literature is not large . More­

over, some of factors which have been studied have produced 

contradictory or inconclusive findings. For example, Smith 

and Walters (1978) found juvenile delinquency among male 

adol escents to be associated with the l ack of a warm, loving, 

supportive relationship wi th the father , while Kagel , White 

and Coyne (1978) found no support for the hypothesis that 

the absence of the father or negative portrayal of the 

father by the mother, in itself, accounts for delinquent 



behavior among adol escent males . Certain other factors are 

clear; specifically., there is a definite correlation between 

the absence of the father and detrimental effects on the 

offspring' s cognitive development (Shinn., 1978) . Also., 

there is a consensus that a son ' s perception of being under­

stood by his father is positively associated with emotional 

and psychological growth (Millen and Roll., 1977., 1978; 

Rachman ., 1959) . Lastly., there is general agreement among 

theorists in the psychoanalytic school regarding the import­

ance of having a father who can represent an effective male 

figure in aiding the adolescent son in resolving the oedipal 

struggle (Erickson., 1968; Slavin., 1978) . The detailed find­

ings regarding the impact of the father on the p ersonality 

development of the male offspring will be reported in 

greater detail in chapter two . 

This study is especially significant for me by virtue 

of my personal experience in working with adolescents in a 

practicum setting for the past year. That experience has 

left me with a deep appreciation for the complexity of 

relating to adolescents who are neither fully adult nor 

fully child; who need., at times., the support and nurturing 

expected of a parent and., at other times ., the empathetic 

understanding and non- interfering support of a good friend. 

My experience with adolescent males has been especially 

difficult in that their ambi valent attitude toward an adult 

mal e who is neither parent nor peer can produce feelings of 

frustration one moment and satisfaction the next . The 
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frustra tion is cr ea ted by the s ense of helplessness which I 

have experienced at time s when either I have not been 

successful in creating a trusting enough r elationship, or 

t he young man in emoti onal turmoil has not been able to 

per ceive_ me as being able to help him break t hrough his 

dis t r ess . Many of the adolescents t hat I worked with in a 

high school setting wer e either isolated, drug dependent, or 

had a record of juvenile offenses . All of t hem badly needed 

a s ense of direction; a f ew were willing to r each out to me 

f or help . The l atter gr oup of i.Ddividuals provided me with 

a s ense of satisfaction a s a helper and the former group 

taught me more about living with my limitations and develop­

i ng a gr eater capacity for pat i ence , understanding and 

objectivity. 

The review of recent l i t erature concerning the impact 

of t he father on the personality development of the male 

off spri ng and on the nature of t he t herap eutic proc ess 

between an adult mal e therapist and an adole scent mal e client 

is my attempt to distill into a t heoretical discussion one 

i mportan t aspect of my practicum exp eri ence . The pre s enta­

tion of a case study i nvolving my work with a fatherless 

adolescent male and his mot her is a demonstration of the 

application of the body of theoretical ma t erial to the 

professional practice of psychotherapy which I have acquired 

during my program of graduate study . 

Statement of the Problem 

The foci of this paper are : (1) to exami ne and identify 
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variable s which affect the course of an adole scent male 1 s 

emotional and p sychologi cal development as it r elate s to the 

pres ence or abs ence emotionally and/or physi cally of the 

father ; (2) to describe the i mpact of that presence or 

absence on t he capacity of the adolescent mal e offspring to 

manage his c ontinued development ; and (3) to describe a 

model of t her apeu t ic intervention with this population whi ch 

has value a ssi sting those adol escents in experiencing and 

working through the emotional and psychological i mpairment 

associated wi th the abs ence of the father. 

Res earch Questions 

The following questions have evolved during the course 

of investi gati ng the problem stated above : 

(1) Wha t a r e the factors which c onstitute the psycho­

l ogical impact of the presence of a father on the 

adol escent? 

(2) What are the factors which constitute the psycho­

l ogical i mpact of the absence of the father on the 

adol escent? 

(3) Is ther a workable model or framework for express ­

ing these variables? 

(4) What factors must be consi der ed as significantly 

influencing the therapy process be tween an adult 

mal e therapist and adolescent male client? 

(5) Is t here any therapeuti c appr oach whi ch is 

especi ally useful in working with thi s popul ati on? 
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Chapter 2 : Review of the Related Literature 

This chapter will explicate the factors which affect 

the developmental course of an adolescent male offspring who 

experiences some disturbance created by the physical and/or 

emotional absence of the father. Additionally, specific 

factors which must be considered by therapists working with 

this population will be presented as they relate to the 

conduct of eff ective psychotherapy with these individuals . 

This study is supported by research from the disciplines of 

cognitive developmental theory, social psychology, develop­

mental psychology and psychoanalytic psychotherapy . 

This review of the literature will be presented in four 

sections ; three represent different levels of understanding of 

the impact of father presence/absence on the offspring, the 

fourth section deals with theoretical considerations for 

adult male therapists who work with this population. 

Conceptual and Theoretical Bases for the Study 

Many authors in recent years have beco~e increasingly 

aware of the heavy focus upon the mother in understa.nding 

the process of personality development of children. This 

awareness of t he focus on the mother has led authors in 

developmental psychology to turn their attention toward the 

impact of the father on the personality develop~ent of the 

offspring. There have been published within the last five 
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years a number of articles each dealing with some aspect of 

fathering as it affects the developmental process; for 

example , De Fillipis (1977) explored the role of the father 

in cross gender identity in childhood, Flora (1978) examined 

the effect of the communication pattern of the father and 

its impact on the self-concep t of the son, and Shinn (1978) 

investigated the impact of father-absence on the offspring ' s 

cognitive devel opment. In my r eview of the journal litera­

ture published during the past three years, however, I did 

not locate any article which examined this subject area from 

a multi-disciplinary perspective . 

The conceptual framework for r eporting the r eview of 

the literature will be multi-disciplinary in that the inquiry 

will be undertaken first from a broad cultural-mythological 

perspective , second, from a more specifically interpersonal 

perspective and, third, from the perspective the intrapsychic 

process of the adolescent . The basis for such a framework 

is the understanding that the individual psyche is basically 

imbedded in the three wor :lds of the relationship to the 

society or nation, the relationships with others and the 

relationship to oneself . From each perspective different 

insights may be gained . 

The Cultural-mythological Perspective 

Edith Wyschogrod (1978) examines the role of the father 

from t he perspective of cultural mythology . She looks at 

Western society and traces current attitudes toward paternity 

over the last two thousand years . She understands that any 
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prevailing cultural myth may be viewed ei ther literally as a 

mere fable or fairy tale without particular significance in 

the psychic lives of individuals, or, symbolically as a 

framework for meaningful structures within the cul ture which 

have profound implications for the way the individuals who 

make up that culture live their lives . 

The author finds that , on the societal level , 11Western 

culture, in killing the father at this stage in its history, 

has reverted to a long forgotten paradigm for the under­

standing of human originso 11 Wyschogrod states that 

"Paradigms act as generative forces on the culture . In much 

the same way that Platonic fonns transcend and are reflected 

in objects , these cultural paradigms appear, seem to die and 

r eappear later to generate new meanings . " The reappearance 

of a paradigm in the culture is not merely a r epetition of 

the previous cultural manifestation of that paradigm but , 

rather, the pattern may be considerably altered, making the 

new manifestation difficult to recognize . By examining the 

formal structures of the society, however, one can determine 

the myths upon which they rest. 

Cultural myths in£luence the psychic life of its members 

in that 11 the myth. functions paradigmatically for the culture 

as a whole generating specific attributes and . .. these 

attributes operate in the socialization of the individual. 11 

The cultural expression of the myth is then translated into 

an individual expression in that the 11individual( ' s) psychic 

life is a response to a given myth as it impinges culturally. 
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Thus the individual does not live the my th but is socialized 

t hrough its expr essi ons , [ the ] manifestations whose meaning 

is generated by the myth . 11 

In the twentieth century, Western culture conti nuec to 

express its myths in t he f ormal structur es of the society . 

However, in this century there i s a significant difference i n 

this r elationship . "In the past ., myths wer e r egenerated by 

discovering unexplored r egisters of sensitivi ty that they 

concealed or by adding new motifs from later strata of the 

culture." The author very appropriately cites Freud ' s 

oedipal myth as an example in which "an ancient e tiological 

myth is r ecast in the setting of the family and interpreted 

as a universal drama of personal histor y . " Today, however, 

unlike t he use of my ths in previous eras , there is no longer 

a cultural foundation for integr ating the meaning patterns 

of the myth into a culture ' s self- understanding. 

Myths are used in contemporary Western culture as a 

guide for literal actions rather than a symboli c formulation . 

For instance ., in the past , the myths of heaven and hell were 

used within the cul ture to transfer to an afterlife the 

consequences for one's actions while living in this world. 

The myth had a powerful unconscious effect on the daily 

activities of individual s . In the twentieth century., how­

ever , these same mythologi cal structures serve not symbolic­

ally but , instead., l iterally as a blueprint for action . The 

hellish r eality of the genocide of the 1940 ' s and t he threat 

of nuclear annihilation are literal expressions of the myth 
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of hell . The twentieth century "acts out its myths ." 

The particular myth which Wyschogrod understands 

contemporary Western society to be acting out is one which 

has been long r epressed; it concerns the manner of human 

origin. Within the context of this discussion, it is 

important to recognize the meaning of this myth and its 

consequent impact on the structure of the society and the 

lives of its individual members . The myth is based on the 

assumption that "our present society [is] without fathers ." 

This is the myth of the "autochthonous origin of human life; 

the generation of men and women not from the union of oppo­

site sexes but from the earth itself." In this myth, human 

life is viewed as originating analogously to that of plants ; 

from the earth itself, "coming up from the soil without 

parentage . Man is not descended from his o,m kind . 11 

The myth of autochthony can be traced back to ancient 

Rome and is present in cultural structures today . The notion 

of the fatherland which gives rise to the children of 

succeeding generations is a structure which is a dominating 

feature of many totalitarian societies of the day and is 

present, in a more subtle form, in most contemporary cultures , 

especially where the inhabitants view themselves as being 

distinctly different from previous generations . In this 

myth, 11 the Earth is the autochthon mother and father of the 

race; the children of the earth are all related to one 

another in a great chain of peers . " Mass cultural movements 

such as the flo~er children of the 1960 1 s embody much of the 
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mythical structure presented here . Such movements are 

characterized by a distinct split in values and attitudes 

from the previous generati on, a prominent peer value system 

and a strong sense of relatedness and s olidarity stemming 

from a common cause . 

Wyschogrod assumes that the myth of autochthony repre­

sents a break with Western man ' s understanding of himself as 

a historical being, upon whose continuity the future of the 

culture depends . Most myths r eturn man in some way to his 

primordial origins by vir tue of the time dimensi on in which 

the myths occur . However, "in the case of the myth of 

autochthony , this gener al tendency is reinforced by the 

content of the myth" by virtue of the fact that the concept 

of autochthony "breaks the links between each generation and 

its ancestors : since there is no father there is no ~hain 

of filiation that takes one back to ancestral t imes . " All 

past time is the t ime of the ancestors , since to each genera­

tion the earth i s the only ancestor. The cultur e ther eby 

represses the sexual role of the father and, in the pr ocess , 

creates a society without r elation to the past or the futur e . 

The individual 1 s temporal orientation is towar d the present , 

since the future and the past have little s i gnificance . 

Wyschogrod holds that "the individuals in such a society 

must either experience themselves wi thout r oots in a perma­

nent state of identity c risis or seek direction through 

imposing upon themselves the identity of some external 

feature such as the state, the r egion, t he subcultur e or the 

like . " 
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There are several implica tions of the autochthonous 

myth for contemporary culture which pertain to t he t hesis of 

this r esear ch paper. The most perti nent implications will 

be described here . First , in contemporary society , human 

lives , more and mor e , exist in a world in whi ch values are 

without an absolute foundation and must be defended on 

intrinsic grounds . The culture provide s very few absolute 

moral codes . The loss of the notion of God as the divine 

creator r emoves from humanit~r t he image of a paternal 

cr eation which i mplied both a biological procreation and the 

vision of a gr eat father bestowing abundance upon his 

children . It is as though "man is abandoned to a world 

without fathers , where all are orphaned siblings engaged in 

r ivalry for whatever seems good at the moment , prestige , 

commoditie s , social mobility O • • • 
11 

Second, the p eer consciousness aspect of the autochon­

ous society is manifest in the cr eati on of the illusion of 

t he new beginning . In American l i fe , this aspect is based 

in the foundation of the country, first , as an escape from 

seventeenth century Eur opean r eli gious p ersecution, thr ough 

eighteenth cen tury poli t ica l oppression, and nineteenth 

century fronti er expansion, up to the twentieth century 

industrial- technol ogical backl ash . In each era , the beli ef 

t hat the individual, by virtue of one ' s own power can "break 

t he l i nks with the personal and cultural past and star t 

afresh11 served to motivate large masses of p eople . This 

s t ructure , present i n the culture for centurie s , is now 



"systemized through the vi ew of the transcience of goods , 

people, and ideals ; assigning worth through determining its 

value in action; and in emphasizing the emotional value of 

novelty . " In the contemporary structure of the autochthonous 

myth, human l i fe may be expressed through a s e r i es of widely 

divergent role s which are then dropped as their pleasureable 

value has been exploited . To begin again in a new r ole 

means being reborn . "One 1 s old self is the progenitor of 

the new. " 

In contemporary society, only the actually young can 

provide paradigms for the culture , because age symboli zes 

not wisdom but decay . In thi s model, the child is , in 

effect , father to the man . Culturally, this structure is 

s een, oftentimes , in the emotional and psychological 

dependence of the parents in their old age upon the children--
11 the biological father becomes the psychological offspri ng 

of his child. " The val ues of the father are diminished and 

seen as having no r elevant meaning for the present . 

The manifestations of the mythical structure of the 

society are seen in the conduct of psychotherapy through the 

statements and presenti ng atti tudes of clients . Inherent in 

the autochthonous myth i s "the necessity of the self ' s primary 

interest in itself, narcissism in all its manifestations 

characterizes autochthonous man . 11 A phenomenol ogical account 

of the manifestations of this myth as found in the narcis­

sisti c personal ity includes the indi vidual 1 s i nability to 

sustain relati onships over the long run, to assume 
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Onsibility or to t ol erate frustration . " Since the self resp 
does not s eek models for behavior from the previous genera-

tion, it mus t s earch about its peers f or appropriate behavior 

patterns . The self cannot accommodate itself to the other-

ness of the opposite s ex or to those who a re significantly 

different in their bel iefs or appear ance . Coroll ary to thi s 

belief is the diminished attractiveness of childbearing and 

its replacement with the notion of progeny consisting of new 

roles for the old self. Since the self is father to itself, 

it is perenially r eborn. The self then imagines itself as 

being revitalized and the body being r enewed . 

A realistic therapeutic goal in contemporary culture is 

not to attempt to alter the cultural-mythological perspective 

but, rather, to recognize the effects of autochthony and 

hope to f acilitate within the client a fuller conception of 

paternity . According to Wyschogrod, 

Acceptance of sexual origin as opposed to autochthony 

means brL~ging into sonscious awareness the intentional 

structures, the meanings that the father ' s life has 

had . Such meanings include the links to his past . 

But the patient must be free to choose or reject the 

values of the father ; his must be a relationship of 

elective affinity. The life of the child must be lived 

in a relationship to the values of the father r ather 

than in a repression of them or in slavish imitation. 

Ertle Ei ikson presents a cultural interpr etation of human 

per sonality development which corroborates many of t he points 



described by Wyschogrod . Erikson (1968) in his book 

Identi t y Youth and Crisis presents an epigenetic develop ­

mental model whi ch describes the several major life stages 

associated with the individual 's struggle for individuation 

and emotional maturi t y . His model of the s everal age ­

appropri ate devel opmental tasks which all individuals must 

either successfully compl ete or stagnate within is a s 

interpreted on a cultur al scale as on an individual basis . 

The unique applicability of Erikson's model to the di scussion 

of the r ol e of t he father in society warrants its inclus i on 

in this portion of the research paper . 

Erikson views the primary struggl e of the adolescent to 

be one whi ch involve s the evolution of a unique identity 

apart fro~ the parents and other significant adult authority 

figures . Erikson states, "the adolescent looks most 

fervently for men and ideas to have faith in, which also 

means men and ideas in whose s ervice it would seem worthwhile 

to prove oneself trustwor thy . " Without such figures from 

t he preceding generation , the proper formation of a distinct 

identity cannot occur . A son mus t have had a f ather and a 

mother or their adult equivalent substitutes in order to 

evolve an i denti t y of his own and take his place in society . 

The prime danger inhe r ent in this developmental stage is 

that of identity confusion; a prol onged moratoria from 

choosing a life r ole or "repeated i mpulsive attempts to end 

the moratorium with sudden choices-- and then deny that some 
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irrever sible comitment has already taken place . " 

The a dolescent r ebellion or withdrawal from parental 

involvement is an expression of an historical perspective 

which the human being comes to r ecognize during t his period . 

It is a sense of the irreversibility of significant events 

and "the urgent need t o understand fully and quickly what 

kind of happenings in r eali t y determine others , and why . 11 

Youth is sensitive to any suggestion that it may be hope­

lessly determined by what went before in the life hi stories 

of others . For this r eason, youth often rejects parents and 

authorities and wishes to belittle them as being inconse­

quential . Adolescents are in search of movement s or 

individuals who claim, or s eem to claim that they can predict 

t hose things which ar e irreversible and cannot be altered . 

In doing so, adolescents can, i n effect , get ahead of their 

own future , and in doing so, reverse it . 

Erikson's framework suggests that individuals who are 

fatherless , either through their own denial or through 

actual circumstance, lack an appropriate opportunity to dis­

cover themselves ; his torically, culturally and familialy. 

It is more difficult to achieve an identity formati on without 

a complete s et of parents from whom to differentiate . 

Individuals failing to achieve an enduring, stable iden t ity, 

cannot decide who they are to be through an expression in 

life work, family formation and play . This incomplete 

identi ty will be experienced through a sense of futility in 

l i fe , s elf- doubt and isolation. For such indi viduals, 
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existence is characterized by a sense of confusion in which 

there is no past or future because there is no p erceived 

bel onging to a personal or cultural history. Everything 

exists in the pre s ent--in the now. There is little oppor­

tunity to mature through the remainder of life ' s develop ­

mental stages because confusion has occurred which precludes 

the opportunity for continued growth . Such an individual , 

within Erikson ' s model, is confined to l eading the balance 

of his life without attaining full emotio~al and intellectual 

maturity. By i mplication, then, such people would not be 

capable of passing along to succeeding generations , the 

cultural and psychological factors n ecessary for the proper 

gr owth and maturity of hi s progeny. The succeeding gene ra­

tio~ must then s earch among its peers for the values it 

needs for its own development . 

The Interpersonal Perspective 

The i mpact of the father on the developmental process 

of the adolescent may be gleaned from r esearch conducted on 

the psychology of interpersonal relat ions, especially within 

the context of the family and the f a ther role . 

The family structure is a uniquely appropriate framework 

for examining t he interpersonal processes of the adol escent 

male , for it is within the fami l y that a model derived from 

the total history of the adolescent ' s interpersonal relations 

inside the family c omes to bear upon the nature of each 

human contact outside the family, as well. The family is 

t he framework of individuals in which the adolescent has 
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lived his entire life and from whom he now seeks individua­

tion and differentiation . There is a large body of knowl edge 

accumulated under the rubric of family therapy and family 

systems . Much of it bears some relevance to the examination 

of this paper, however, based on the review of recent 

journal articles undertaken as research for this study, one 

article is especially appropriate for presentation in this 

s ection , Zinner ' s theory (1978) in which he describes an ap­

proach to "specific elements of borderline adolescent 

psychopathology ... particular [ to certai n] kinds of inter-

actions which occur s in [these] families .. II Uncon-

scious family assumptions and fantasies have the effect of 

interfering with the normal process of psychosexual develop­

ment in the offspring. Zinner states , 

These assumptions interfere, in particular, with 

the realistic family task of providing a holdi ng 

environment for the deve l oping chi ld and impair 

his integration of loving and hostile atti tudes , 

his achievement of individuction, separati on and 

mature self- esteem. The influence of these uncon­

scious assumptions i s felt from in~ancy onward, but 

the over t expr ession of their impact may not be­

come evident until the separation-individuation 

processes of adolescence create tensions for the 

developing child whi ch are insurmountable and 

lead to symp tom formatio~ . 
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A struggl e be tween parent and child ensues "in which 

the outcome may be intrapsychic and interpersonal con­

flict or the adol escent ' s r egr ession to a more depen-

dent condi tion . 11 The consi derable amount of ene rgy bound 

up i n t his conflict wi thin all the members of the f amily 

may be posit ively utili zed by the therapist by helping the 

entire f amily increase its awareness of how t heir uncon­

scious assumptions about life, may be interfering with the 

developmental needs of certain of its members . 

The signi f icance of this study lie s in its perspec­

tive that the eti ology of adolescent developmental problems 

is r ooted in family co~municat i ons and interactions; that 

is , the seeds of adole scent emoti onal disturbance a r e 

planted wi thin the family dynamics during infancy and 

flower into full bloom under the str e ss of adolescence . 

Resolu t ion of the unconsci ous assumptions which a r e in­

compatable with normal development l ead to a r e sumption 

of the adolescent growth process . The s everal s tudies to 

be reported in t he r emainder of this section build upon 

the theme of the family interpersonal patterns are the 

source of adol escent di sturbance or nurturance 

Smith and Walters (1978) focus upon t he interactions 

between fathe r and son in t he ir inves tigation of t he 

differences in delinquent and non-delinquent male adoles­

c ent ' s p ercepti ons of their fa t hers and the relation-

ship between those percep t ions and certain family background 

variables . 
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The authors state, " ..• fathers are more likely to con­

tribute to the delinquency of their chil d r en than are 

mothers . Young males need an adequate father figure with 

whom to i dentify and from whom to l earn appropriate 

patterns of social and sexual behavior . " Confirming the 

findings of ZLnner (1978) cited previo~sly, t he se authors 

hold that through t h e father-son identificat i on process , 

the young male "learns how to t emper and expr ess his feel -

1 d . II ings of ove an ag;~ession . 

Smith and Walters cite a number of previous studies 

conducted in this area which sho-.,,1 that , in cases w!1ere ther~ 

are non-functioning fathers, that is , fathers who are 

physically present in the home but fai l to functio~ as the 

head of the household, there is a hi gher rate of delin­

quen cy than in those cases where the r e wa s a :func tioning 

father in the family . Famili e s without a father or with 

a non-f'unctio~ing father also tend to produce a higher 

proportion of delinquents , more cases of psychosomatic 

illness and drug addiction and greater behavioral problems 

among adolescent male offspring than do familie s with 

fathers present and functioning. The authors stated that 

the most criti cal period for the son ' s development and 

identifi cation with his father or father figure is between 

the ages of three to six. They assert that p ermanent de­

ficiencies may r esult if the father (or surrogate) is not 

present and :functioning in the home during this period in 

the child ' s l i fe . 
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To determine the perceptions which delinquent and 

non-delinquent male adol escents have of their fathers 

and de termine which, if any, of these percep t ions are 

related to delinquency, they administered a test instru­

ment questionnaire. The r esults of that questionnaire show 

that both delinquents and non-delinquents perceptions of 

their fathers are significantly related to : 

(1) the masculinity of the father; 

(2) the type of physical punishment administered; 

(3) the closeness of their father ; 

(4) the love received from the father; and, 

(5) the time spent with the father . 

The most positi ve attitudes wi th regard to the parent 

of greatest influence were in families where both parents 

were equally influential and the least positi ve were from 

families where the mother carried the greatest influence . 

In addi tion, more positive attitudes were expressed by sons 

from families where the father and mother equally gui ded 

the family and less positive attitudes were expressed by 

sons from families which were primarily guided by the 

mother ~ 

In general, the investi gators r eport that a greater 

proportion of del inquents th~t non- del inquents (1) l ive 

in homes headed by the mother ; (2) experi enced a childhood 

of below average happiness ; (3) were very close to their 

mothers ; (4) were disciplined by their mothers; (5) con­

sidered thei r fathers to be very highl y masculine ; (6) 



22 

had parents who were either divorced or separated; and 

(7) experienced more anomi e than did the non-delinqu ents . 

Based on the f indings in tte qu estionnaire , the in­

vestigators conclude that the fact.ors which distinguish 

delinquent from non- delinquent adolescent males are : (1) 

the lack of a warm, supportive r elationship with the father; 

(2) minimal paternal involvement with the children; (3) 

high maternal involvement in the lives of the youth; and, 

(4) broken home s . The factors which may s erve to insulate 

the adolescent male from chasing delinquency are : (1) a 

stable , unbroken home : (2) a father who has a high degree 

of high degree of positive involvement with his son; and, 

(3) a father who provides a stable role model for his male 

offspring. 

The results of this study tend to support t he conclu­

s i ons of other investigators previously reported who be­

lieve that fathers appear to be significant contributors to 

the social adjustment in male offspring who are capable of 

adjusting to society and, that fathers who are involved 

with their offspring in 11a warm, friendly , and cordial re­

lationship II are important in the child's life for the pre­

vention of delinquent behavior . 

In a study of intact a..nd father-absent families , 

Kagel, White and Coyne , (1978) find that male adolescent 

disturbance is related to l e ss warm, supportive and ex­

pressi ve intrafamilial relations ; less of a family orienta­

tion toward personal growth; and less successful partici­

pation in involvements with others ouside of the famil y . 
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The inves tiga t ors present c e r tain hypothe s e s r egarding 

interper sonal family beahviors. The t E:sts of the se 

hypotheses s erve as the focal point of their study . 

In the authors' review of the literature , the article 

r eveals an hypothes is tr:at negative attitudes toward t he 

rather hel d by the mo ther generali ze to other family mem­

bers and affect her attitudes toward masculine behavior , 

in general . These attitudes subsequently affect her atti­

tude toward the son 1 s development of 11male gender-appropri­

ate behaviors . " Her "maternal negative fat her-typing" may 

cont ribute t o a sex-role conflict in the son in whi ch he 

displays an ambivalent attitude of aggreesion-af f ection 

toward the fa t her. In comparison to mothers from int act 

families and the mothe rs of non-disturbed adol escents in 

father - absent families , the authors hypothesi ze that the 

mothers of disturbed adol e scents would be expected to ex­

hibit more 11negative father typing . " 'Ibis i s the 11 fa ther­

typing hypothesis 11
• 

A s econd hypothesis of the authors ' is that maternal 

encouragement of masculinity, as p erceived by t he s on , is 

related to the sex- role concept of adolescent males with 

absent fathers . This assumption is based on the notion 

that , in broken, fatherl ess homes, the mother cannot compen­

sat~ for the absent father by di splaying appropriate 

masculine behaviors thereby creating an adolescent dis­

turbance . On the other hand, in homes where the father 
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is present, the adolescent son has little need to be 

encouraged for masculine, indep endent behaviors by the 

mother . Ther efore non- disturbed adolescents from homes 

without a father would be expected to view t heir mothers 

as being more encouraging of their independence that 

would disturbed adolescent males from either father­

absent or father-present homes . This is the "indepen­

dence hypothesis " . 

The third typothesis is that the son's perception of 

the mother ' s attitude and characterization of the father 

constitute s a vital factor in the development of adolescent • 

disturbance . Accurate interpersonal communication in ho~es 

without a father is essential f'or the s~.lccessful psycholo­

gical developme~t of the son. The strQctural organization 

of the family in ther father-present home is conducive to 

accurate mother-son communication. A highly delineated 

family organization provides a strQctural facilitative to 

mother-son communications . This assumption is based on 

the notion that the organization within families of dis­

turbed adolescents from both broken and int act homes i s 

insufficientl y delineated to p ermit effective communication 

and parental instruction. Further, families with fathers 

present in the home do not face as great a l evel of intra­

familial stress and, therefore, do ~ot need a delineated 

family organization as required i n homes without fathers . 

Accordi ngly, the families of non-disturbed adol escents who 

have no father would be expected to be percei~ed as more 
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organized t han in t act f amilie s or the familie s of dis­

turbed adolescents. This is the "organization hypothesis" . 

Lastly, the authors' hypo t hesize the families of 

non-dis tur bed adolescents wi thout fathers may be expec t ed 

to exhibit positive intrafamial r elationships and a climate 

which fos ters individual expressiveness . These positive 

r elationships reflect the bond between mother and son . The 

quality of individual expressiveness must be present in 

order to have effective interpersonal communicat ion. By 

comparison, the mother-son relat io~ship is not as essen-

tial a resource for the adolescent male in homes where the 

father is present . Theoretically, the fa~ilies of disturbed 

adolescents need not r ealize the possible r esource of the 

mo t her -son relatio~ship, whereas, the famili e s of non­

disturbed adolescents without f athers should need more 

int rafamilial cohesion and greater emphasis on the encour­

agement of expressiveness . This is the "cohesion and ex­

pressiveness hypot hesis" . 

The subj ectsin the Kagel, White and Coyne study con­

sisted of a non- disturbed group of adolescent males who 

had all achieved satisfactory academic performance, had 

never sought psychotherapy and had n ever been invol ved 

with the police . The subj ects comprising group of disturbed 

adolescent males were part icipat ing in family therapy and 

were identified by their therapists as being disturbed . 

Subjects included in the father-absent group came from 

families in which the father had been away from the home 

for a minimum of one year . In each of these cases , the 
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father's abs ence from the f a:nily was attribut able ei t h er 

to divorce or s eparation; however, in these cases, the 

father had lived with the mother for at l east the first 

t wo years of the adol e scent 's life . This minimum time 

requirement was necessary in this s tudy to i nsure that 

the mother was provided with s1.ifficient i nformation to 

adequately evaluate the father's fulfillment of the spouse 

and parent roles . 

The analysis of findings from t hree test instr~ments 

administer ed to the subj ects in this study did not support 

any of the initial hypotheses . The results of the ques­

t i onnaires did r eveal, ho~ever, that in bot h father-

absent and father-present homes, t he family members of the 

non-disturbed adolescents viewed themselves as being more 

committed t o a warm, supportive and expressive intra-

famial home a tmospher e . Compared to the families of the 

disturbed adolescent males , these f amilies showed a greater 

emphasis on personal growth and active involvement outside 

of the family . 

Kagel, et al . s tate, "the result s of the study offer 

only marginal support for the family conflict theories of 

adolescent disturbance" . The investigators ware also 

unable to find the mother-son r elationship to be a k ey factor 

in reducing the likelihood of delinquency in those homes 

without a father . Further, non-disturbed adole scents from 

families without fathers did not perceive their mothers to 
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be more encouraging of their indep endence than did either 

the disturbed adolescents or the adolescents from intact 

homes . 

These findings sugges t that r es earch in the psycho-

pathology of disturbed adol escent males may be more pro­

fitible if shifted away from the focus on the negative 

factors w~ich potentially co~tribute to devel opmental dis­

turbances . The inves t i gators feel that 11pathognomic 

variables fail to explain psychological dis.function and 

do not r eliabl y distinguish between disturbance and non­

disturbance". The stu dy suggests tha t t he occurrence of 

personal misfortune, hurt and other negative influences do 

not contribute to dis~~rbance in adolescent males . Ra ther , 

they suggest that it is the omission of positive factors 

which may contribute to such disturbance and indicate that 

examining how an individual use s what r es ources are avail­

abl e to him in order to survive and matur e should be the 

focus for future study. A recent study by Mi l l en and Roll, 

(1977) tends to confirm the findings of Kagel, White and 

Coyne . This s t udy also affirms the rol e of positive inter ­

personal factors in t he r elationship between father and 

adol escent son as being significant contributors to t he 

proper personalit y development of t he offspring . These 

investigators explor ed the hypothesis that "the subjecti ve 

feeling of bei ng understood is a critical component con­

t ributing to one ' s mental health" . These investigators 
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ass ert, "a son ' s feeling of being understood by his father 

is positively related to the offspring ' s sense of sel f ­

esteem" . 

The research findings indicate " the feeling o.f be-

ing understood by the son result in a subjective experience 

of relief, satisfaction, security and co~munion with 

humanity, i n general 11
• In addition, 11 feelings of closeness 

with the person who understands and acceptance by that per­

son are experienced along with a perception that the person 

who understands has done so through genuine effort . 11 The 

r e sults of this study tend to confirm the hypothesis that 

there is a positive correlation between the son's feeling 

of being understood by his father and positive subjective 

feelings rel ating to a high self-concept . 

In a more recent study by the same investigators (Roll 

and Millen, 1978), an examination of the posi tive 

factors in the father- son relationship were further r e ­

fined to "include a fine focus on the son ' s phenomenolo­

gical feeling of being understood by his father as re­

vealed through a clinical interview". The investigators 

administered a questionnaire to elicit from forty male 

introductory psychology students their feelings of being 

understood by their fathers . The administration of the 
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interview which lasted between twenty and fifty minutes. 

These interviews were "subj e ct-oriented in that each subject 

was encouraged to describe fully his own experi ence . " The 

results of these interviews disclose the following themes 

emerging from the students: 

(1) There is an intrapersonal dimension to the feeling 

of being understood in which an experience of security 

and safety appeared; a comfort in knowing that the 

father would be there in times of crisis. 

(2) There is an interpersonal dimension to the feeling 

of being understood in which the experience of being 

accepted by the father arising from the p erception, by 

the s on, that the father was listening a.rid was genuinely 

interested in what they had to say and took them 

seriously . 

(3) There is a feeling of shared common interests 

between father and son which, in many cases, was 

experienced by the son as a ' treasured moment . ' 

(4) There is an expression of reassurance that the 

reasonableness of the father's discipline was an indi­

cation that he explained things and took their feelings 

into consideration and that this rein~orced their feel­

ing of being able to go to their father with their 

problems . 

(5) An acknowledgment by the son that the appropriate­

ness of the respo~se and recognition by the father of 
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the son's actions as a separat e individual encourage s 

his f eelings of indep endence . 

(6) A desire on the part of the son to model himsel f 

after his father becaus e they had come to love and 

r espec t him as well as because he i s their father . 

The authors r eport that the essential intrapersonal theme 

associated with the experi ence of feeling misunderstood is 

the experi ence of loneliness and frus tration . Interperson­

ally, this theme is manifest by the "son ' s f eeling non­

essential to his father a ssoc iated with his long-term failur e 

to sho-tl any interest in the son' s activi t i es . " I nterpersonal 

conflicts between the father and mother were experienced by 

t he son as feelings of being misunderstood, as well . The 

son handled su~h f eelings by placing gr eater distance betwe en 

himself and his parents . 

A significant distinction between the sons who experience 

themselves as being understood by thei r fathers and those 

who felt misunderstood is the difference in the nature of 

the exp er i ence itself. Those who felt understood r epor t 

significant changes in the quality of their attitudes toward 

their fathers over a p eriod of time . When quite young, the 

s ons who felt understood report that t hey idolized their 

fathers ; however, as they grew older their experience i n t he 

r elationship shifted toward competi tion, confli ct, and 

increasing differ entiati on . By the ons et of adult maturit y , 

the c onfl icts beca~e resol ved and the experience t r ansformed 

into one of equali tarianism and mutual respec t . By contrast, 
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young , f eel that the attitude and experience of their r ela­

tionship with their fathers are pretty much the same now as 

they were then . 

The study findings suggest that there are certain 

a ~•pects of the experience of feeling understood which are 

central to understanding the son ' s attitude toward his 

father. These aspects have implications for the understand­

ing of p ersonality development . The time spent with the 

father was experienced by the son as being pleasurable when 

t hey shared common interests and were experienced as being 

painful and conflicting when the son felt coerced into 

unwanted activities with the father . The following studies 

further elaborate this theme. 

Grando and Ginsberg (1976) examine the nature of the 

father-son rel ationship and find "the father - son dyad is 

important both because the father significantly influences 

his s on's social development , adjustment and identi fication 

throughout childhood and adolescence , and because the qual ity 

and communi cation in the relationship appears most crucial 

for the outcome of the father ' s influence . " The authors 

developed a program of basic communications skills for 

fathers and sons which invol ve "openness (genuine.s s., con­

gruence and self- disclosure) and empathy (warmth and con­

creteness) . " Their technique embodies many of t he posi tive 

relating factors described by the previous investigators as 
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father-son r elatio:iship . 
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Phillip and Orr (1978) author a study which further 

corroborates t he significance of the positive features of 

the father-son r elationship in the proper personality 

development of the son. Their study of how family r elations 

are perceived by emotionally disturbed and normal boys 

disclose that "a high incidence of emotionally disturbed 

boys who receive clinical treatment have no fathers , have 

infrequent contact with their fathers who live elsewhere , 

or have emotionally uninvolved fathers or a succession of 

father figur es who live with their mothers." They conclude 

that nthe need for a male [role] model who would foster a 

strong relationship with the boy cannot be r eadily duplicated 

by the mother." 

Shinn (1978) conducted a study of the cognitive develop ­

ment of adolescent males in which she identifies certain 

aspects of the father's absence which detrimentally affect 

the development of the offspring. She finds that father ­

absence is not a "unitary ·variable"; that is , "the cause , 

onset , duration and degree of father absence and the avail­

ability of a suitable father substitute influence the degree 

of detrimental effects . 11 For example, surrounding the o:iset 

of the absence there are socially sanctioned and socially 

non- sanctioned reasons which may cause the social environ­

ment to r eact either with support or neglect . An untimely 

death is a socially sanctioned reason for a boy to have no 
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nei ghbors , friends and corrununi ty s ervices may be available 

to provide positive emot ional support and substitute father­

ing. on the other hand, divorce, although commonplace, is 

not a sanctioned reason for f ather-absence and, oftenti mes, 

means littl e alternative fathering will be availabl e to the 

boy. 

Other s i gnificant factors which determine the degree 

of detrimental eff ects from father-absence on cognitive 

devel opment of male offspring are the length of the absence , 

the child 's age at the onset of the absence, and the cumula­

tive amount of time of the absence . As ari example , if the 

father were a ni ght- shift worker, his absence would l ikely 

be f elt l ess keenly by the son than if he were in t he 

military and stationed away from the family for fou r years. 

Such factors ~luencing the detrimental i mpact of the 

father's absence on the cognitive development of the mal e 

offspring strongly suggest that this f eature should be 

considered not as a dichotomy but , rather, as a variable 

whose impact on t he offspring ' s development falls along a 

continuum. Accordingly, Shinn states , "early, long and 

complete [father] absence may be particularly detrimental 

to the child ' s cognitive gr owth, but later, short , and 

partial absence can also be seen as having harmful (but 

possibly less severe) effects . " 

The author identifies s everal possible r easons for t he 

detrimental impact of father-absence . "Financial hardship, 
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parent-child interaction are important causes of poor p er ­

formance among children in singl e-par ent famili es ." She 

cites certain other studies wbich have found that the 

father's absence from the home creates a great deal of 

stress and accompanying tension interfer e with proper cogni­

tive development . Further support for the author's asser­

tions come from the fact that mother-headed homes are often­

times in lower income categories and that diminished economic 

standing tends to result in diminished educational and 

social opportunities for the child. Also, in many homes 

without a father, the mother must work to maintain the house­

hold resulting in much fewer opportunities and l ower quality 

contacts be tween the son and the mother . The investigators 

find that children from fatherless homes r eceive less 

parental attention than do chil dren from intact homes . In 

addition, the detrimental effects created by the father's 

absence are further compounded by the increased absence of 

the mother necessitated by her need to now support the 

household . 

Shinn examines the possibility that the detrimental 

effect of the father 's absence on the offspring ' s cognitive 

capabilities may be at l east partially offset by attention 

given by other substitute caregivers . Her study suggests 

that while additional attention afforded by the mother can 

help , a single parent cannot be both mother and father to 

the child. She cites the results of other studies which 
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report on the effects of father surrogates and stepfathers 

on the offspring's psychological development which demon­

strate that some amelioration of the detrimental effects 

r esulting from the parental loss . 

The Intrapsychic Perspective 

This examination of the recent literature concerning 

the impact of the loss of the father on the continued 

psychological development of the male offspring cannot be 

considered complete without an examination of the question 

of the intrapsychic manifestations of such a profound loss . 

This s ection of the revi ew will explore the nature of the 

intrapsychic processes which are peculiar to the adolescent 

male and how such processes may serve to either ameliorate 

or exacerbate the emotional impact of this event . 

In his examination of the psychology and psychopathology 

of early adolescence Miller (1978) describes the intrapsycbic 

world of the adolescent in the following way . 

Frequently, an early adolescent may be described as 

self- centered, with little or no capacity for empathy, 

eager to obtain admiration and approval from others , 

unable to tolerate loss or separation, but filled with 

anger and resentment and having strong conscious feel­

ings of insecurity and inferiority . . .. [H]e may 

also display a capacity for altruism, love, creativity, 

and imagination." 

Based on such a description, this developmental period can 

be seen as a time of great vulnerability in which the 
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continued growth and maturity can be brought to a halt 

through inadequate nurturing. 

Miller believes that the wish for environmental mastery 

is a ma jor issue of puberty. He states, 11The ea rly adoles­

cent s eeks to control the world and be controlled by it . 

If mastery of and by others cannot be achieved, then with­

drawal may take place . " Further, adolescents are not yet 

very capable of toler ating ambiguity. Theirs is largely a 

dichotomous world of good and bad, beautiful and ugly . Much 

of the adolescent 's capacity to deal with the reality of the 

ext ernal world depends upon previous learning experiences 

and the psychological maturity passed along by his parents . 

For exampl e , in the circums t anc e where the father has been 

lost through an untimely death, the adolescent , when con­

fronted by a caring adult , may perceive the well- intentioned 

indi vidual as persecuting him or threatening him with 

unsolicit ed advances and, thereby, shut off an opportunity 

for emotional nurturing. Iro~ically, adolescence is a time 

in which regressive tendencies ar e oftentimes highly valued 

and it is , therefore, a period in which severe emotional 

stress and trauma exert a disproportionately adverse intra­

psychic effect . During this developmental period, emotional 

pain or trauma coupled with the normal aggressive drives 

associated with the emerging sexuality of the individual work 

together to create responses which oftentimes result in 
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destructive and aggressive behavior instead of behaviors 

wW.ch invite the emotional nurturing. Mill er states , 

Adol escents may gain perverse power by eneraging adults . 

When adol escents act out in ways that sti mulate adult 

conflicts, they are t hen persecuted by the adul t who 

r etaliates . This does not lead just to a perverted 

adol escent sense of environmental mastery; it also 

cr eates an internalizati on of persecut ory objects . 

Thus , the infantile , regressi ve , narcissistic position 

of h elpless i mpotence is reinforced and may become a 

p erma_nent personality constellation . The early 

adolescent who is unable to pass successfully through 

a second separation- indi viduati on phase of growth 

blames individuals in the outer world for his personal 

suffering and demands that the world change . Chronic 

pain and anxiety secondary to frustrat ion are t hen 

experi enced, eventually l eading to retributive responses 

from the environment . 

It is clear that the emotional demands of this developmen tal 

stage upon the adol escent are sever e , t hat the addi t i onal 

stress r esulting from the abs ence of the father coupled with 

the unpredictabl e nature of the adolescent's r esponses 

creates a s ituation in which external emoti onal supports 

from caring adults, even if available, may not be accepted 

by the adol escent and, possibly, may be met with a highly 

aggressive and negati ve reaction . 
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Anderson (1978) conducted a study which supports the 

interpretation cited above . The author worked with adol es ­

cents whose lives had been marked by the emotional and/or 

physical unavailability of the father after the age of four 

up through adolescence . He found , among this group of indi­

viduals , a high degree of correlation between such absence 

and the occurrence of delin~uency stemming from the family 

constellations of the adolescents . 

The author finds that adolescents who have not had the 

benefit of the emotional availability of the father manifest 

a continuing binding tie with the mother which strongly 

affects , in some instances to the point of precluding, s epara­

tion from the family and nor mal socializationo These 

nborderline adolescents" appear clini cally as 11 impulse­

dominated individuals 11 who avoid contacts with others which 

r equire that they control their impulsiveness . Consequently, 

these adol escents have little involvement in sports , chores, 

homework and other activities which "require a careful build 

up of increasingly complex behaviors . 11 Thes e people are 

11primarily interested in pursuing risky adventures or daring 

f eats either alone or with their companions . " 

Adol escents are commonly upset at various authority 

figures , esp eciall y parents, with anger oftentimes comprising 

a majority of the affect . Along with the anger there may 

also be depression, an existential despair of isolation, 

loneliness, and a pervasive sense of hopelessness and futil­

ity. The individuals also exhibit anxiet~ anhedoina: a lack 
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of pleasure , lack of empathy, and self-glorifying fantasies 

accompani ed by omnipotent thoughts and feelings . The family 

history of disturbed adolescents is usually dramatic; the 

adolescent's parents are still quite involved with their own 

parents and the grandparents frequently live nearby . These 

dis turbed families may be distinguished by a history- of 

psychosis, business failure or emotional collapse . An 

adol escent growing up in such an environment has great (and 

well-founded) cause for a sense of insecurity about the 

ability of the family to provide a secure world in which to 

grow up . Such adolescents have strong disappointments about 

their fathers ' ability to care for them and great ambivalence 

about their relationship with their mother. 

In yet another study, Slavin (1978) explores the intra­

psychic process of the adolescent and focusses on a phenomenon 

he calls uoedipal grief." This feeling state is "a type of 

developmental mourning in which the adolescent's subjective 

experi ence is marked by a melancholy accompanied by a morbid 

conscience; an inner tyrant which censors any move toward 

giving up the ideal loved parent and thereby blocks normal 

developmental process . " This state is viewed within the 

psychoanalytic framework as "arising from a difficult choice 

which the adolescent must make; ei ther separate from the 

parent and grieve the loss of becoming that hoped for p erfect 

and powerful person or hold onto the notion of the parental 

ideal through the development of an idealized parental 

figure through developing a 'morbid conscience . '" In "the 
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morbid conscience either a loving or cruel parent is hidden 

away inside the adolescent's inner world and , because this 

parent must be protected from the changes of the external 

world, the adolescent must avoid going through the develop ­

mental changes appropriate for this time of life . " 

One of the points which Slavin explores in his study 

is why these individuals have developed such a self-p,.mitive 

and limiting process as a substitute for normal develop;11ental 

mourning . The author distinguishes between the psycho­

pathological and the developmental aspects of the adolescent 's 

struggle to distance himself from his inner tie to his 

parents and to those aspects of his needs which concurrently 

work to prolong and perpetuate this tie . In the develop ­

mental sense, the adol escent's attempts to gain distance 

from the parents and to remove himself from the past are 

typically progressive , but irregular, steps toward individua­

tion in that he is gradually better able to experience both 

the 11 exhilaration and the sadness " of finding ways of filling 

his needs . However, if the threat and its accompanying 

anxiety which attend the individuation process. are too intense 

and the ability of the ego is insufficient to tolerate the 

feelings and master the conflict , then a pathological substi ­

tute for the normal developmental process develops . The 

pathological purpose of this substitute is to detour the ego 

from pursuing the normal developmental tasks and, thereby, 

l ead a more r egressed and less adult adaptation to life. 
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Thus far, a subs t antial amount of information from 

cultural mythology, interp ersonal p sychology and intrapsychic 

interpretation of the i mpact of father-absence on t he 

personality development of adolescent mal e s has been pre­

sented . In this s ection, research will be cited which 

focusses on how psychotherapy may be conducted with t his 

population and which identifies certain factors which can 

favor ably affect the therapeuti c proc~ss. 

Rachman (1959) examines the conduct of group psycho­

t herapy wi th adolescent delinquent males . He finds that 

"the male adolescent's developmental task is to crystal­

lize a masculine i denti ty, a well-LDtegrated sense of 

being a man" . He refers in his paper to a quote by Deutsch 

who charac terizes adolescents as "being in a peer society- ­

but without any goals other t han the search for i dentity" . 

The author's interest in thi s paper lie s in his de termin­

ing the role of fathering in conducting group therapy with 

t his population. He states that "delinquent males practice 

father- elimination and act as if their father doesn ' t 

exist or has no meaning ... " . Rachman sees the 

adolescent population "behaving as if it were a peer 

soci ety without parentage and emotionall y behaving as if 

to deny the basic reality that ea ch person must have had 

a father" , as s t ated in another context by Wyschograd . 
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The author asserts that in a non-delinquent father­

son r elationship , the father's r ole can be vi ewed as 

helping the adolescent son make the final s eparation from 

the mother by being a model for the son's identification 

as a male and, thereby , aid him in resolving his lingering 

s exual desires for the mother . He feels that with the ac­

complishment of this developmental struggle, the adolescent 

male ' s identity is crystallized at a more adult level . In 

the development of the adolescent delinquent, however, 

there are severe problems in the oedipal area . These prob­

l ems take the form of "negative relationships with the 

father and other adult male authority figures, inadequate 

masculine identity, feelings of impotence and inferiority 

and the lack of a successful area of functioning [in life]" . 

The relationship between father and son in adolescent de­

linq~ent males oftentimes involve intensely negative factors 

which beco".Ile intensified during this developmental period . 

This , in turn , aggravates t he relationship with the father 

who perceives the physical maturity of the son as an in­

creasing threat, thereby fostering negativity and aliena­

t ion on his side . 

In the conduct of therapy with adolescent delinquents , 

the author feels that the striving for an identity within 

a peer society and the natural desire to seek such devel ­

opment through group membership makes a group therepy sit­

uation an effective setting for taking advantage of the 

normal developmental inclinations of this period. The group 
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t herapy setting serve s two purposes; one , to cr eate a 

situation where the adolescents can seek out othe rs of 

the same life c ircumstance and form strong group t i e s , and, 

two , take on the symbolic significance of providing a new 

family in which to satisfy the unfilled needs from the 

family of origin . 

The author believes that there is a need to match 

the intrapsychic needs of the adolescent male population 

with a t reatmen t model and therapeutic approach which 

addresses itself to the young men ' s n eed to find an appro­

priate positive mas culine model for identification . The 

concept of the therapist who provides fathering (in the 

sense of appropriate masculine role- modeling) is an approach 

which t he author feels will promote the likelihood of suc­

cessful therapeutic intervention with this population . 

Rachman states , "Delinquent adolescents need 'fathering' : 

a positive male figure , who can provide warmth, empathetic 

caring, affection and suppor t while also providing struc­

ture, organi zation, discipline, firmness and authority" . 

The t r eatment model used by this author is one in 

which therapeutic change is facilitated through the estab­

lishment of a specific father-like relationship between 

therapist and client . In this special relationship , t he 

therapist must behave and experience himself in this father­

like way and the client must perceive and experience the 

therapist similarly . "The re must be a congruence of 

therapist-patient per ception and experience . " The tber a -
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forth , he must also be able to successfully communicate 

t here qualiti es to the cli ent . In the relationship , the 

therapist "needs to establish a therapeutic relationship 

where the positive attitudes of the father transference 

predominate and are communicated to the adolescent" . 

This therapeutic approach is in consonance with those 

authors reported in the previous section who hold that 

the primary agent of detrimental effects upon the life 
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of the father-absent c.dolescent is not the incidence of 

negative factors , but , rather, the absence of posi tive 

factors inherent in a satisfactory father - son r elationship . 

In using the positive transference therapeutic approach, 

Rachman identifies two distinct phases of the group thera­

peutic process which the therapist must adapt to . In the 

first phase, the therapist adopts a "brother transference" 

in which he functions like an older brother or peer with 

the group . In this stance, the therapist may "make jokes , 

use the adol escent ' s frame of reference , and m.ake a few 

interpretations of group process" . The b~other transference 

stance is designed to keep the group ' s anxiety level at a 

minimum. 

In the second phase, the therapeutic approach is 

tailored to permit the adolescent group members to encounter 

more directl y the therapi st as a caring adult. In this 

stance , the therapist ' s frame of reference shifts so that 

"he verbalizes emotional feel ings more dir ectly with the 
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group members , focusses on here and now aspects of his 

r elationship with the others , and helps the adolescents 

explore the posi t i ve and negative aspects of their rela­

tionships with people , either from the past or the present" . 

In this way, the therapist sati sfies both the adol escent's 

need to have someone directly express caring and cff ectionate 

feelings and serve as a role model s o that they, too, will 

be able to express their own feelings to others . The second 

phase of the group process is considerably more complex since 

the adolescent experiences a caring adult as being more 

threatening than a big brother or peer . In this phase 

where the therapist shifts toward a positive father trans ­

f er ence with the group members , the group will respond by 

continually pushing the therapist back to a peer- ori ented, 

big brother relationship . 

Anderson (1978) states that the adolescent needs 

empathetic relate dness from the therapist and that it is 

this essential need which the adolescent has been lacking 

both paternall y and maternall y . Consequently, the indivi­

dual has little of any empathy for hi msel f or hi s fellow 

man . Such needs can be provided by a paternalistically 

motivated therapist who models a father as part of the thera­

peutic process . 

Summary of the Literature Review 

To summarize the literature r eviewed concerning : (1) 

the role of the father ' s absence on the personality devel­

opment of the adolescent son; and (2) the relationship of 

that p r ocess to the conduct of effective therapy wi t h this 
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p opulation, the examination of the individual ' s psyche was 

undertaken on three perspectives . The first, and broadest 

p ersp ective, is to view each p erson as being a member of a 

culture which holds and transmits to its constituents cer -

tain unconscious assumptions or my thological attitudes . In 

r egard to the nature of parenting, the Western culture accord­

ing to Wyschograd has increasingly "killed the father in 

this stage of history"; that is , we have created and operate 

under the po~er of certain cultural myths r egarding the 

father which affect the psychic existence of each of us through 

our socializati on . With regard to fathering, our con tempory 

culture has created social structures which reflect the un­

conscious attitude of the authochthonous society; a beli ef 

t hat man arises from the earth. The individual attitude 

spawned by this cultural myth is that mankind is abandoned in 

a world without fathers where one can, by virtue of his per­

sonal prowess , break with the past , create a new life by 

wishing it, and where one ' s personal Lis tory or roots can be 

overcome by adopting a new rol e . 

I n an autochthonous s ociety, individuals do not s eek 

out r ol e models from previous generations but , rather, search 

for new patterns of behavior among peers . The individual ' s 

ori entation is primarily narcissistic; long-term relation­

ships cannot be maintained because of the extreme difficulty 

in one ' s accepting other people 's differences , the inability 

to assume responsibility, or to tolerate frustration . In 

this framework , the perception of time is focused on the 



present, childbearing is unattractive because of the 

limited intergeneratio::-ial r ewards, and gratification 

comes primarily from novel experiences . Therapeutic 

work on expanding the focus of such cultural beliefs 

must be geared toward helping the client become more 

aware of his mm paternity. 

Erikson presents an epigenetic model of adolescent 

personality development which is similar in many r esp ects 

to Wyschogrod ' s cultural mythology interpretationo Accord­

ing to Erikson, the adol escent ' s developmental struggles 

center around differentiation from the parents . One of the 

primary means for attaining such differentiation in early 

adol escence is through denial of the parent ' s importance 

and emotio::1al impact . Denial as a sole means of differen­

tiation, however, robs the adolescent of the opportunity 

to mature beyond the narcissistic l evel and robs the so~iety 

of the capability of creating individuals who can pass 

along to the next generation the cultural and psychological 

characteristics needed for their proper groNth and develop­

ment . 

Interpersonally, many of the forces described on the 

cultural level can be seen oper ating interpersonally within 

the structure of the family . The absence of the father in 

the family creates many of the same negative developmental 

factors in the adolescent as the elimination of the father 

concept on the cul tural level does to i ts members . A 

number of studies associate the incidence of delinquency, 
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impairment of cognitive capacity, problems in gender-role 

identity and adjustment to adult life with the physical 

and/or emotio~al absence of the father in the family . 

Other studies which focus on the positive aspects of 

father rep ort that adolescent male offspring who have 

fathers who are involved with their sons in a cordial , 

warm, emotionally supportive and empathetic relationship 

contribute psychological qualiti es which ar e e s sential to 

the son 's developmental processes . The various investiga­

tors do not conclusively agree, however, on whether adoles­

cent mal e developmental disturbance is associated with the 

occurrence of negative events in o~e •s life or from the 

absence of positive fathering factors . Intrap~ych~cally, 

the essential t heme of male adolescents who have absent 

fathers in the sense of being misunderstood and non- essen­

tial and the accompanying feelings of lonel iness and frus ­

tration . These adolescents are oftentimes very angry and 

anger is frequently iurned inward resulting in depression, 

existential despair, isolation and hopelessness . Su~h people 

have difficulty experiencing pleasu re and oftentimes cannot 

success.fully cope emotionall y with the complexi ty of the 

adult world . These emotional reac t ions to the absent father 

are manifest in a varity of ways such as delinquent behavior, 

emotional withdrawal and a pathol ogical process called 

oedipal grief . These symptoms have the common denominator 

of being negative in affect, non-adaptive sociall y , and self­

insulating f r om the great emotional impact of rage , gr ief and 

loss . 



In the conduct of therapy between adult male 

therapists and adolescent male clients , it is important 

that the therapeutic process be structured so that posi­

t ive tra..nsference factors can be incorporated into the 

relationship . The presence of a caring, empathetic male 

adult is essential to provide the adolescent with the 

emotional support n ecessary to confront the feelings of 

loss and grief created by the father's absence of a caring 

adult, a buffer stage approach utilizing brother trans ­

ference, a posi t i ve rol e figure akin to a wise or caring 

peer , is employed as an initi al step toward the eventual 

encounter with .the more adult, father transference model 

of support and caring . 
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Chapter 3 : A Case Study 

This chapter will utili ze a case study to explicate 

the relevanc e of the theoretical mater i al presented in the 

literature r eview for the process of psychotherapy with 

adol e scent male s who do not have a father pres ent in the 

home . The interpretations pres ented in this chapter will 

bring t ogether the cultural-mythological , interpersonal 

and intrapsychic dimensions of the cl ients' histories , the 

family relationships , and the client - therapist interactions . 

Background Information 

The family presented in this case study is currently 

being seen for both individual and family therapy . The names 

and other identifying information have been changed to insure 

their confidentiality . The family c onsists of a mother and 

her s on who sought out assistance on their own initiative 

in order to "learn better ways of communicating with each 

other and fighting less". The mother, whom I will call 

Ginny indicated that there had been a three-year history of 

increasingly hostile and confrontive argument s be tween her 

and her son. She furthe r indi cated t hat, wit hin t he past 

year, she had made several overtures to him that they 

jointly seek out some kind of outside help to try and find 

a way of all eviating the diffi culty . He had consistently 

refused the previous overtures because he strongly felt he 

did not need "psychiatric " help. The so:i, whom I will call 

Sam, did agree to one s ession with this agency , because it 



was not affiliated with any psychiatric or mental health 

faci lity, and becaus e the staff was c omposed of counselors 

r ather than psychiatrists or psychologists . 

Ginny is a moderately obese, white female . She is 

thirty-five years old, however, her facial appearance , 

style of dress , and posture cr ea te the impression of some­

one who is ten years older . She is highly talkative , how­

ever, her manner is apprehensive , her posture is slightly 

stooped and she conveys the impression of one who is bur­

dened by the hardships of life and unable to cope with many 

of l ife's everyday demands·. Ginny 's hair is cropped short 

and her sty-le of dress is qui te conservative and 11 little­

girlish11
• Her predominant affect is an ineff ectual whining 

which varies in intensity. Occasionaly, she shows a lively 

spontaneity, with a sparkle of ali veness in her eyes and 

conveys a s ens e of warmth and affec tion. 

No psychological tests were administered to Ginny to 

determine her intelligence or her psychol o~ical profile , 

however, based on impressions gained during the course of 

her treatment , she is of average or slightly above intellect . 

She is employed by an insurance firm as a claims adjuster . 

Outside of her work she has no hobbies. She is greatl y in­

volved with he r son, occupies much of he r limited free time 

watching television or sleeping and, at t he outset of treat­

ment , seemed quite content t o s e ttle for bemoaning her 

mise rable lot in life and taking comfort in the belief that 
I 

"other people must live like this too 11
• She is remarkably 

able to articulate much of her life experience and seems 
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quite willing to share much of it in her sessions . 

Her primary mode of avoiding actual contact with her 

emotio~al distress lies in her capacity to intellectualize 

feelings or proj ect unacceptable ideas onto her son and her 

mother . 

Sam is a slightly built, white , thirteen year-old male 

who appears highly verbal and intellectually gifted . He 

likes to ~ake expansive gestures, however , there is so much 

tension present in his body that the r esulting constriction 

gives one the sense of a coiled spring trying to unwind . 

Even when Sam slouches in his chair the high state of ten-

si.on in his body and in his speech is strilt ingl y evident . 

He is a handsome - looking young man who dresses appropriately, 

though somewhat "little boyish" for his age . Although very 

thin he is inter ested in baseball and jogging . 

Sam has no close friends within his peer group . He 

tends to set himself apart from others his own age partly 

because of his great intellect and partly because he de­

mands that they adop t bis passionate pol iti cal and religious 

views as a gesture of acceptanc e . Although he displays a 

contemptuous manner , he states that his isolati on is of 

little concern to him. He seems very hungry for emotional 

relatedness with an adult male and is willing to adjust some 

of his familiar life patterns in order to insure the con ­

tinuance of the therapeutic r elationship . 



Clini cal Interpretatio~ of the Counseling Process 

Preliminary data . In order to comprehend the psycho-

.dynamics which have shaped the personality and behavior of 

Sam as a fatherl ess adolescent , it is necessary first to 

gain some understanding of Ginny's life history and lifestyle 

as a model for Sam's early development . Ginny was an only 

child who never knew her own father . She , too, was raised 

from infancy sol ely by her mother. When Ginny was nine 

years old, her mother was f orced by t he family financial 

circ~mstances to seek full - time employment . She was , there­

fore , r equired to wake -up , dress herself, make her own br eak­

fast and go to school on her own. When she came home in the 

afternoon her mother did not arrive until two hours later . 

Ginny calls her self a 11 latch-key kid, 11 referring to the 

fact that the only sound she heard when she left home in the 

morning and arrived home in the afternoon was that of the 

key in the door . Her childhood experi ence has left Ginny 

wi th considerabl e unresolved anger and pain and a strong , 

ongoi ng emotional dependency on her o-..m mother . This ongoing 

dependency is a significant factor i n her son ' s upbringing 

i n that , as~ behavior model, Sam has l earned his mother ' s 

style of interpersonal r elating. She is passive around 

others' intrusions into fami l y matters and emotionally 

ambivalent toward her mother and her son . 

Gi nny was married at age twenty-one and immediately 

became pregnant . During the third month of pregnancy, her 
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hus band deserted her and, since that time , has had no 

contact with the family . She subsequently obtained a 

divorce . 

When Sam was three years old, Ginny met another man 

to whom she became engaged . She r emains engaged to this 

same man eleven years later. He too, like her husband 

before, is an absentee mate and father . Rob , the fiance 

is a traveling salesman who spends sixty to eighty hours 

per week working and usually out of town . He has only 

minimal involvement in the family despite their long-stand­

ing engagement . 

At the time of the desertion by her husband, Ginny was 

required by her financial circumstances to seek part-time 

employment which she subsequently increased to full- time 

work the year after Sam was borno Wishing to avoid her 

son being raised like herself, namely a "latch- key kid", 

she undertook a year-long search for a suitable surrogate 

family for Sam with whom he could l ive during the week and, 

hopefully, receive the kind of upbringing which Ginny did 

not receive in her own childhood . After a l engthy search, 

Ginny was successful in locating a family which she fel t 

would be suitable . The surrogate family with which Sam 

lived during the week contained a mother and her two sons 

who were three and f i ve years older than Sam. Again, however, 

it was a family without a father. Sam has had ongoing in­

volvement with his surrogate f amily from the time of his 
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infancy until shortl y after the commencement of his coun­

s eling. Sam ' s surrogate mother has a personality similar to 

Ginny ' s mother and invol ves hersel f in the detail s of the 

fami ly ' s affairs in much the same way that her mother main­

tains a similar ongoing invol vement . The surrogate mother 

is a woman of strong fundamentalist religious convictions; 

these beliefs play a central role in Sam ' s life . 

The case study . The nature of any therapeutic process 

is i nherently complex. As a result, analyti c interpretations 

of the therapist- cl ient interactions and the client's psycho­

dynamic process are essentially of limited explanatory value 

in that they cannot possibly address the enormous complexity 

of human dynamics . Such limitations may be vi ewed either 

as an iJnpedi ment t o understandi ng the affecti ve and cogni t i ve 

nature of humans or as unstructured terri tory awai ting 

suitabl e explanatory model s . In this discussion, the latter 

view will be foll owed . 

The clini cal interpr etation of Sam's counsel ing will 

focu s on identifying the emoti onal and psychologi cal f actors 

which have infl uenced his personalit y devel opment a s an 

adolescent male who was raised without a father or other 

appr opriate mal e father surrogate . The theoretical founda­

t i on for this interpretation has been described i n the pr e­

ceding chapter and the materi al presented in the section 

will be offer ed i n the three-level format of cul tural­

mythol ogical, interpe rsonal, and intrapsychic understandings . 

The expl icati on of Sam ' s personality devel opment is based on 



a three-month lo~g counseling period which encompasses the 

initial phase of t be therapeutic process in which the overall 

themes of the p ersonality structure have emerged in broad 

de tail; however, because of the brief three-month period 

significant therapeutic per sonality changes have not yet 

occurred . 

The first area of focus for this clinical discussion 

concerns the pattern of Ginny and Sam's family patterns of 

l iving and the influences on that lifestyle of the culture 

in which this fami~y is i mbedded . According to Wyschogrod 

(1978) , the "unconscious mythological themes of the culture 

act as implicit models or paradigms for the psychic lives 

of the individuals of which it is composed . " The family of 

Ginny and Sam embody many of the f eatures which characteri ze 

the autochthonous mythological model . For at least three 

generations this has been a fatherless family ; that is, 

Ginny 's parents were divorced when she wa s a youth and her 

father died shortly thereafter . She was raised by her mother 

who, in turn, was raised without a father after the age of 

six. Upon r eaching age twenty-one, Ginny married and was 

subsequently deserted by her husband . Sam, therefore , has 

been raised in a family in which the psychological features 

of the authocthonous soc iety are well- ingrained . For 

example , Wyschogrod states , "The individuals in such a 

soci ety must either experi ence themselves in a permanent 

state of crisis of identity or find themselves subject to 

the imposition of an identity conferred ... by their 
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peculiar origin . 11 In this family , the theme is expre::;sed 

on some very fundamental levels of the personality . In 

working with both the mother and the son, one is struck by 

the "blandness " of each of them . This blandnes s embodies 

more than just the absence of a distinct personality or 

style . Rather, it is expressed through the flatness and 

mundaneness of the affect , the de- emphasized male and female 

gender qualities reflected in their manner of dress , physical 

appearance and personal perspectives. They each embrace a 

"sexless 11 world-view as manifest in their verbal statements . 

Their perspective is one of politics, religion and the 

presence or absence of pain . Their view of the worl d, the 

culture, i s f r om the vantage of two indi viduals who somehow 

have not been allowed to mature . It i s , of course, more 

strikingly apparent in Ginny who, physi ologically, is mature . 

However , at the same time , the label of immaturity fails to 

adequately describe their manner because they are also very 

wise , knowing, and resentful about their per sonal state and 

sense a deep gulf between their inner , personal experience 

and a visceral understanding that "something is not the same 

with [them] as [they] believe it is with others . " 

This family may be accurately character ized as being 

relatively genderless and sexless not out of per sonal mi s ­

fortune or some personal ity warp which has distorted the 

appropriate gender role model but , rather, because gender 

and sexual values , in the cultural sense, are of littl e 

significance to them. Their p ersonal perspectives in thi s 



area are entirely appropriate for a world wher e fathers and 

attendant maleness , and the opposed mothers and f emaleness , 

have little value . This factor which I call gender ambiguity 

is expressed through the family's cultural structures in 

powerful symbolic ways . For example, Ginny has been engaged 

to a man f or el even years even though she has little interest 

in him and it is expressed in Sam by his disregard for girls 

and apparent disinterest in himself as a sexually maturing 

young man . This is not to say that each does not possess 

distinctive sexual qualities but it is a phenomenol ogical 

assessment of their p er sonal perspectives as manifest in 

their personali ties and in the way they present themselves 

to the world . 

The psychological manifestations of this autochthonous 

family can be seen in their i ncapaci ty to create or maintain 

long- term intimate relationships . Ginny , for instance, is 

almost totally insulated from contact with others outside 

the i mmediate family system. She has some exposure to 

acquaintances through her work but is apparently unable to 

achieve any openness with them. She constantly wonders 

aloud whether or not others live the same way she does , all 

the t i me knowing quite fully the answer to her question . 

Ginny ' s life is f illed by a continual stream of demands 

placed upon her by others which must either be fulfilled or 

ignored with little s ense of perso~al involvement or stake 

in the l ive s of others . Whe ther at work or at home , her 

life is filled with activities which have little connection 
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to any internal state of developmental need . She exemplifie s 

Wyschogrod ' s appraisal of the autochthonous f eatures of 

work : "While powerful emotional scenarios are fr equently 

enacted in the world of work, such affective components of 

work are not acknowledged as the prima ry p'..l.rpose of the job 

or profession . ... (T]he practitioner experience s his 

role as ' cogni tive ' or ' pragmatic' rather t han as partici­

pative ." Reflecting this pragmatism, Ginny states that her 

work and her responsibilities of childrearing have prevented 

her from living her o.....m life . When asked what kind of life 

she would be living without these r esponsibilities, she has 

no reply . 

In Ginny' s life there is no sense of history; that is, 

she has no idea of wbat s he needs to do in order to fulfill 

the inner demands of her being. Her past and .future are 

mere extensions of the present; there is nothing else to 
1 

l ife but "keeping busy" and avoiding major collisions with 

the ongoing stream of catastrophic fears which fill her life . 

In the absence of any internal positive identity, Ginny has 

created a 11 mine- field 11 filled with fears involving her son 

being i nvolved in an automobile accident, unreasonable 

demands placed upon her by mother , boss and child, demanding 

customers at work and e te:vnal unrest . Her perceived task in 

life is to wind her way amid these various deadl y obstacles 

and temporarily avert misfortune . There is no permanence in 

her life . Her tempora3 frame is timeless in that each of 

her days is filled with completing variations of the same 
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tasks from the day before . Ginny p erceives herself going 

"nowher e . " Her life is without roots . There are no formal 

structure s in her life which reflect a sense of rootedness 

in time and space . Symbolically, she is without a father in 

that ther e is no perceived s ense of family, personal origin 

or life purpose , and no sense of belonging to a family of 

humankind . 

Sam manifests autochthonous t hemes in his life through 

his deep involvement in religion and politics . According to 

his reli gious and political beliefs, he has an obligation to 

participate in a ~aster plan for crucial world events un­

fol ding in the Middle East . As a true beli ever , he must 

dedicate his life to the attainment of certain goals which 

will for etell certain calamitous futur e occurrences affecting 

the lives of everyone on the planet within the next twenty­

five years . This involvement will ultimately l ead to his 

attainLng eternal peace and the r ewards of heaven in the 

next world . 

Sam 's interpretation of these occurrences is literal . 

Wyschogr od correctly assesses the contemporary manifestations 

of autochthony in the statement , " . . . myth no longer 

functions as the foundation for . self-understanding of 

the culture . Instead a myth is set in moti on as it were and 

read literally as providing a prospectus for action rather 

than interpretati on . 11 Sam ' s literal belief in the biblical 

interpretation of future events and their attendant political 

consequences is so deep that he professes no interest in 
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pursuing the social and academic activities culturally 

approved for someone his age . Consequently, he has little 

interest in school or peer r elations . He spends his time 

s tudying the bible, military tactics, l earning the use of 

various armaments such as tanks and guns . He claims no _fear 

of death _for he beli eve s that God will appear at the moment 

of a nuclear confrontation between the superpowers over 

events unfolding in the Middle East and, at the moment of 

the holocaust, will save all of the "true believers" by 

transporting them to heaven where they will live in eternal 

happiness , while those remaining on the earth will either be 

destroyed or relegated to a marginal existence on a burnt 

out planet . This literal interpretation of biblical thought 

is Sam ' s identity; it is his life purpose and everything 

else is irrelevant . In Sam' s world there is no need for 

relatedness to others except as it may serve his ends . 

There is no need for family or the paternity which it 

implies , since God is the patriarchal figure who controls 

his destL~y . In this literal drama which epitomizes autoch­

thonous mythology, Sam is an agent of the scripture; he is 

the son of his own creation of the nature of God. His 

identity is fulfilled through the attainment of religious 

do©na . His life is expendable in service to his cause , and, 

since he is certain be will go to heaven, he has no concerns 

about his mortality . 

There is little sense of inter-generational distinctio~s 

in this family . To them, society is a uniform mass to be 
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understood and viewed according to the individuals ' political 

and religious beliefs , not by parentage . Both Sam and Ginny 

view other human beings as useful only in that they may aid 

them in achieving some measure of success with their narrow 

belief systems . Differentness is seen as a threat . Neither 

i ndividual has any conscious s ense or understanding of the 

developmental needs appropriate for the sex, age, or positio~ 

in the society. Each is isolated yet dependent upon the 

other . Neither knows how to complement or fulfill the needs 

of the other . In Ginny ' s eyes , Sam is either able to demon­

strate the mental and emotional competence of an adul t , or he 

cannot . When Sam becomes demanding and assertive , Ginny 

treats him as though he were a superior . Hers is an attitude 

of loving submission . In those moments she is, in effect, 

like a little girl and becomes a daughter to her own son . 

Sam, assuming the complementary position, becomes the father 

to his own mother. The normal generational structures of 

the cul ture break down within thi s family and become trans­

formed into an autochthonous model in which Sam becomes the 

father-son to Ginny , a mother-daughter . Each embodies a 

fusion of roles which is their attempt to bridge the genera­

tional vacuum created by t he absent father . 

Seen from the vantage of Erikson's (1958) epigentic 

schema, both mother and son are , ironically, fixated 

developmentally at the adolescent stage of identity versus 

identity confusion. Neither individual has any firm sense 

of their psychosocial "identity . " As a result, neither can 

r 
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develop beyond "infantilism and adolescence" until certain 

fundamental personality changes take place . These funda­

mental changes must occur if either is to successfully bridge 

the gulf between narcissism and adulthood . An important 

step in this direction can come in the therapeutic process 

by developing in them a sense of their history and their 

place in the culture . To accomplish this goal, the issue of 

paternity must be addressed and the abs ent father must be 

r e- created . More on this point will appear in the sections 

regarding therapeutic considerations . 

The second area of focus in this clinical interpreta­

tion is the interpersonal perspective . From this point 

onward in the clinical picture, Sam will become the primary 

focus for discussion . In this family, negative interpersonal 

factors play a central role in interpersonal r elations . 

This family has , generally, been unable to provide a warm, 

supportive environment which encourages pe rsonal growth and 

development . For example, Ginny has verbally stressed the 

importance of a proper education, a peer group , and extra­

curricular activities, but non- verbally she repeatedly 

demonstrates her helplessness and ineffectuality in demon­

strating effective interpersonal models for carrying out 

these goals. She is essentially unable to provide Sam with 

the socializing he needs . As a r esult , Sam evidences the 

male adolescent disturbance described by Kagel , White and 

Coyne (1978) in which he manifests the ambivalent aggression­

affection toward adult male father figures through his 

J 
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gender r elated behavior. This can be s een in his very 

masculine personal scenario involving military men, gr eat 

destructive power and a lifestyle which would, if carried 

out , keep him in close contact with other men . Ironically, 

the nature of such associati ons is hardly conducive to 

vul nerability or interpersonal intimacy. On the everyd~y 

l evel, this ambivalence is manifest in his attitude toward 

his mother's fiance; one moment great anger is directed 

t oward him, and the next moment he wishes they could go out 

on a fishing trip together . 

The intrafamilial stress within this family is high. 

There exists a constant under current of interpersonal 

struggles between the grandmother , mother and son. Sam has 

successfully managed to play each one off against the other . 

When he makes a demand upon one which is r efus ed, he knows 

he can go to the other to have his need satisfied. He also 

gains the additional satisfaction of knowing that the one 

who grants his wish will, in turn, criticize the other for 

denying him his needs . The offending party is then caught 

in an interpersonal bind incurring both the son's wrath and 

the complying party's scorn . This powerful "one - two combina­

tion" creates a model for capitulation to his needs. Each 

member of the family is locked into an e t ernal struggle in 

which they must somehow fulfill their own emotional needs 

solely within the confines of the family structure, and 

because of their incapacity for dealing in a positive inter­

personal fashion, must endure considerable amounts of painful 



isolati on. The r esult is much like Sam 's intrapsychic 

poli tico-reli gious scenari o, a kind of balance of n egative 

power in which each of the individuals must gain by aggres ­

sion, cunning, or obedience what is needed for survival . 

Over the course of the counseling process , each family 

member has r evealed their acute sense of loneliness and 

i solation in a variety of subtle and direct ways . Ginny 

acknowl edges feelings of anger and r esentment at being 

misunderstood by both her mother and her son . This acute 

absence of emotional support both from within and without 

the family has l e ft her in a highl y dep endent position in 

which she must concede to the wishes of the others in order 

to gain any s ense of emotional nurturing and co~nectedness . 

Such concessi ons , however, later r esult in her reinforcing 

her ori gi nal feeli ngs of anger, r esentment and isolati on and 

serve to further r emove her, interpersonally, from the 

others. This vicious circle k eeps the mother i n perpetual 

pain . 

Fr om Sam's posi t i on in the family , the negative inter ­

personal styles of communi cating have been made manageable 

through his politico-relig i ous belief system. The anger, 

r esentment , and isol ation he experi ences is channeled 

symbolically into bis intert?st in the political events and 

warring factions in the ~liddle East . 

Since Sam has no fathe r figure to model himself after, 

he has conveniently appr opriated the paternal features of 

the biblical representations of God and Christ as a 
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substitute . As a coping strategy, this has undoubtedly 

served him well as a means for dealing with the overwhelming 

sense of grief and loss which he is repressing . His belief 

system affords him an opportunity to symbolically act out 

his developmental struggles inside his ovm head rather than 

having to come face to face with the actual r ealities of his 

current life situation . Given the non- supportiveness of the 

interpersonal style which he has learned within his family, 

the l ikelihood of his attaining the emotional support and 

ego strength needed for confronting his developmental needs 

more directly without outside help is quite remote . His 

system affords Sam the comfort of a s ense of being understood 

by an omnipotent father figure and a belief in his power to 

influence the world through his affiliation with the biblical 

prophecies . 

The importance of feeling understood has been described 

repeatedly in the literature as a singularly important 

factor for personality development (cf . Mill en and Roll, 

1977; Roll and Millen, 1978; Grando and Ginsberg, 1976) . 

The fact that Sam has survived emotionally within the family 

system even though it is only marginally supportive of his 

emotional needs attests to the usefulness of his politi co­

religious coping mechanism. Ironically, the utility of this 

coping mechanism in his home life up to this point leads one 

to suspect that there will be great reluctance at the 

Prospect of his giving it up in the therapeutic process . 



A n~mber of the authors cited in the theoretical dis ­

cussion (cf . Smi th and Walters, 1978; Kagel , White , and 

Coyne, 1978; and Zinner , 1978) feel that the family environ­

ment, such as the one seen in this case study, with an 

absent-father and a pattern of negative interpersonal relat­

ing, tends to produce a male adolescent offspring who is 

prone to delinquent behavior . Although Sam does engage in 

some highly negative and destructive behavior in the home , 

he has no record of any juvenile offenses . Apparently, 

there is some factor in this family which tends to negate 

the psychological forces which produce the anti- social 

behaviors described by thes e authors . The answer to this 

discrepancy may lie in Sam' s uniquely powerful position 

within his family . As described previously, be has managed 

to play off his mother and grandmother in such a fashion 

that he can get his infantile demands met by one or the 

other of them. He is, therefore, the l east hel pless , within 

the family system, of any of the members . His position in 

the family affords Sam some subjective experience of mastery 

over his world. His co~tinued ~astery over his mother as he 

grows and becomes more demanding is , undoubtedl y, one of the 

-primary factors which l ed her to seek out counseling assis ­

tance . It can be conjectured that as long as Sam ' s 

narcissistic demands are satisfied within the fami ly, there 

is little likelihood that he will engage in delinquent 

behavior . Ho~ever, thi s young man is repressing a gr eat 

amount of hostility and anger and, as the family system 
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begins changing through therapeutic intervention , there is 

an increasing risk that he may, at some point, choose to 

ventilate s o~e of the newly emerging pressures in delinquent 

behavior . Alternatively, if he actually travels to the 

Middle East to fight in a guerilla force there, he will 

have a socially sanc tio~ed ou t let for his angry i mpulses . 

The interpersonal history of this family is marked by 

a number of detrimental factors which have had an unfortunate 

effect on Sam's developmental proc esses . The absence of 

Sam's father , the emotional non- involvement of Gi nny's 

fiance , the unavailability of intimate peer relationships, 

and the deep- seated conviction that most other peopl e do not 

understand or approve of his religious and political belie fs 

have seriously impaired Sam' s normal adol escent develop ­

mental processes . However, one is struck by the fact that , 

despite all of these detrimental factors in his life, Sam 

does not present himself as call ous , unreachable or incorrig­

ibly hostile . He does appear to be lonely, hungry for 

rel ationships in which he can feel accepted on his own terms , 

and cautious . He is quite reachable emotionally a:id intel­

lectually, in discussing issues congruent with his political 

and reli gious belief system. It is only when the therapist 

strays into the t erritory in which he has built up solid 

emotional defenses that his anger and hostility rapidly 

surface . 

An interpretation of Sam ' s intrapsychic processes and 

perso~ality development can readily be presented using the 
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Sam has been successful in driving an emotional wedge be tween 

his mother and her f i ance . Ginny has clearly stated, even 

in t he presence of her son, that she prefers her son ' s 

company to her fiance ' s . In those moments, Sam beams in the 

glow of his mother ' s admiration and approval . (This is one 

of the r are occasions where Ginny shows any spark of vitality 

and positive affect.) Given the current state of their 

r elationship, it is unlikely that Sam will achieve a normal 

sense of individuation and separation from his mother . Their 

emotional interdependence runs deep ; each has an internal 

system which depends upon the other for activation . There 

is l ittle capacity, at this poi nt , for them to initiate 

positive behaviors out of a sense of s elf-directedness . 

Unfortunately, Ginny ' s emotional development is only slightly 

ahead of her son ' s and any attempt on his part to ~ove 

toward individuation is actively resisted by the mother, and 

vice versa . The hi gh level of stress in this family and the 

hi story of traumati c emoti onal events has precluded the 

possibility for a subjective sense of personal security, and 

given the emotional vulnerability of adolescence , this 

factor will likely continue to interfere with a normal 

developmental process in Sam. 

Sam ' s intrapsychic world is characterized by a number 

of the factors identifi ed by Miller (1978) to describe 

"b orderline adolescents . " Sam has little involvement in 

outside activities , he is unable to experience p l easur abl e 
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feelings, believing that life in this world is not intended 

for such experiences . He expresses no empathy for others , 

preferring to voice his narcissistic demands upon the family . 

Also, his fantasy life is filled with omnipotent characters 

playing out a drama on a cosmic scal e . Such intrapsychic 

features constitute the psyche ' s way of acting out , symboli ­

cally, the develop!Ilental struggles which t he self would, 

under more favorable conditions , be actually struggling with 

i n the r eal worl d . This symbolic substitution will not l ead 

to any significant posit ive emotional change . 

In a notable di screpancy with Miller's appraisal of 

the borderline adolescent , Sam has thus far voiced no 

conscious feelings of despair or hopelessness , although he 

does admit to occasi o~al feelings of isolation which he 

qui ckly covers over with anger. The absence of consci ous 

feelings of hopelessness and despair can only be traced to 

the themes of his personal coping system. Sam is deeply 

committed to travelling to the Middle East to fight for his 

cause once he completes his "preliminary t raining. " This 

scenario whi ch is essenti ally optimistic and p owerful; 

without i t , it i s doubtful he would be abl e t o emoti onally 

withstand the deep loss in his life . 

Other features of Sam ' s psychodynamic process correspond 

to certain f eatur es of the "oedipal grief" syndrome described 

by Sl avin (1978) . Sam 's scenario is predominately r epressive 

and morbid; his thoughts r evolve a r ound military destructive­

ness , mass annihilation and political strategy. This 
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scena rio has effectively subverted the i nternal energy which 

would otherwise be directed toward di ffer entiation from the 

family . Sam ' s intrapsychi c processes may accurately be 

characteri zed by a statement from Slavin 's appraisal of the 

oedipal grief state a s being 11a detour of the ego from the 

pursuit of its developmental tasks ... to maintain a more 

r egressive ., less adult type of adaptation . 11 

Other features of Sam's process are discrepant with 

Slavin ' s oedipal grief interpretation . He is able to enter 

into a positive ., trusting relationship., with s ome r es erva­

tions., in the therapeutic situat ion. He is eager to please ., 

to demo~strate his intelligence and sense of personal 

integrity., and to try to excel in order to win t he praises 

of the therapist. These positive expressions ., which accord­

ing to his mother are unimaginable ., developed very quickly 

within an individual therapy context . This rapid turnabout 

in behavior leads one to suspec t that many of t he morbid 

f eatures of his personality may be associ ated with the 

mutually negative relationship he maintains with his mother 

rather than being deeply ingrained f eatur es of his perso!l­

ality . This pattern of negativity and withholding Slavin 

characterizes as "punishing through the withholding of 

affection . " However., the ready capacity of Sam to demon­

strate positive affect in the counseling relationship 

suggests that the morbid features of his personality may not 

yet be so deeply embedded that t hey may be correctl y labelled 

oedipal grief . Further., his receiving., in t he therapeu t ic 
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r elationship, the positive r egard and emotional support he 

has needed from an adult male suggests the possibility of 

his eventually being able to more directly confront his 

developmental struggle s in the fu t ure . 

In apprai s ing the current state of Sam's intrapsychic 

process, it can be said that he is currently able to cope 

marginally with his life situation . If one views the 

current s tage of t he ther apy process as being a preparatory 

trust building and ego strengthening p~rase, then the pros­

p ects for Sam eventually mourning his personal l oss and 

getting on with living his life are hop eful . Su ch a shift 

c ou l d occur if he finds a way to replace t he security and 

fsolation of his current system with some strength and 

courage from the ther apeutic alliance . Some patterns for 

describing how such a process may occur is the focus for the 

n ext sectiono 

Considerations for Establishing a Therapeutic Alliance 

The review of the literature indicates there is general 

agreement that in working with father- abs ent male adoles· 

cents, the male therapist must establish a specific typ e of 

r elationship with the client in which the positive atti t udes 

predominate . This is necessary in order for the adolescent 

to begin the difficult work of facing the defensive nature 

of the personality and character style which he has developed 

as a survival mechanism. This def ensive posture protects 

the adolescent from experiencing the pain, rage and grief 

over the absence of the father and the loss of a valued 
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paternal figure . The positive therapeutic relationship 

helps to establish for the adolescent an adult model who is 

caring, concerning, just, and supportive . According to 

Rachman (1959) , the therapist must communicate these quali­

ties and the client must perceive them so that there is a 

congruence of perception upon which to build an effective 

alliance . 

A group therapeutic approach developed by Rachman in 

working wi th father- absent male adolescents is slanted 

toward the therapist producing behaviors which he calls 

11fathering 11 as the vehicle of effective therapeutic change . 

This approach is adopted by the therapist to provide the 

adolescent with new gratificatio~ for old unfilled emotional 

needs associated with the abse~t father . Such an approach, 

Rachman believes , 11matches the treatment model with the 

adol escent 's [ intrapsychic] needs for an appropriate mascu­

line model for identification . 11 He continues , 

The group therapist is the only one in the group wl1o 

has the emotional capacity to directly verbalize 

caring and affectiona te feelings . The delinquent 

adolescent male cannot directly do thi s because of 

the homosexual threat this disclosure implies . They 

need to hear and feel affectio~ for each one of them 

to satisfy this unresolved need . They also ~eed the 

therapist to serve as a model in thie expression, so 

they eventually will be able to express it to each 

other . 
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By contrast, Slavin (1978) describes a therapeutic stance 

in working wi t h father- absent adolescent males in which "the 

maintenance of a warm, but carefully neutral stance toward 

the patient and firm and co~tinuous focus on the internal 

dimension of the conflict [predominate] . 11 The therapeutic 

stance described by Slavin does not strive to provide the 

adolescent with the qualities of 11fathering11 as does Rach­

man ' s approach. Rather, he asserts that a warm, neutral 

focus on the adolescent's inner conflict will draw his 

attention toward "the inner ambivalent characteristics of 

the oedipal grief syndrome . " This approach will "mobilize 

a therapeutically avail able level of intrapsycbic conflict in 

a framework which facil itates its examination by the 

patient's own ego functions ." Any impulsive action by the 

adolescent, especially on his powerful negative feelings , 

is effectively blocked from becoming an interpersonal struggle 

in therapy by virtue of the therapist ' s neutral sta.nce-- his 

"avoidance of becoming a gratifying adjunct to the conflict ." 

In Slavin's approach, a differentiated relationship can 

develop wi thin t he client-ther apist interacti ons . Through 

such emotional differentiation, the old, familiar conflicting 

feelings can be felt , seek expression, and be worked through 

"in a working alliance in which a ver-:1 different set of 

norms and goals geared to objective understandings are 

encouraged. 11 

The treatment approach advanced by Slavin allows the 

adolescent to intrapsychically move from v:i.ewing his 
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internal process es as being guided by unqu esti oned laws of 

nature woven into the fabric of the self t o~ard a more 

detached, objective understanding of intrapsychic process as 

a personal creation which can be understood, exp erienced and 

transformed. With Sam, for example, he holds his p olitico­

religious belief system to be an expressi on of absolute 

truth as revealed to him by God . Through an e ffective 

process of co~flict r esolution and increasing indep endence 

and differentiation, he could, in time, view such processes 

as mere mental constructs which can be changed when they no 

longer serve a useful purpose . This capacity of the self to 

create distance and objectively l ook at i ts own creations is 

an important experiential step which permits a shift away 

from symbolically expressed emotional conflicts and toward 

conscious direct expressio~ wher e resolution can occur . 

Slavin states, "Concomitant with this differentiation . 

there seems to be a surfacing of a closely related set of 

caring protective feelings toward the self; it is as though 

the clearer recognitio~ that one is hurting oneself virtually 

entails the dawning sense that one can be other than a hurt 

self . [This r ealization] frees up more affect of both posi­

tive, or libidinal, as well as aggressively instinctual 

origins . " 

In comparing the two therapeutic approaches for working 

with this population presented in this s ection, one is struck 

by Rachman •s notion that by developing a ther apeutic approach 

which provides the "fatherly factors" which were absent in 
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will be added to his injured psych e . The notion that t he 

therapist's adoption of a positive father figure stance will 

serve the client as a needed role model is in clear distinc­

tion to Slavin ' s approach in whi ch the therapist adopts a 

warm, supportive, but neutral stance . In Rachman 's model, 

t he adolescent need not acknowl edge and work through the 

emotional i mpact of the absent f a ther but , instead, may 

merely substitute the n egati ve father image with a positive 

one . This can do no r eal harm; however, it lacks the thera­

peutic effectiveness of the client's being able to gain 

mastery over his o-..m process . I n Rachman 's approach, the 

client remains in a dependent position needing nurturance 

from the therapist ; the locus of emotional control remains 

external to the client ' s self . In Slavin 's approach, the 

client is viewed as being competent to take mastery of his 

own process . The neutral therapeutic stance signals to the 

adolescent the ther apist ' s be l i ef tha t he can, with external 

support and guidance , gradually develop the strength and 

courage to struggle with the developmental issues of his own 

life and become independent in the process . 

In the course of the therapeutic work with Sam, both 

stances have been utilized. During the early sessions, an 

emphasis was placed on establishing positive fathering 

factors in the r elationship in an effort to quickly estab­

lish a bond of good feelings and a subjecti ve sense of 
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because a trust l evel needed to be quickly established., 

77 

since Sam was only minimally interested in continuing with 

the therapy at the outset . The approach did quickly produce 

a positive interpersonal feeling which relped him overcome 

some powerful initial ambivalence . However., this stance was 

not useful in focussing o~ internal processes . As the inter­

p erso~al confidence level gradually increased., a subtle 

shift toward a more neutral stance has taken place. 

Accompanying this shift in therapist orientati on., there has 

been a concurrent increase in Sam ' s anxiety level . This 

increase in anxiety signals his gradually dawning conscious 

awareness of his personal struggles . At the time of the 

writing of this paper., the therapeutic process has permitted 

Sam to gradually tolerate higher internal distress levels 

without submerging himself in his inner fantasy life . The 

eventual o~tcome is yet to be known . 

• 



Chapter 4: Summary and Opinion 

This research paper has examined the process of psycho­

therapy between an adult male therapist and an adolescent 

male client who has experi enced personality disturbance 

associated with the physical and emotional absence of his 

father . The nature of father - absence as it affects the 

emotional and psychological development of the male offspring 

was examined from three perspectives-- the cultural­

mythological, the interpersonal and the intrapsychic . 

Various studies have been cited, some of which indicate 

negative factors as being r esponsible for developmental 

personality deficiencies in the offspring. Other articles 

point to the absence of positive factors as leading to 

detrimental developmental co~s equences . The findings gener ­

all y support the notion that fatherless adolescent males 

must be exposed to and experience some type of positive 

caring relationship ~ith an adult male in order to stimulate 

the necessary positive psychological processes needed for 

separation and individuation, which is the developmental 

struggle of this stage of life . 

A case study was presented which involved a therapeutic 

r elat ionship with a mother and her adolescent son who had 

not had a father since infancy. This study illustrated the 

developmental impact of father absence on the male offspring. 
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Additionally, the c onsiderations which contribute to 

effective therapeutic int ervention in such cases were 

presented . 

In conducting this research , two factors have emerged 

which I feel warrant attention . The first factor of con­

cern is what I call " the assumption of psychological de­

terminism" in the conduct of psychotherapy. There seems 

to be much emphasis placed in the literature on the i m­

portance of models for understanding human development . 

Erickson ' s epigenetic scheme, for exampl e , is a valuable 

tool for organizing the enormous coT.pl exity of human de­

velopment and maturation. When viewed simply as a useful 

tool for understanding, it is , in my opinion, a valuable 

asset to the therapeutic process . Too oft en, however , I 

detect in the literature an attitude which seeks to elevate 

such models to the level of standards for "normal" develop­

ment . When an individual does not meet such standards an 

emotional deficiency or psychopathology exists . My concern 

is that such notions have a powerful biasing effect on the 

therapist in which he may, t oo easily, adopt the view that 

"Johnny has had so many warpi ng i nfluence s in his life 

that he can only be helped up to a certai n point " . Such a 

pater nalistically-oriented a ttitude can effectively pass 

along to the cli ent, in subtle but effecti ve ways , the idea 

that he cannot be expected to ever take charge of his own 

life . Well- intenti oned therapeutic approaches whi ch stri ve 

to pro , ide the adolescent with the "good :fathering feelings" 

l"I 
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