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Praise for
The Secret Life of Families


“Evan Imber-Black unravels the complexities of silence and secrecy in family life with her usual brilliance and balance. She gives us a must-read book—daring, compassionate, timely, and eminently useful.”

—Harriet Lerner, Ph.D., author of The Dance of Anger and The Dance of Deception




“What a pleasure! Evan Imber-Black brings a most wise and discerning eye to a subject of consummate importance to us all.”

—Donald A, Bloch, M.D., President, American Family Therapy Academy




“Will the exposure of ‘off limits’ family information lead to catastrophe and lifelong rifts or will it lead to enhanced intimacy, interpersonal healing, and salvation? This is the question that so many of us must struggle with as we try to distinguish between information that is secret and potentially toxic and information that is simply private and nobody’s business but our own. Evan Imber-Black has been pondering this and allied topics over the course of many years, and in The Secret Life of Families we are treated to the wonderful, totally absorbing harvest of her therapy and thinking.”

—Maggie Scarf, author of Intimate Worlds: How Families Thrive and Why They Fail




“With this powerful, groundbreaking book, a longtime pioneer in family therapy has opened up not only the inner workings of families, but forceful dynamics affecting the shape of all our lives. A brave, compelling, and important work.”

—Terrence Real, author of I Don’t Want to Talk About It: Overcoming the Secret Legacy of Male Depression




“The Secret Life of Families offers a new perspective on a subject normally left in the dark. It can help anyone who needs advice as they decide what, when, who, and how to tell their secrets.”

—Newsday



An Alternate Selection of Book-of-the-Month Club and the Behavioral Science Book Club

A Selection of the Psychotherapy Book Club
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In early 1997 a secret broke open on the American national scene—our new secretary of state. Madeleine Albright, discovered that she was born to Jewish parents who converted to Catholicism during World War II. Her Czechoslovakian Jewish grandparents died in concentration camps during the Holocaust. And Albright herself was raised with no knowledge of her Jewish legacy. Interest in Madeleine Albright’s story was intense. For a few weeks my telephone rang almost daily with reporters wanting to know my views on her secret. “How could this be?” they asked me. “How could she not have known?” “Why wasn’t she curious about her own grandparents?” “She’s a historian of Central Europe—surely she knew and just kept it hidden.” Harsh and critical judgments abounded, but my own thoughts were quite different. It made perfect sense to me that Madeleine Albright not only did not know as a child that her parents were Jewish, but also showed no interest in her grandparents’ personal history and chose to become a historian of that very part of the world that held her family’s secret. I started to imagine her family. Her parents must have created a seamless story, complete with reminiscences of childhood Christmas celebrations. The only mention of her grandparents was that they died during the war. Like so many children I’ve worked with in family therapy, Madeleine Albright lived with a powerful paradox, absorbing the family “rule” not to ask, to live in the present, and to believe her loving parents, while at the same time feeling a compelling pull toward the past, toward history, toward Central Europe. The exquisite combination of her family injunctions and her career choice would make her a historian with personal blinders. And because she chose a public life, when her family’s secret finally opened, it was quickly claimed by a nation hungry for other people’s secrets.

I’ve been a family therapist for twenty-five years. From the beginning, I’ve been privileged to guide, to walk alongside, to intervene, and to serve as a witness for people struggling with secrets. As a young therapist, I sought direction from leaders in my field: Should I help families open secrets? Were there some secrets that should never open? What if I met with an individual who told me a secret and then insisted that I hold the secret from his family? I found surprisingly few answers. The professional literature was sparse where secrets were concerned, prompting me to think that secrets were a secret in the family therapy field. The literature that existed was polarized and absolute: “never open secrets” or “always open secrets.” I was told by my mentors never to keep a secret with one member of a family, and never to let family members call me individually between sessions, because someone might tell me a secret. While one supervisor told me always to be direct about secrets, another told me always to be indirect about secrets. I was taught to make little speeches at the start of any new therapy: “Please don’t tell me any secrets, because if you do, I’ll have to insist that these be shared with the whole family.” It didn’t take me long to realize that this rap prompted people to hide important issues in therapy, the very place where silenced voices should be heard. I began to think that secrets, which generated so much heat but very little light in my profession, deserved my very careful attention. And so began my two-decade-long search to enable thoughtful and effective responses to the relationship kaleidoscope spun by secrets.

I quickly became dissatisfied with family therapy models that taught me simply to focus on what went on inside a family, as if families did not exist in complex ecologies that impact their daily lives. The families I knew who were coping with secrets brought with them rich and often painful histories from their own families of origin; stories of migration, war, sexism, and racism; tangled webs of relationships with institutions—work, schools, hospitals, churches, and synagogues; and an embeddedness in a wider culture that shaped their beliefs about secrecy and openness.

During my own search to discover ways to work well with the incredible range of secrets that took up temporary residence in my consulting room. I watched as the meaning of secrets changed in our society. Secrets have existed throughout time, but today’s families face special dilemmas about secrecy, privacy, silence, and openness. We live in a culture whose messages about secrecy are confounding. We’re told the stigma attached to alcoholism, drug addiction, adoption, mental illness, cancer, or divorce is gone. But is it? The families I see still struggle with decisions of how and when to tell children that their mother has a drinking problem, that their father’s been downsized, that a brother has manic-depressive illness. And while the heavy social disgrace previously driving certain secrets, such as divorce, may have melted away, new secrets have taken their place. I meet now with individuals, couples, and families in turmoil about whether to tell a grandmother that her grandson has AIDS or when to tell a child that her biological father was a sperm donor.

We’re told in a daily diet of talk shows to “let it all hang out,” only to discover that mimicking what we see on Sally, Geraldo, or Montel can get us into serious trouble in our own intimate relationships. Prescriptive self-help literature and a proliferation of twelve-step programs remind us that “we’re only as sick as our secrets,” promoting total openness while ignoring the complicated consequences to our relationships when we follow such advice. In the spring of 1997 a new cable television venture, the Recovery Network, began to broadcast twenty-four-hour-a-day, seven-day-a-week secret-telling by “addicts” of every imaginable stripe, adding to an already overloaded context of voyeurism and pseudo-openness.

As the cultural trend toward one-size-fits-all rules where secrets are concerned has grown louder and more pervasive, my own experience with families has moved me increasingly toward a position I call “it all depends.” In a quarter of a century, I have never met two families whose experiences with secrets are exactly alike. I’ve grown to respect and even welcome the messy complexity adhering to every secret.

In 1993 I edited an academic book, Secrets in Families and Family Therapy. I invited twenty-three authors to explore the topic of secrets from many perspectives, including the historical context that gives life to any particular secret and pattern of secret-keeping; the many systems in a family’s life that influence decisions about secrecy and openness; the ways in which family communication, relationships, emotions, identity, and issues of trust and reliability are affected by secrets; distinctions between secrecy and privacy; how secrets affect well-being; and how each therapist worked with the individual and relational aftermath when a secret is opened. The range of responses was stunning, underscoring my belief that every secret is like a member of a family, reflecting familiar patterns handed down generation after generation, while simultaneously embodying its own unique soul.

I decided to write this book in order to offer readers a way to think about the secrets in their own lives and to revisit decisions they may have made about secrecy and openness with a new lens, a lens that shifts from the wide angle of our culture to the close-up snapshot of our next family dinner. I’ve written this book in order to make explicit the usually implicit or largely unnoticed connections among societal values; cultural meanings; institutional pressures; family-of-origin themes, beliefs, and patterns; and each of our specific daily attempts to come to terms with secrecy and openness with the people we love and cherish.

I’ve organized this book in a fashion that is similar to the way I think about secrets. Every person I’ve known who decides to wrestle with a particular secret faces a special set of circumstances that they’ve never experienced. The outcome is always uncertain. At the same time, this struggle is a part of the universal human experience. Common dilemmas, important distinctions between secrecy and privacy, and categories that I’ve found useful in thinking about secrets open this book.

Making a secret, keeping a secret, opening a secret—all shape and alter our most important relationships. When I first meet an individual, a couple, or a family struggling with a secret, we begin by looking at the impact of the secret on their lives. I turn in chapter 2 to a discussion of the ways secrets sculpt our close relationships with our parents, siblings, spouses, children, and dear friends.

When I encounter any secret, I work with my clients to explore the wider context of their experience and the decisions they face. Together we look at societal beliefs about secrets, particularly as these are promulgated in the popular media. We examine the influences from their ethnicity, race, religion, gender, and social class. We explore the history lived by their family—war, migration, economic changes. We think about ways that institutions have impacted secrets in their lives—medical secrets, adoption, mental illness, infertility, sexual abuse, death. In chapters 3, 4, and 5 I’ve written about the deep and far-reaching consequences of these larger systems on the secrets in our lives.

Crucial decisions about concealment and revelation follow in chapter 6, coming only after we’ve considered all of the levels that contribute to any secret.

Secrets are born, live, grow, change, harden, or dissolve inside individuals, in couples, between parents and children, and among adult siblings and aging parents. Seeing the family as a dynamic organism with critical life-cycle changes organizes my thinking and actions about every secret. Secrets may be created or shattered at key moments in a family’s development—a wedding, the birth of a child, a death. Alternatively, they may be made or opened at times that alter a family’s expectable path—an illness, a rape, an addiction, a suicide. Couples make and break commitments, children are born and grow, adolescents explore the boundaries of life in and outside the family, young adults leave home, parents age, and family members die as the cycle repeats and repeats. In the midst of all of this, secrets change us and our relationships in unpredictable ways. The second half of the book, including chapters 7 through II, is organized to give perspective on how secrets my clients and I have encountered dramatically alter life at various points in the family life cycle.

Questions that my clients and I have struggled with frame this book: “When do I have the right to keep a secret? Who has a responsibility to open a secret? How do I know the time is right to maintain a secret or open it? How do I make it safe for myself and others? What are my obligations to the people I love where secrets are concerned?” In my work, I’ve found no pat answers to these questions. In the past quarter-century, sometimes with doubt and sometimes with humility, I’ve learned from people who decide that it is not the time to open a painful secret, that to do so would risk more than might be gained. I’ve witnessed—sometimes with terror and more often with joy, and always with deep respect—families making the courageous journey from secrecy to openness. Their stories are the life force of this book. I offer this book with my hope that it will enable readers to embrace the complexities of secrets, and in so doing bring forth their own informed judgments, ethical positions, and imagined futures as they meet the secrets in their own lives.





AUTHOR’S NOTE

Ironically, I suppose, a book about secrets must itself harbor a number of secrets. The names, identifying characteristics, and other details of the case studies presented in this book have been changed to protect the privacy and preserve the confidences of individuals and their families. In very few instances, information from two or more cases have been combined to form composites, which further serve to disguise identities. Readers who believe they recognize any of the people described in these case studies will inevitably be mistaken.
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Secrecy is as indispensable to human beings as fire, and as greatly feared. Both enhance and protect life, yet both can stifle, lay waste, spread out of all control Both can be used to guard intimacy or to invade it, to nurture or to consume. And each can be turned against itself: barriers of secrecy are set up to guard against secret plots and surreptitious prying, just as fire is used to fight fire.

—Sisela Bok



TOUCH A FAMILY DEEPLY and you will likely find a secret. We may keep secrets from our spouses, our siblings, our parents, our children, our best friends. Or we may create secrets with these very same people. There are secrets an entire family keeps from the outside world, longing for protection and fearing stigmatization: that a daughter was born five months after a wedding; that a mother’s month-long “vacation” was a stay at a drug rehabilitation center; that a father’s humiliating job loss was simply his choice to “change his lifestyle”; or that a supposedly English grandfather was a light-skinned black man from the West Indies. There are secrets from children, driven by an illusory hope that they can be protected from pain: that a father is really a stepfather, or that a mother is in prison and not “traveling.” There are secrets everyone knows, such as Dad’s alcoholism, that prevent a family from reaching beyond its own rigidly defended borders for needed help. And there are secrets, such as AIDS or homosexuality, kept out of the realistic fear of losing family support, a job, an apartment, a school placement, or a friendship. There are secrets the powerless keep from the powerful in order to gain safety, and secrets by which the tyrannical coerce the disenfranchised.

A secret may be silently and unknowingly passed from generation to generation, like a booby-trapped heirloom. A young girl becomes pregnant before marriage and is thrown out of her family home. Ten years later, she discovers that her mother had been pregnant with her before her parents married and was made to leave her family in a break that never healed. A young girl pulls out her hair and is excoriated by her mother for her “self-destructive” behavior. Kept from the child is the secret of her own grandmother’s death by heroin overdose, a death her mother valiantly and frantically tried to prevent, a death she speaks of as “self-destructive.”

Or a secret may be made tomorrow morning and quickly grab hold like an uninvited weed in the garden, sending thorny branches into every corner of a family’s life.

Clearly, no secret stands in isolation. In my work with people who are wrestling to make decisions about secrets—“Do I tell? Do I keep silent? If I tell, whom do I tell?”—it’s become apparent to me that every conceivable secret lives in a complicated web of family and social history, past and current relationships, powerful emotions, intense beliefs, attributed meanings, and an imagined future.

While no two sources, instances, or contexts of secrecy are exactly alike, the complications and ambiguities engendered by secrets stir us to declare absolutes—”always tell” or “never tell.” Over the years my clients, my trainees, and journalists have pressed me for one-size-fits-all rules to cope with secrets: “Should spouses tell each other everything? At what age should our children hear our family secrets? Are all secrets bad for my relationships?” Popular self-help literature of the last two decades has added to our misguided belief that we can find one answer that fits every situation. The longer I’ve worked with families and their secrets, the more convinced I’ve become that we need to eschew such unsatisfying oversimplification and stretch our capacity to inhabit the complexities posed by secrets.

LIVING OUTSIDE A SECRET

Gisela Kroch was thirty-eight when I met her. Recently divorced from her American husband, with whom she had lived in Austria, she described a life at once preoccupied and bewildered by her single-minded desire to “be American.”

“Ever since I was a young child, I wanted to live in the United States. I had no interest in anything to do with Austria, in the village where I was born in 1948, or even in the history of my family. As soon as I could, I learned English, and spent my teen years reading American literature and listening to American music As a little child, my fascination with the United States was met by stony silence from my mother and anger from my father. My requests for English storybooks went unmet. As a teen, I began to proclaim that I would one day leave and go live in America. My parents and I would fight endlessly about this, furthering my resolve to go. My brother told me I was ridiculous. Always I felt his closeness to my parents, especially to my father, in contrast to my own sense of distance, my lack of belonging. I had few friends. I spent a lot of my time watching American movies, reading American magazines, thinking about American fashions.”

Gisela grew up wanting some connection with her mother and aware of a certain sadness that never seemed to disappear from her mother’s eyes. “I truly began to enjoy the anger I could provoke in both of my parents when I would go on and on about America. In my family, it was either anger or silence. I hated the silence. I never understood it until very recently.”

About a month before I met Gisela, she had gone to visit her parents’ home. As she walked in the door, she heard her mother and father yelling at each other. Unaware of her presence, her parents shouted out the mystery that had oriented Gisela’s choices in life and had shaped her identity. Transfixed, Gisela listened as her parents tore at each other over unspoken events from four decades earlier.

During World War II, Gisela’s father had been taken prisoner by the American army and lived for two years in a prisoner-of-war camp in the United States. At the end of the war, while her father was still missing, Gisela’s mother had a brief and surreptitious affair with an American soldier. Gisela’s brother, then twelve, caught his mother with her lover and revealed her secret to his father when he returned home. Two years later, as her parents struggled to remake their marriage, Gisela was born into a family marked by obvious but unspoken pain. The story was never told in her presence. Indeed, care was taken to maintain the silence.

“For years I watched my mother being tormented by my father’s cruel words. He criticized everything she did, and I so wanted her to stand up to him. Only now do I see that she must have thought she deserved how he treated her. Whose feelings was I voicing every time I spoke of wanting to live in America? How did I manage to choose an American husband who happened to be visiting Austria?”

Gisela lived outside of a central family secret until just before I met her. No doubt sensing an unspoken mystery, she organized her entire life in response to all that had gone underground in her family. She became the repository for all of the family’s anxiety stemming from what happened during the war. And while World War II may have ended, Allied and Axis battles raged on in this family’s confusing and bitter relationships. Swirls of furtive anger, guilt, betrayal, and sadness congealed in a child’s fantasies of a distant land, in an adolescent’s provocative exclamations, in a young woman’s impulsive marital choice. With a poignancy common to those who discover that their central decisions in life have been made with a lack of crucial information, Gisela told me, “Now I have to rethink my entire life.”

LIVING INSIDE A SECRET

Living outside a central family secret can shape identity and behavior, generate feelings of self-doubt, distance, and suspicion, and contribute to key decisions that are made without sufficient information. Living inside a secret may propagate a strange mixture of responsibility, power, anxiety, protectiveness, shame, burden, and fear. Much depends on how you came to live inside a secret. Are you the initiator of a secret? Are you the recipient of someone else’s confidence? Are you keeping a secret freely, by coercion, or with some complicated blend of keeping a trust in one relationship while feeling simultaneously guilty for doing so in another relationship?

The complexity of living inside a secret can be heard in many voices:


	“Which is more important,” Seymour asked me in our first therapy session, “that I’m lying every day to my daughter or that I’m insulating her from the pain of knowing that my wife is dying?” Seymour came to see me when his daughter, Janice, was eleven and his wife, Esther, was in the terminal stages of bone cancer. “She knows that Mommy has a ‘back problem’ and needs to stay in bed. Everyone I talk to says she’ll find out soon enough. I don’t know what to do.” Here, love and protection were knotted up with fear and deception. As we talked I realized it would be my job to help Seymour question and expand his own definition of what it means to help a child feel safe in the midst of frightening and tragic loss. Living outside this palpable secret, Janice had begun to wake up several times a night to “check on Mommy.” Living inside the secret, Seymour realized he was holding his daughter at arm’s length at the very time that he needed to comfort her.


	“I’m the only one in the family who knows that my mother still abuses her tranquilizers,” Karen said. “Everyone else believes that she’s recovered. Frankly, it gives me a certain power in relationship to her. She knows I know, and it backs her off me in ways that I like. I’d rather just keep it that way.” Karen had chosen to use secret knowledge of her mother’s drug addiction to gain a sense of advantage in a painful relationship, feeling it was the best she could get. Only as we talked further did she begin to think about how this also affected her relationships with everyone else in her family, promoting distance, feelings of being cut off, and resentment between her and her two brothers. Karen’s predicament does not yield to simplistic solutions. “If I open my mother’s secret, I guess I need to be prepared to change a lot of things in my relationship with her. I think I’d feel more responsible and more vulnerable. If I don’t open it, my relationship with my brothers stays superficial and remote.”


	“I hate family gatherings. I don’t want to go to one more Thanksgiving where I have to be polite and cordial to my uncle,” Cathy told me. Cathy’s uncle lived upstairs from her widowed mother’s apartment. He had sexually abused her all during the early part of her adolescence. “Opening this would blow apart my whole family. My mother needs my aunt. My uncle relies on my staying loyal to my mother—that’s how he knew he could get away with this. He can’t hurt me anymore, but it just eats at me that he stays protected by my devotion to my mother.” As she went on to describe to me her belief that living was a series of damned-if-you-do-and-damned-if-you-don’t choices, it became clear that Cathy’s sense of being trapped by this secret permeated all of her relationships and paralyzed her sense of herself in life.


	“He thinks keeping the secret of being gay from his parents is just his decision, but it affects me, too.” Cal and Jim had come for couples’ therapy. Cal was open about his homosexuality to his family, friends, and coworkers. Jim had told almost no one. “This secret makes me feel he’s ashamed of our relationship. We spend every holiday apart. I worked hard to be open and here I am, living his secret life!” Jim just slowly shook his head while Cal spoke. “I’m sorry my decision not to tell has become his burden, but I know my parents. I keep feeling as though I have to choose between losing Cal and losing them.”




  Over the years, many of my clients and I have struggled to respond to the complex questions that dog life inside a secret. While the answers have differed in every instance, reminding me each time that secrets never yield to easy formulas, the questions arise in every careful conversation: “Whose responsibility is it to open a secret, especially if the content of the secret is about another person? When is it okay to break a promise I may have made to keep a secret? If I open one secret, does that mean I have to open others? How do I determine whom to tell? Do I know best what another person should know? When does keeping a secret slip over the line from protection to arrogance? And how do I weigh the seeming certainty of silence against the unpredictability of speaking the previously unspeakable?”

WHEN SECRETS AFFECT OUR RELATIONSHIP TO SELF AND OTHERS

Secrets are born, draw breath, stay alive, explode, or resolve in our most meaningful relationships. They shape, allow, and constrain possibilities to connect both within and outside the family. They are kept or opened by nations, cultures, institutions, families, and individuals. The decision to create and keep a secret has deep and complicated roots. While it is simple to say that we keep secret the things we are ashamed of and the things we fear we cannot face, the complex issues that we need to address reside in both the genesis and dissolution of such shame and fear. Intimidation by others may drive and underpin our silences. The fear of losing a spouse, a dear friend, a job, or one’s own sense of self may lead us to nail the closet door shut. Or we may keep secrets to protect the people we love, and then find ourselves mired in a confusing morass of protection and deception that erodes the very relationships we were hoping to preserve. And sometimes we keep secrets to protect ourselves or to secure power, and in so doing betray spouses, parents, siblings, children, or friends.

Any given secret can serve to paralyze our sense of self and our position vis-à-vis others. Flexibility in response to problems, the capacity to change our relation to others, and our own ability to expand and grow over time often disappear when we feel trapped in a web of secrecy.

While the creation or dissolution of a secret can occur at any moment, many secrets get made or opened at periods of intense relationship change, such as marriage, divorce, the birth of a child, leaving home, or death. A secret constructed at such key developmental points can stop the natural unfolding process. Relationships that would ordinarily change and grow become frozen in time, as the presence of a secret locks people in place. A secret opened at the instant of other core changes—before a wedding or just after a death—can provoke upheaval in family relationships, producing confusion rather than clarity.

WHEN WORDS ARE MISSING, ACTIONS TAKE THEIR PLACE

Elana Sokel, ten years old, looked sad and frightened while her mother angrily described to me how the police had brought her home two nights earlier after a shopkeeper had caught her trying to steal a scarf. “This is the third time this year—they’re going to take you away if you don’t stop this,” her mother shouted, while Elana cringed and remained silent. “I don’t understand—she’s always been the best of my children until this year.” What could be happening in the life of this little girl and in her family to explain her behavior to her bewildered mother? I wondered. The youngest of three. Elana had indeed been a good and popular student. But for several months now, she had come home alone every day and had stopped playing with her friends, who used to be at her house constantly. Her most recent report card described a little girl increasingly in trouble. Elana just shook her head and remained mute when I asked her what she thought was happening. Later that afternoon I met with her mother alone.

“My husband is in prison for embezzlement. Elana doesn’t know. My sons and I have told her he’s working overseas. He calls her once a week. When he was first arrested, she was only eight years old. I hid the newspaper stories and just hoped no one in the neighborhood would say anything. Mostly she doesn’t ask about him, so I don’t think it’s on her mind too much. Lately she asks why I won’t buy her certain toys. It doesn’t make sense for me to tell her we can’t afford them. She doesn’t know there’s no money coming in. Now that she’s getting into so much trouble, I feel even more strongly that I shouldn’t tell her about her dad. I just hope no one finds out about her shoplifting—people are going to think this runs in our family.” The shame that enveloped her words filled the room. No doubt Elana was tasting this shame every day with her breakfast cereal before she left the house and yet was mystified by its source.

Behavior like Elana’s at first seems very mysterious and un-explainable. Why would a delightful little girl begin to shoplift? Only when we hear about the secret that is being kept from her about her father’s criminal behavior and incarceration does her behavior begin to make sense.

Not knowing the content of the secret, Elana no doubt experienced her family’s anxiety every time her father called from prison. Like many children, she sensed when she was being lied to by her family. The family’s rapid economic decline was at once obvious and hidden. Living on the borders of a painful puzzle, Elana kept dramatizing the family secret of criminal behavior.

I have seen in my work that many otherwise unexplainable behaviors are often ways to comment metaphorically on the unmentionable. A small child’s refusal to speak outside the home, a homosexual teen’s intractable seizures that prevent him from going into the outside world, or an adult woman’s severe stomach pains that occur only before social functions that involve her husband’s secret lover all may be signals that secrets are known at an unspeakable level.

I’ve seen many families who are so ashamed of alcoholism, drug addiction, eating disorders, mental illness, or criminal activity that they refuse to acknowledge what’s happening right in their midst. Such silence prevents any family from getting help or support.

In Elana’s family, her father’s criminal behavior provoked great shame for the family. Wanting to protect Elana from this overwhelming sense of mortification, her family kept his incarceration a secret, and then had to support this secret with lies. Thus shame engenders secrecy, which in circular fashion underpins a deepening sense of shame, cutting everyone off from necessary relational and therapeutic resources.

When families have dreadful and incommunicable secrets, one member’s behavior can sometimes serve as an effective distraction, providing everyone with a safe, albeit upsetting topic of conversation. When I first met Elana and her mother, it became immediately clear to me that Elana’s behavior had become the subject of endless family discussions, guaranteeing that the truly crucial topics of her father’s embezzlement, his imprisonment, and the family’s terrible shame would find no space in conversation. As is true in many families where children create enormously upsetting diversions from core family secrets, Elana’s family fixed on her behavior as further proof that the secret should remain buried.

When behavior is truly a distraction for the unspeakable, therapist after therapist may be brought in, each attempting to intervene at the wrong level, mistakenly addressing such signals at the biological, behavioral, intrapsychic, or interpersonal level, while completely missing the unimaginable maze of secrecy in which such actions are embedded.

When I first spoke to Elana’s mother. I was immediately struck by how anxious she seemed. Constantly guarding against the disclosure of a secret provokes anxiety. At any moment, what is to remain hidden may emerge. Simultaneously, those kept out of a secret experience tension in family or therapeutic relationships. The anxiety bound up in guarding a secret spills over onto those who do not know. Thus we had no easy give-and-take in our initial conversation. Rather, I experienced a powerful need on her part to guide our conversation, lest I ask about something I was not supposed to know.

TYPES OF SECRETS

I’ve found that I need to draw distinctions among types of secrets. Paradoxically, the very same actions used to create secrets that engender pain can be used to create secrets that enable joy. Behavior that shapes destructive secrets is similar to behavior that enhances individual, family, and cultural development. Enforced silence, selective telling, covert talking, and whispered confidences all can be used to plan a surprise party or to shield a pedophile. In my work with secrets, I’ve needed to differentiate them by purpose, duration, and outcome.

SWEET SECRETS

These are time-limited and made for the purpose of fun and surprise, such as gifts, parties, or unexpected visits. Sweet secrets can shift relationships temporarily and create new bonds. A little girl is brought into a sweet secret with her father to surprise her mother with a new kitten, and momentarily she feels quite adult. Teen siblings who normally fight with each other get together to do something for their parents’ anniversary. When sweet secrets open, they often enable a new and positive view of a person or a relationship.

Sweet secrets can protect and expand our sense of self. A baby’s very first game of peekaboo is about discovering the delights of temporary concealment. The hiding places of young children, the locked diaries of teens, and the unspoken hopes and dreams we carry in our hearts are the sweet secrets that crisscross our lives.

ESSENTIAL SECRETS

Many secrets promote necessary boundaries that define a relationship. Such secrets are essential to well-being. Your family may have its own private language, including special and endearing words that promote and maintain closeness. An essential secret between spouses creates intimacy, a sense of knowing another person that is unique. In my work with couples, I’ve often heard about secrets of vulnerability, pillow-talk secrets regarding fears and insecurities. Through their very telling, these secrets enhance closeness and connection while differentiating a couple from children, parents, and friends with the sense that “this is only between us.” I’ve been struck that when essential secrets emerge in therapy, they are a sign of growing trust, of fences coming down. I’ve listened while a husband for the very first time tells his wife of sixteen years that the reason he backs off from their children and leaves all of the disciplining to her is that he was beaten by his own father. I’ve watched the transformation of an angry, distant lesbian couple as one woman tells the other about her mother’s frequent and hidden suicide attempts that held her hostage as a child. I’ve seen tenderness replace hostility when a husband finally tells his wife that he’s been diagnosed with diabetes, at last explaining his recent inability to sustain an erection and his refusal to make love.

Essential secrets are part of our relationship “contracts,” and breaking them can be an act of treachery and betrayal. In Edward Albee’s play Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf we watch with horror as George and Martha shatter one essential secret after another. In therapy, I’ve witnessed a wife embarrass her husband, telling me of a business failure she had promised never to mention. I’ve listened as a woman wept more over her broken secrets that her husband cavalierly told his lover than over the sexual infidelity of an affair.

In contrast to sweet secrets, which are temporary and are created to benefit another person, essential secrets are long-lasting and are made to enhance the development of self, relationships, and communities.

As adolescents, most of us kept secrets from our parents. Thoughts and beliefs that differed from those of our family went underground. We secretly tried out behavior that facilitated our tentative steps toward adulthood and eventually leaving home. Such secrets shaped our friendships and imparted a needed sense of separateness from family. And likely, a decade or two later, sitting around the dining room table, we shared such secrets with our parents, who laughed and breathed a sigh of relief at not having known our secrets at the time.

Many rite-of-passage rituals have aspects that require secrecy, differentiating participants from others by virtue of their new and special knowledge. Teens are told the secrets of adulthood and enjoined from telling these to younger children. It is this secret information that marks their entry into a new phase of life. Similarly, religions may have secret practices, known only to those who belong. Membership in the group is defined by knowing the secrets.

Finally, those who are oppressed may create essential secrets, often regarding protection or escape. Thus African-Americans held in slavery encoded escape plans in the words of spirituals, such as “Wade in the Water,” signaling a meeting down by the river. Today, shelters for battered women keep their locations a secret in order to provide essential protection for their occupants.

TOXIC SECRETS

Toxic secrets poison our relationships with each other. A toxic secret may have been formed three generations ago or last month. In either case, key family stories remain untold and unavailable. These are the secrets that take a powerful toll on relationships, disorient our identity, and disable our lives. They handicap our capacity to make clear choices, use resources effectively, and participate in authentic relationships. Maintaining such secrets often has chronic negative effects on problem solving, conversational repertoire, perceptions, and emotional well-being. Even when no one is in immediate physical or emotional danger, toxic secrets nonetheless sap energy, promote anxiety, burden those who know, and mystify those who don’t know.

Living inside a toxic secret amplifies our doubts about other people’s responses to us. If I’m keeping a secret from my best friend, can I truly trust her friendship? Would she still care about me if she knew what I was harboring? A woman tells me, “If my husband knew I had an abortion before I met him, he would be disgusted with me. But since I can’t tell him, I also can’t believe his love for me.” An adolescent hangs his head and says to me, “I’m a fraud. My parents are always telling everyone how great I am. If they knew how much cheating I’ve done at school, they’d be through with me, for sure.”

Living outside a toxic secret clouds our vision. Sensing a secret but lacking confirmation, we start to doubt our own perceptions. What are we seeing when we are told we are not seeing what we think we see? When ten-year-old Lucas Gordon came to see me with his mother and father, he refused to speak in the meeting. He curled up on the couch between his parents. For two months Lucas had been refusing to come to the dinner table, the only time of day when both of his parents were together. When his mother told me that she and her husband got along well, Lucas pulled his jacket over his head. Only when Lucas briefly left the room did his father tell me that he and his wife were planning to get a divorce but that Lucas “didn’t know.”

Since the keeping of toxic secrets does not often create acute crises, such secrets tend to linger, easily promoting a sense of confusion regarding who, when, or whether to tell. How, for instance, do you determine that the secret of your brother’s suicide, a secret kept from your children when they were small, should be opened to them now that they are young adults?

Living with a toxic secret can feel like living in a pressure cooker. The need to tell the secret can build and build until it explodes in an unplanned and hurtful way. Or the secret can leak out through seemingly inadvertent clues that force someone else to discover it.

In the popular 1996 film Secrets and Lies, a mother has kept a secret from her daughter: She has another daughter, whom she gave up for adoption. She’s never planned to tell her daughter, now twenty, about this first child. The mother, Cynthia, is white. Unbeknownst to her, the child she gave up, Hortense, is black. When Hortense reappears in her life, Cynthia, lonely and largely estranged from the daughter she raised, begins to forge a close and meaningful relationship with her. Rather than think through how to tell her daughter in a careful way, Cynthia brings Hortense to her child’s twenty-first birthday party and opens the secret impulsively and recklessly, with no thought given to the consequences.

In my work as a family therapist, I’ve often been confronted with situations where toxic secrets appear to have been opened carelessly, leaving profound relationship fallout in their wake. Upon closer examination, this seeming carelessness turns out to be anxiety that could no longer be contained. It’s become clear to me that toxic secrets opened recklessly take longer to resolve than those opened in a carefully planned manner.

If you are the keeper of a toxic secret, you have time for careful deliberation about and preparation for its revelation. Such preparation, in my experience, usually lowers anxiety, allowing thought before action. Be aware that opening toxic secrets often throws a family into necessary disequilibrium; it will likely take quite a while for individual and family identity to coalesce and for relationships to heal and be reshaped.

DANGEROUS SECRETS

I sat behind the one-way mirror one day in 1984 watching a world-famous therapist conduct an interview with a mother, a father, and a sixteen-year-old daughter. The daughter became more and more agitated as the interview went on, but the therapist pressed ahead, asking questions about family relationships. As I listened, it seemed clear that the daughter was giving as many hints as she could, without coming straight out and saying it, that her father was sexually abusing her. The mother began to sob. She knew what was happening to her daughter but until this moment had chosen to protect her husband. As she began to reveal the secret, her husband leaped from his seat and pulled out the cord for the microphone and video camera. A dangerous secret had opened, profoundly altering this family’s relationships to one another and to the outside world. As with the opening of any dangerous secret, this one would require an immediate shift to deal first and foremost with the daughter’s safety.

There are secrets that put people in immediate physical jeopardy or such severe emotional turmoil that their capacity to function is threatened—for example, physical and sexual abuse of children, wife battering, incapacitating alcoholism or drug abuse, and plans to commit suicide or harm another person. In many public jurisdictions, the discovery of dangerous secrets requires action. For instance, if I learn that a client is planning to harm another person, I’m legally required to break the normal ethical bounds of confidentiality under what is called “the duty to warn.” Adults in responsible positions with children must report instances of suspected child abuse.

In contrast to toxic secrets, which allow time to carefully consider the impact of continued secrecy or openness on a network of relationships, dangerous secrets often require swift and immediate action to safeguard life. If you are pondering what to do about your knowledge of a suicide in your family a generation ago, time is on your side. You can reflect about who should know and about what is to be gained and lost in telling. You can think through how opening this secret might change family relationships or alter myths and beliefs about the person who killed himself. But if your niece’s best friend confides in you that she is planning to kill herself, the luxury of reflection is not available to you. Rather, you have to act swiftly in order to protect her, even though such action may violate her confidence.

Intimidation, fear, power over others, and powerlessness are usually intertwined in dangerous secrets. Often the powerless person in a dangerous secret lives in a context of profound physical and emotional threat and feels that greater harm will result if he or she opens the secret. The person with power to cause harm and demand silence in dangerous secrets frequently invokes “privacy”—“What goes on in our house is no one else’s business”—thereby blurring important distinctions between secrecy and privacy.

HEALTHY PRIVACY OR UNHEALTHY SECRECY?

In my work with families, I’ve found that distinguishing between secrecy and privacy is both critical and slippery. A couple comes to me contemplating pregnancy through egg donation. They ask me, “If we have a child this way and never tell her, are we keeping a secret from her, or is this our own private business?” In another couple, a husband insists to me that it is his right to keep a special bank account secret from his wife. “It’s private,” he tells me. When I ask him if his wife might do the same, he tells me that would mean she was keeping a secret from him. A woman makes a will leaving all of her money to her children from her first marriage and doesn’t tell her new husband. Is this her private business or a troublesome secret from him?

What a wife-beating husband or a sexually abusive stepfather calls privacy is actually secrecy. A person with AIDS may be accused of keeping a secret from neighbors when actually she is acting out of a right to privacy. When that same woman refuses to tell her sexual partner that she is HIV positive, maintaining privacy rapidly shifts to keeping a dangerous secret. A husband may define his extramarital affair as private, while his wife may be living her life sensing a toxic secret, making decisions in the absence of this critical information. A biological mother who gives up her child for adoption may consider her wish not to be known or contacted by this child part of her right to privacy. The government may even codify such privacy into law. Yet an adult adoptee may regard the very same information as an essential secret about his life that no one has a right to keep from him. An adolescent may think her sexual life is private, while her parents may believe she is improperly keeping a secret. Making a claim that something is private may be inappropriately self-serving or appropriately protective.

The definitions of what is secret and what is private change across time, cultures, and sociopolitical circumstances, depending on what a given culture or a particular family stigmatizes and values. For instance, the sexual relationship of a married, heterosexual couple is considered private in our culture, while the sexual relationship of a homosexual couple must often be kept secret, since it isn’t protected by law and is certainly subject to prejudices that violate privacy. The dilemma of what is private and what is secret plays out in the unsettled legal and moral debate over a teenager’s right to make her own decision regarding abortion and the demand for parental notification or consent.

Secrecy and privacy sometimes coexist in a circular and paradoxical relationship with each other. When an action that limits privacy is taken on one level of the many overlapping social systems in which we live, we may respond at another level by making a secret. When arenas of personal privacy are rezoned by legislation, courts, insurance companies, or hospitals, for instance, then individuals and families may respond with secret-keeping. Persons with AIDS often live with the carefully guarded secret of their illness. Their right to privacy is frequently threatened by proposed legislation. Such threats intensify secret-keeping. During the struggle to gain the right to legalized abortion, a struggle that turns on a woman’s right to privacy regarding her own body, many women had to go public with the previously long-held secret of their abortions in order to rally pro-choice support.1


FAMILY RULES

Every family makes its own rules about what is secret and what is private. Take a moment to reflect on your own experiences, both in the family that you come from and in your current relationships.


	How did your family of origin define what was private?


	Did you know how much money your parents earned?


	What family matters were you forbidden to mention outside the family?


	Was it assumed that everything that went on inside your family was to be kept private from the outside world?


	Were there differences in what adults or children could keep private? For instance, if you couldn’t enter your parents’ room, could they enter yours? As you were growing up, did any of this change?


	Were there differences in what men and women could keep private?


	Were some family members afforded more privacy than others?


	Did physical space such as bedrooms or drawers mark zones of privacy? For whom?


	How do you define privacy and secrecy in your adult life?






  Toxic and dangerous secrets most often make us feel shame, while truly private matters do not. Hiding and concealment are central to secret-keeping, but not to privacy. In my work I’ve found it useful to consider whether withholding information impacts another person’s life choices, decision-making capacity, and well-being. When it does, then it is secrecy rather than privacy that holds sway. If a husband believes he and his wife are working on their marriage in therapy, yet all the time she’s having an extramarital affair, she’s keeping a secret. If a woman knows that many of her female relatives died of breast cancer and keeps this from her twenty-five-year-old son, she may be acting out of privacy. Keeping this same information from her twenty-six-year-old daughter, whose health may be affected by it, is to keep a secret. What is truly private doesn’t impact our physical or emotional health. Keeping toxic or dangerous secrets cuts us off from the resources we need to solve problems. Private matters in your life don’t prevent your access to necessary resources. When you’re living outside a secret, the lack of


OPENING THE DOOR TO COMPLEXITY
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