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1. INTRODUCTION

Dr. Murray Bowen founded a new psychological theory beginning in the 1950's. Bowen Family Systems Theory represents an original way of thinking about human functioning. Unlike Freudian Theory, it was developed through direct observation of families, and views the family as a multi‑generational emotional unit. Bowen thought that previous theories were derived from observations about individuals and were therefore not systems theories. His way of thinking about humans requires what has been described as a figure/ground shift. If one can see the underlying ground of human behavior as the family emotional unit one thinks about people differently. Dr. Ann Bunting, founder of the Vermont Center for Family Studies, has written a paper detailing a number of hypotheses about Bowen Theory and emigration. Rölvaag's trilogy, a multi‑generational story of an emigrant family, illustrates these hypotheses.

Ole Edvart Rölvaag was himself an emigrant. Uniquely, he lived and wrote in America, but he wrote in Norwegian. His most famous work, Giants in the Earth, was published in Norwegian in 1924. Its English translation was published 3 years later. Lincoln Colcord, the book's translator, states that this was "The first instance of the kind in the history of American Letters." Rölvaag lived in the new world but he thought in the language of the old. His mind was a bridge. Perhaps this contributed to his extraordinary insight into family psychology related to emigration. The roots of his insight into the family as a system are less obvious. Rölvaag's art speaks more eloquently for itself than words written about it, and Bowen Theory is precise.  No single story can encompass it. Both Bowen and Rölvaag offer windows on family process and emigration. Perhaps two elegant windows can reveal something about each other.

2. RÖLVAAG'S TRILOGY AND BOWEN THEORY

Figure 1 is a diagram of Rölvaag's fictional Holm family:
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I will be discussing the trilogy's central characters. First, Beret, the mother of the family that emigrates from Norway to South Dakota in the 1870's. Her husband Per Hansa dies three years later, at the end of Giants in the Earth. The second novel is called Peder Victorious. It describes the effect of emigration and family process on the development of Beret's youngest son, Peder, who is born in America. The way these forces influence Peder's relationship with his wife Suzy Doheney and the early life of their child Permand is illustrated by the third novel Their Fathers' God. This paper will discuss the trilogy in the light of six aspects of Bowen Theory; Anxiety, Overfunctioning/Underfunctioning Reciprocity, Cutoff, Togetherness, Differentiation, and Triangles.

3. ANXIETY

Bowen Theory describes anxiety as the lowest common denominator of pathology. Anxiety is experienced as a response to threat, real or imagined. According to Bowen Theory, anxiety manifests in families in predictable ways. An organism can respond to a threat by becoming "hyperactive (frenzied) or hypoactive (paralysis)" (Kerr, 112). Similarly, the family organism manages anxiety through relationship intensity and relationship distance. Anxiety is universal in human relationship systems, but present in them to varying degrees. High levels of intensity or distance in a family system are indicative of relatively high levels of anxiety. This paper will examine the ways anxiety manifests in Rölvaag's Holm family.

4. OVERFUNCTIONING/UNDERFUNCTIONING RECIPROCITY

Most of us assume that the most anxious member of a family is the least mature. Bowen Theory challenges this. One of the major contributions of Bowen theory is the understanding of level of anxiety as distinct from level of functioning. Bowen distinguishes between chronic anxiety and functional anxiety. An individuals functioning may appear more anxious than his partners, but Bowen Theory posits that the underlying ground of chronic anxiety is equal. Researchers observed that functional levels in families were reciprocal. A symptomatic member's problems were dependent on the non-symptomatic member's strength, and visa versa. Both parties were observed to be prisoners of their positions. If the "strong" member became more dysfunctional, the "weaker" member's functioning improved. Bowen labeled this overfunctioning/underfuntioning reciprocity. The idea that the "stronger" member is overfunctioning requires a change in the way people normally think about families. It requires an understanding of anxiety as a quality of the family system rather than of individuals.

In Giants in the Earth, Beret is emotionally unstable after the emigration and Per Hansa is not. Is the relationship a picture of overfunctioning/underfunctioning reciprocity? Steensma makes the following comment about the couples psychological functioning:

Per Hansa and Beret are case studies in frontier personality; their psychological natures cause them to react in startlingly opposite ways to the stimuli of the prairie and its challenge ...Per Hansa, stubborn, strong, resourceful and optimistic, dies in a blinding blizzard; Beret, only partially recovered from her recurrent insanity, ascends to a plateau of serenity.
The critic ascribes the differences between Beret and Per Hansa to differences in "nature". This suggests that they are concrete qualities, like natural objects. But as Einstein showed in physics, "nature" can be a very fluid thing. In contrast to the quote above, systems thinking would view the differences in Beret and Per Hansa as two curves along the same current. It would view the variations as dependent on each other, and not "real" in any absolute sense. They would be seen as taking their shape in reaction to each other.  It would follow that significant changes in the family network would bring about changes in the “character” of individuals within the family. What happens to Beret's functioning after her husbands death?

That fatal winter, after her husband disappeared and she was left alone with all the responsibility resting on her, she felt at once how utterly hopeless she was to cope with the situation. Difficulties, however, had a way of paying small heed to what she thought.


‑Peder Victorious, 159
In the absence of Per Hansa's overfunctioning, the underfunctioner must struggle with her role in a new way. During one crisis Beret begins to assume her husband’s functional role, "Beret went to her room, put on men's clothing, and coming back into the kitchen, said that she would go herself" (Peder Victorious, 161). The description continues:

Time and again that winter Beret said to herself that her situation had become impossible. How could she manage it all? She simply was not equal to it. But her husband did not return; the work out of doors became harder and more imperative as the season grew. Despite the conviction of her own inability she soon came to realize that the difficulties solved themselves better if she worked with the boys than when she let them manage alone. And yet, as soon as the troubles began piling up and the demands called insistently she was straightway ready to answer: This I am not able to do. It would be better, in fact much better, to give up altogether, for then my failures would come to an end! But at these moments it would happen that she saw a door somewhere swing slowly open into a room where was revealed a picture, indistinct, and shadowy, in a dim half light‑ of a plan she might give a trial; and because she could see no other way out she would try the plan...


‑Peder Victorious, 164
Beret is gaining qualities ascribed to Per Hansa's "nature", "strong and resourceful." This paragraph fits the description of an underfunctioner adjusting to new reciprocities in an altered family system. In time Beret comes to be seen as the best farmer in the settlement. Her functioning never dips to the levels it reached when her husband was alive. Rölvaag shows us that her underfunctioning was dependent on the overfunctioning of Per Hansa.  Her functioning was a quality of the relationship system, not a quality of her “character.”

5. CUTOFF

One of the fundamental ways anxiety manifests in a family system is emotional distance. An individual who cannot bear contact with their family is using distance to manage the threat posed by the relationship. Cutoff is Bowen's concept of extreme emotional distance between generations indicative of high chronic anxiety in a family. Dr. Ann Bunting's Hypotheses look at emigration in terms of cutoff. Her first hypothesis  proposes that emigrations vary in the degree to which they display chronic anxiety. An emigration is a physical distancing. Physical distance will bring some emotional distance in most cases. But Bunting suggests that emigrations vary in this respect. On the more anxious side of her scale are emigrations marked by cutoff. Where would an emigration such as the Holm's be placed on Dr. Bunting's scale? Rölvaag offers an impression of Beret's relationship to her family of origin a few years after the voyage from Norway.

All that summer thoughts of Norway bore more strongly in upon the mind of Beret than at any time since her coming to America ...Her memory became trance like; she would see all as clearly as if she were standing by the corner of the cottage at home ...Yes, there came Father! Who took care of the house for him after Mother had gone? He never wrote to her, and it seemed she never could make herself write to him. How could she write to people who didn't understand how things were over here? She could sell, to be sure, and go back to Norway ...Wondered if that might not be wise? For then the children would regain race and fatherland and their mother tongue ...Was it possible to atone for sin that way?...That summer Beret tried several times to write to her father, each effort to end only by her burning the letter.


‑Peder Victorious, 170

The passage describes the Holm's emigration as relatively cutoff. It is probably hard for anyone who does not live through an emigration to understand what a serious test it is for a family. Economic factors certainly play a role here. Still, according to Bowen Theory a woman such as Beret distances from her father partly due to emotional forces, rather than circumstance alone. Cutoff is her way of managing the anxiety in the relationship. Her perception of her father as incapable of understanding her new life is notable. Bowen Theory predicts that patterns of anxiety management flow through generations. We will see how these relationship dynamics come to manifest in the family's future.

Dr. Bunting's third hypothesis states that, "When emigrations are propelled by the need to cutoff, they occur with less thought and planning and, therefore, result in increased anxiety levels and more difficult cultural transitions." Beret's emotional instability is related to cutoff in the following passage:

Was it possible that a people could disappear utterly and yet continue to exist? Was this retributive justice for having torn themselves loose from kindred and fatherland? ... The dread would paint pictures for her, especially on sleepless nights when she wasn't able to get up and read it away. One picture often returned. She saw herself sitting on a lone rock far out at sea. The surf sucked and boomed. There must be a terrible storm brewing. The tide had begun to rise. Never had it risen more circumstantially. She watched it come. Little by little the surf began sucking her feet. A skua kept circling about the rock. The bird hacked rapaciously at dead bodies floating on the surface ​always the eyes first. She remembered her father telling her that once ....She might lie and look at the picture so long that she would involuntarily draw her feet up under her and in suspense raise herself from the pillow ....Oh, no America would not be satisfied with getting their bodies only!


‑Peder Victorious, 178
The image of the sea and the bird devouring Beret can be seen as an image of the increased anxiety levels associated with cutoff. She is isolated by an oceanic emotional cutoff. Her fathers fishing boat does not reach her. Instead his memory hacks at her mind. An emigration could be pictured as a bridge between the old country and the new. Beret's transition is experienced as drowning in the gap. The separation from Norway is experienced as a death. The new country is seen as the murderer. In Beret's generation, and the next, family transitions are seen in grim terms.

6. TOGETHERNESS

Bowen Theory predicts that emigration cutoff will manifest in the life of the settler's offspring. The way anxiety winds down through generations is called the family projection process. Dr. Bunting's sixth hypothesis states that, "The way in which children become the objects of the projection process in the new country is related in part to specific cultural issues as well as to standard issues such as sibling position, sex of the child, and nodal events." In Peder Victorious the youngest son is the primary object of what Bowen describes as the family projection process. The projection process often travels through the medium of what Bowen Theory calls togetherness. The togetherness force is "a biologically rooted life force that propels an organism to follow the directives of others, to be a dependent, connected, and indistinct entity" (Kerr, 65). Life poses a threat. Many organisms have evolved successful emotional networks to adapt to this threat. Anxious birds of any feather flock together. More so with humans. Like chronic anxiety, and distance, the togetherness force is present in all families but defines people's lives to different degrees. Peder is named for his father. To give a child your own name seems an eloquent expression of the togetherness force. In some cases an emotional process that guides the naming of one child as "Junior" may express a surge in togetherness current that continues throughout a life. The togetherness force propels an individual to be emotionally responsible for another. Rölvaag's trilogy shows how Peder is selected as the manager of his mother's anxiety. Sibling position partially explains this choice. The separation of the youngest through mating most clearly marks a change in a mother's family role. To the degree that a parent has managed anxiety through togetherness with his or her children, this transition will be threatening. In anticipation of such a threat the youngest may become a focus of strong togetherness forces early in life.
Does Cutoff beget togetherness in the next generation? Peder Victorious details the action of intense togetherness in the relationship of Mother and Son. What Bunting calls a "specific cultural issue" in this story is the issue of language. In this passage Beret's anxiety bleeds into her thinking about language education for her children:

Hidden forces were taking the children away from her‑ Beret saw it clearly. And strangely enough, they were enticing the youngest first. (Peder) and Anna Marie would watch every opportunity to talk English to each other, surreptitiously; the two older boys, she felt sure, did the same the moment she was out of their sight. Nor would they talk anything but English when youngsters of their own age came to the farm. And never did she hear them so much as mention what pertained to them as Norwegians ...Here was a people going away from itself, and not realizing it! ....At times as she listened to their talk she wondered if she actually was their mother‑their language was not hers. Here, so it seemed, each did not bring forth after its own kind as the lord had ordained. Wheat did not beget Wheat; nor cattle beget cattle ...Had nature's laws been annulled altogether in this land?

‑Peder Victorious, 178‑9
One price the togetherness force can exact is myopia. A woman such as Beret is too close to see her children clearly. She does not understand the cultural forces acting on them, just as she perceived that her father would not understand the cultural forces acting on her. She views the drive to learn English as an annulment of nature's laws rather than an expression of nature's law of adaptation. These thoughts are roused by anxiety. Her anxiety manifests as togetherness that is threatened by separation. If her children speak a language she cannot understand she is erased, not furthered. Metaphorically, all children come to speak a language that is not their parents. Emigration heightens a universal process. Kerr commented that the attempt to right the wrongs of one's childhood through the relationship with one's children is "one of the main ways problems are transmitted from one generation to the next (Kerr, 116). It appears that Beret tries to save herself from drowning in the gap between herself and Norway by keeping her children from becoming Norwegian‑Americans.

Later Rölvaag describes how Beret's distress about language is directed at her son. In this passage Peder has been singled out as a bright prospect by the new minister of the settlement, Gabrielsen. The minister has given the boy an English bible to encourage him. He predicts that ministers of the first and second generation immigrants will have to preach in English. Beret reacts:


“I see that the minister has given you a present"

Peder came to. One glance at her told him that there was trouble in the air. What on earth could it be? Her face seemed careworn and worried.

‑Peder Victorious, 193
The phrase "one glance" reflects what Dr. Daniel Papero has called "the exquisite sensitivity" of the togetherness force. Peder reacts:

"I tell you Gabrielsen is a fine man!" Peder assured her. 

His mother did not answer for some time. When she did her voice shook with indignation:  "It seems to me that if he really wanted to make a present of a Bible he might have given you a Norwegian one. You'd expect a man so well educated to have better sense!  Pretty soon there'll be nothing but English spoken here‑ it's English at home, only English wherever one turns. The language we have spoken time out of mind, we cast away as if it were a worn out garment ...And now our own minister comes along saying yea and amen to the act. Oh, its shameful‑ shameful, I say!" She pounded the table with her pocket book, as if thereby to give greater weight to her words.


‑Peder Victorious, 193
A less emotionally fused perspective is portrayed by the Reverend's thoughts on the matter:

These meetings Reverend Gabrielsen conducted in English which innovation caused several of the elders to shake their heads. They all understood Norwegian, so why change the language? To that objection the minister smile good‑naturedly, like one seeing a complicated matter in all its ramifications, and knowing that he must be patient with good people who in understanding are as yet only children. Not for the elders did he hold these meetings! The young people needed English, they would have to defend their faith in the language of their country. English was their language as assuredly as America was their home.


‑Peder Victorious, 201

The Reverend's emotional separateness on this issue is marked by humor, patience, and the capacity to see the children's life clearly despite its difference from his own.

Dr. Bunting's fifth hypothesis states that, "Given the combination of emotional cutoff and the intense anxiety associated with it, and with the cultural transition, the family projection process may seriously impair many of the children in the next two generations." To say that an individual is "impaired" does not mean that they are dysfunctional in any absolute sense. Peder is a vigorous soul. The hypothesis simply suggests that some of the problems a family such as Peder’s encounters are rooted in family emotional process as described by Bowen theory.

The family projection process is intensified when Peder gets interested in their Irish neighbors. In her anxiousness to assure that "wheat begets wheat," Beret focuses on a new prairie school that her children attend. She is angry that the Norwegian children and the Irish children have been placed in the same school. One day at school Peder is particularly successful at reading the Gettysburg Address aloud. Family systems theory postulates that, "The operation of the emotional system reflects an interplay between two counterbalancing life forces individuality and togetherness." (Kerr, 59). Perhaps this is a day when the individuality force is budding in the boy. This force is described by Kerr as a "force that propels an organism to follow its own directives, to be an independent and distinct entity" (Kerr, 65). After school Peder does something he has never done before. Without telling his mother, he goes home to play with his Irish friend Charley Doheney. On this fateful day he meets Charley's sister Suzy. When he returns home late the family projection process is depicted. Mother confronts her son about his actions while holding a lantern in her hand.  Chronic anxiety, like the light from the lantern, is sprayed directly into her son. Here is their dialogue:

" Tell me how it happened that you didn't come home on time today" The voice was friendly and kind; she continued to let the light fall on his face.

Peder's throat constricted, forcing him to swallow; he spoke with difficulty:

"I went home with Charley."

"Did that take so long?"

"We had to have lunch," Peder confessed stammering.

"Why Peder! Do you need to go to those people for lunch"

"Charley asked me to!"

"What if he did? There are many things people will offer you that you'll have to learn to say no to. Didn't it occur to you I might be worrying about you?"

‑Peder Victorious, 103
Beret's question recalls Dr. Roberta Gilbert's comment regarding parenting: "worry is an aggressive act." Peder responds:

"Well no, not exactly." Peder was trying hard to face it like a man. "I guess maybe it did‑a little."

A long silence ensued, the weight of which became too much for Peder; his head bent forward under it. But his mother only moved the lantern farther down on the partition so that the light could flood his face; unable to endure the scrutiny, Peder turned away .... "What did you and Charley talk about?"

 "Aw‑we just looked at their new barn. You just ought to see it; its awfully big! ...Charley is a fine fellow I tell you!" ....

When the mother spoke again her voice was low and intense in its earnestness:  "You will have to find another playmate, Peder!"

" Why?”

"Because you are Norwegian and they are Irish! ....But likely you don't understand that yet, and I couldn't expect YOU to."

"They are people just the same," objected Peder sagely, in the utmost candor..

The mother smiled ever so little.  "But they are of another kind. They have another faith. And that is dangerous. For it is with such things as with weeds. The authorities made a terrible mistake when they threw us in with those people. And it is no better for them than it is for us. We should never have had the school together‑ you can't mix wheat and potatoes in the same bin. The authorities ought to have known as much."

But Peder did not understand her reasoning and so did not know how to answer her.

Then she began again:  "I ask one thing of you, Permand!‑ she came one step nearer to him so that she could put her hand on his shoulder. "don't do this again! Come home as soon as school lets out! I go here worrying all day long; I just can't help it. And it hurts me so. From the time you leave until the time you come home I think of nothing else. I feel like a bird that isn't able to look after its own brood . ...I don't understand what God means by it all!" She talked low, with difficulty; there was a deep plaintive seriousness in her voice, which cut right into the heart of the boy."


‑Peder Victorious, 103
Beret's is compelled to manage what "hurts her so" through togetherness with Peder. Her anxiety is such that during a small separation she "thinks of nothing else." Naturally, she is threatened by his contact with the Irish. What she cannot see is the resemblance between the Skua bird of her nightmares, and the mother bird that she "feels like." Bowen Theory predicts what Rölvaag states; these emotional forces, like Beret's tone, "Cut right into the heart of the boy."

7. DIFFERENTIATION

In Bowen Theory, the way the individuality force wrestles with the togetherness force is called differentiation. Differentiation relates to separation, or emotional freedom, amidst attachment to the family. It is not emotional coldness, or an intellectualized state. Bowen’s use of the term emotion differs from its common use.  He was describing something more fundamental than feelings, an instinctual part of the human that we have in common with other species. Bowen’s use of the term anxiety is rooted in this way of thinking about emotion. A differentiated family unit is one in which members have relatively high levels of choice to pursue their own life course rather than a life course based on management of the family's anxiety. Peder's movement toward a mate is an expression of the interplay between togetherness and individuality. Movements from family of origin toward mating, like emigrations, may occur in a variety of ways. The variation can be described as the degree to which the mating expresses differentiation vs. the togetherness force. Rölvaag writes of Peder's mating impulse: "The spell of an unknown force was upon him" (Peder Victorious, 156). But what kind of force operates in such a young man? Is the urge to mate an expression of the individuality force? It is not a move toward being a distinct entity‑ quite the opposite. And yet it seems to oppose the togetherness of mother and son.  Peder's choice of a mate is described as a reaction rather than a choice. It is primarily determined by his emotional responsiveness to mother, an expression of the togetherness force. Initially he is drawn to a Norwegian girl, Miriam. As the young man moves toward a mate his unresolved attachment to mother pushes him back. The push is symbolized by a pair of crows, suggesting deep evolutionary roots.

Suddenly a terrible cry rent the silence. An angry caw, pursued by one still angrier, blared right into their ears‑ the air was filled with irate scoldings; Caw, caw, caw! over and over again 

‑Peder Victorious, 156.

Were Beret's emigration of a less cutoff variety the birds might have been mourning doves. Bowen theory would predict that a young man such as Peder would be highly influenced by these anxious togetherness birds. His budding individuality force would be easily pinned by the fierce togetherness between him and Beret. How does Rölvaag express Peder’s vulnerability to these birds?

Seized with terror Peder and Miriam jumped apart ....The whole landscape lay barren and desolate, but so intensely alert that it was almost impossible to breath ...Across the prairie from the west the sun, blood red and puffy‑faced, sought them out and demanded to know what they were up to.

‑Peder Victorious, 157
The image of an accusatory sun "blood red and puffy faced" can be seen to represent the potency of the togetherness force that has been projected onto Peder. Peder's impulse to mate must find expression outside the heat of this accusatory sun. Despite his strength in many areas he is no match for this heat. When he moves toward Norwegian girls, the community is watching. The web of Beret's interlocking relationships (see "triangles" below) means that for Peder the Sun has one hundred eyes: But the Norwegian community is disconnected from the Irish community. It follows that Peder's impulse to separate finds shade there. Bowen Theory would hypothesize that, for a woman such as Beret, similar family mechanisms would be at work in the decision to emigrate. The following passage describes Peder's feelings for Suzy Doheney.

Suzy was the Cinderella he had read about, and he the Prince. Time out of mind he had loved her. Inscrutable Destiny had decreed that they should belong to one another. Hostile forces were at work, trying to alienate them. He alone could save them both...a terrible earnestness possessed him.

‑Peder Victorious, 293
The power of Peder's attraction to Suzy is driven "terribly earnest" in reaction to the "hostile forces" pushing against it. If not "inscrutable destiny," certainly the emotional system "decrees" that such a couple mate. The story is not new. Romeo and Juliet were another young fictional couple whose attraction was described as being fueled by opposition from their families.

Of course, Beret senses what is going on. Her response is one many have heard when it comes to intermarriage: "If the day should come when you get mixed up with the Irish, then you will have lost your mother‑ that I could not live through" (Peder Victorious, 236). Even a sharp woman such as Beret cannot see that such statements increase the gravitational pull toward intermarriage. Her anxiety generates what it seeks to avoid.  Beret may possess wisdom about intermarriage. As the story continues Peder comes to find more challenges there than he anticipated. In the same way, her sense that something was wrong in her decision to emigrate may have truth in it. It is her anxiety that diminishes her wisdom. Were she less emotionally fused with Peder she would be more effective at communicating her concerns to him. It is not her ideas, but her anxiety, that such an adolescent reacts against when he considers his mothers warning. Peder concludes that:
Nothing else in the whole world mattered to him but Suzy...‑he was a grown man and would be his own boss! Peder would lay hold of heavy objects out of sheer joy in the sense of his own strength ...From now on he intended to steer his own course.

 ‑Peder Victorious, 296.
The mating force is described here in terms of steering "ones own course"; but Peder's marriage to Suzy Doheny is "steered" by the togetherness force it appears to oppose.

Bunting’s fourth hypothesis states "Marriages formed in reaction to an emigration reflecting a cutoff will duplicate the original pattern that promoted the cutoff and it will be a more intense version." Like Bunting's hypothesis, the title of the last book in the trilogy connects Peder's marriage to the previous generation. Their Fathers' God refers to the religions of the Lutheran husband and his Catholic wife. The story is a precise depiction of "a more intense version" of an original cutoff. The couple joins in the operation of Beret's farm. Suzy, living in the Norwegian world of this split community, is now cutoff from her family. Like Beret after emigration, Suzy responds with emotional instability. In a classic response Peder takes a distancing position and puts increasing energy into his farm work. Peder, like Per Hansa, fits the description of an overfunctioner. But unlike Per Hansa's marriage, Peder's is stormy. They fight often over religion. At times they are able to relate to their difference with humor. But most often Peder is not calm about her Catholicism and she is not calm about his Lutheranism. Beret thought of her emigration as a sin. Suzy fears that her "emigration" to intermarriage is a sin as well. But this couple focuses intensely on the sin of the other. Their first child, Permand, is born amidst the white water of this multi‑generational family stream.

8. TRIANGLES

Bowen theory posits that the emotional forces of anxiety, cutoff, and togetherness manifest in a family in triangular structures. Triangles are formed in response to anxiety in a two person system.
Figure 2 represents the fictional pioneer family in terms of triangles of emotional force:
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Each triangle has a togetherness side (left), and a distance point (right). An individual's position on the triangle shifts depending on the emotional context. Mother manages the distance with family of origin through togetherness with her son (Fig. 2.1), threatening the son’s wife with an outsider position (Fig. 2.2). The son gains emotional distance from his mother through togetherness with his wife, threatening his mother (Fig. 2.3). The wife manages her need for emotional distance from her family of origen through togetherness with her husband (Fig. 2.4). She then manages distance with him by moving closer to her church (Fig. 2.5). When she moves toward the Church her husband’s togetherness with her is threatened (Fig. 2.3). This decreases the effectiveness of his governor for tension with his mother. In such a web marital conflict is predictable. Like the God of their father's, systemic forces yank at the couple from both sides. The center point in this game of tug of war is their child, Permand. 

The way these emotional triangles interlock around Permand is predicted by Bowen Theory. They are represented by Figure 3:
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The issue of baptism is frenzied by these forces. Grandmother and Mother are equally fearful of the child being damned if he is not baptized in their religion. Once again separation is seen as a threat. But in this generation things have intensified, the danger is beyond life and death. Having a separate religion from the child is equated with eternal damnation. The husband's alliances to his mother and wife pull him in opposite directions. In a situation such as this both underfunctioners look to the overfunctioner to make decisions. Husband is immobilized and avoids the issue. His mother, in a boundary violation that is an expression of extreme anxiety, secretly baptizes her grandchild Lutheran. Then a counterbalancing boundary violation occurs.  The togetherness forces at work between the Norwegian mother and her son have been demonstrated. The counterbalancing family pressure on the Irish wife to baptize her child Catholic is described in the following exchange. Suzy has gone to her father who has fallen seriously ill. Her father speaks:

I never could understand why you should go and throw yourself away on an ungodly heathen ...You see now the reward I'm reaping. There's the baby you're letting grow up into a heathen.  If this is to keep on, there's no use in me going to a doctor.


‑Their Fathers' God, 124
Suzy is susceptible to this togetherness. She baptizes the child Catholic. Both Grandmother and Mother attempt to circumvent reactivity to the move by keeping the baptisms a secret. But these forces cannot be hidden. The underlying system asserts itself. Marital tension increases. On her death bed Beret confesses the Lutheran baptism to her daughter‑in‑law. Suzy has a miscarriage that night, a stark image of the bearing that cutoff and anxiety have on the life course of a family member. Predictably, Peder feels responsible for his mother's death. The tension reaches its apex when Peder finds out about the Catholic baptism from a young Irish man who has been triangulated into the marriage conflict. The husband's backlash is foreseeable. He returns home:

In the excitement earlier in the night Suzy had laid her rosary on the commode and had forgotten it there. Picking it up Peder studied it long. 'Here's the root of all the evil.' Suddenly he was picking the rosary to pieces. A terrible calm was upon him. Holding the rosary in one hand, he picked methodically with the other, bead after bead. And when there were no more left he emptied his hand on the floor and applied his heel. The beads were more brittle than the crucifix and vessel of holy water and gave a sharper sound. Creak! it said from under his heel. Creak‑eak!... he turned and staggered out of the room.


‑Their Fathers' God, 337
Peder has cracked more than mere icons. The next morning Suzy leaves with their child. Her note reads "I'm taking Petie, the horse and the buggy you'll get back" (Their Fathers' God, 338). A more extreme version of the family's original cutoff has come to pass. Despite Beret's intense efforts, wheat has begotten wheat.
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